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Praise for Alexandra Vasti

THE HALIFAX HELLIONS

“These stories are hot, smart, funny, and charming as hell—much like the Hellions themselves. I’ve read them each twice.”

—Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling author of Starling House

“Superbly written and sensationally funny, each novella is like one of those divine chocolates wrapped in foil and containing a lusciously rich center—a real treat.”

—India Holton, USA Today bestselling author of The Geographer’s Map to Romance

“The Halifax Hellions series is everything you want a historical romance to be: emotional, sexy, and full of thrilling high jinks, with jaw-dropping prose that transports you in every possible way. Alexandra Vasti has easily secured her place as a superstar in the genre.”

—Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of The Ex Vows

“Delightful, truly scrumptious—like if Lisa Kleypas and Tessa Dare had a sexy baby. Alexandra Vasti is my favorite writer, full stop.”

—Mazey Eddings, USA Today bestselling author of Well, Actually

“I rooted for each of the Halifax Hellions from the very first page . . . Perfect for anyone who loves Tessa Dare but with a fresh voice wholly her own. I will pick up anything Alexandra writes.”

—Rosie Danan, USA Today bestselling author of Fan Service

“I’m forever in awe of Alexandra Vasti’s talent.”

—Sarah Adler, USA Today bestselling author of Finders Keepers

LADIES IN HATING

“Scorching hot . . . a top-notch, spooky Regency page-turner.”

—Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

“Joyous . . . Vasti’s steamy Gothic Regency will appeal to fans of historical romance where social justice is central.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“This historical romance has it all—secret crushes, Gothic manors, enmity, queer yearning, revolutionaries changing the game, steam, and did I mention the queer yearning? I’m obsessed with this book.”

—Ashley Herring Blake, USA Today bestselling author of Make the Season Bright

“A near-perfect addition to the sapphic histrom genre.”

—Freya Marske, USA Today bestselling author of Swordcrossed

“Full of charm, wit, sass, sapphic swoons, and deep affection, Vasti’s Ladies in Hating absolutely sparkles.”

—Emma R. Alban, USA Today bestselling author of Don’t Want You Like a Best Friend

EARL CRUSH

“Bridgerton at its sexiest. . . . Crush? Ha. I’m in love with the earl!”

—Eloisa James, New York Times bestselling author of Viscount in Love

“Vasti has a gift for mixing mayhem and genuine emotion, making this love story one that shouldn’t be missed.”

—Oprah Daily

“Wildly delightful! With Earl Crush, Alexandra Vasti has crafted a marvelously funny and sexy read featuring a brawny Scottish earl, zebras, and a feminist heroine ahead of her time. This belongs on every romance reader’s keeper shelf!”

—Joanna Shupe, USA Today bestselling author of The Duke Gets Even

“This historical spy caper has plenty of sexy fun and terrific banter, all in a fast-moving plot.”

—Booklist (starred review)

NE’ER DUKE WELL

“All hail a new (and most welcome) voice in the historical romance space. . . . Vasti writes with a warm, whimsical voice, underscoring her hysterical interludes and cutting asides with a deep well of emotions.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“A gem of a Regency, with dazzling banter and more than the usual amount of charm.”

—Olivia Waite, The New York Times Book Review

“The kind of romance you want to wrap around yourself like a blanket.”

—NPR

“As hot as it is heartfelt, this will have historical romance fans hooked.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Ne’er Duke Well is a delightful, quicksilver romp with unforgettable characters that readers will be rooting for from start to finish.”

—Deanna Raybourn, New York Times bestselling author of the Veronica Speedwell series
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For the Heroines of Chaos, with love.

And for Matt: my forever road-trip partner, the Henry patience to my Margo chaos. Let’s do another couple of decades of adventures together.
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In Which Margo Halifax Earns Her Shocking Reputation





Chapter 1

It was the rain that ruined Henry Mortimer’s life.

Or possibly a cherry stem. The cherry stem had come first and therefore was chronologically more likely to have been the agent of his downfall.

He’d been twenty-one. Margo and Matilda had just made their debuts, and only as a favor to his best friend, Spencer, had he gone to the drawing room the morning after the eighteen-yearold twins’ presentation at court. As far as he’d been concerned, the twins were Spencer’s baby siblings, one more part of Spencer’s earldom that he—a mere solicitor—would, for better or worse, never have to worry about.

He’d met the twins years prior when he’d followed Spencer home from Cambridge, and he remembered them mostly as skinny, freckled redheads who’d climbed in Spencer’s window in the middle of the night and tied him to the bedposts.

So he was not expecting to fall in love with Margo Halifax.

If he’d anticipated the cherry stem, he would never have called at Number Twelve Mayfair. Had he been able to predict the future, he would have moved to bloody France.

When he and Spencer strolled into the drawing room—Spencer carrying two enormous bouquets of irises that Henry had acquired on his behalf—the small, square chamber was already filled with gentlemen. Henry spotted Matilda first. It was difficult to miss her. She was sitting atop the pianoforte, swinging her legs in time to a lively Scottish reel being banged out by one of Spencer’s idiot Harrow friends. She had an unlit cigar clenched between two fingers, and she waved it at them as they entered.

Henry blinked.

He had not called on many young ladies—none, in point of fact—but he was fairly certain this was not typical behavior. Spencer, at his side, heaved a long-suffering sigh.

He looked over the small room. He was already feeling dazed, and then his eyes landed on Margo, and Henry Mortimer was instantly, irrevocably, transcendently poleaxed.

They looked similar, Margo and Matilda, but Henry didn’t know how anyone could have confused them. Margo was more freckled, a constellation of gold stars trailing from her cheekbone down to the side of her mouth. Her front teeth were a little crooked.

While Matilda looked imperiously out over the callers clustered in the drawing room, Margo caught his eye, winked, and grinned.

“Do it, then,” said one of the blockheads encircling her. “No more boasting, Lady Margaret, or I’ll begin to doubt your honor.”

She held a cherry between her fingers, Henry noticed, a deep winey red, and at the blockhead’s words, she gave it a slow, sensuous roll. “Doubt not,” she said, and then she tugged the stem off with her teeth and sucked it into her mouth.

Just like the rest of the blockheads, Henry was fucking mesmerized. As he watched, Margo’s brow furrowed in concentration. Her jaw worked, then set, and he saw a flash of pink tongue, peeking out from her overlapping front teeth. Her lips puckered and pursed, and in his twenty-one years of life, he had never seen anything quite so erotically charged.

She reached up, stuck her thumb and forefinger into her mouth, and pulled them out with a wet pop.

Henry began to fear that he would unman himself.

“Ha!” she said triumphantly. “I did it!”

Between her fingers, Margo held the cherry stem, tied in a knot.

“Christ,” said Spencer, “that’s revolting.”

And Henry was never the same again.

But it wasn’t, he reflected now, entirely the fault of the cherry stem. He’d spent the subsequent seven years watching Margo and Matilda flout convention at every turn, drinking brandy out of flasks at the opera, emerging from closed carriages with gentlemen right on Rotten Row. He’d seen Matilda lay out one overeager young buck with her silk-gloved fist, and beheld with his own two eyes the infamous costume party at which Margo turned up dressed like Lady Godiva, a barely there silk dress the same shade as her skin skimming dangerously along her breasts and hips.

He’d watched, and he’d listened to Spencer despair over their antics, and he’d even dined and danced and ridden with Margo, without once betraying the fact that he was, like the smarter half of the beau monde, completely in her thrall.

As far as he was concerned, he’d been getting along fine enough. Until the bloody rain came and wrecked everything.

If it hadn’t been for the rain, he might not have been home when Margo knocked on his door. Or—even if he had been, he could have sent her away.

I’m sorry, he could have said, this isn’t a good time. I have company. Or maybe, Let’s talk again when Spencer’s back from Wales, or even, No, Margo, there’s no one here but me, and I need you to back away slowly before I drag you into my apartment and peel you out of that dress. With my teeth.

But it was raining, and it was October and colder than a witch’s tit. Her cloak was plastered to her head, and water was dripping in rivulets over her cheek—do not think about licking that water off, for fuck’s sake—and he wasn’t about to send her back out into the weather.

So when Margo said, “Henry? Can I come in?” he opened his door wider and answered, “Of course.”





Chapter 2

Oh thank bloody Christ, Margo thought as Henry let her in.

Henry was here. Henry—dear, quiet, sturdy, inimitable Henry—was going to make everything all right.

“Come on,” he said, tucking one hand beneath her elbow and guiding her through the narrow hallway. “You’re soaked. Let’s get you in front of the fire.”

His hands were gentle as he positioned her in his small sitting room, then unfastened the frogs of her cloak. It was that—Henry’s sweet, undeserved gentleness—that pushed Margo over the edge. She shrugged out of her cloak, the heavy wool garment slopping at her feet, and then burst into tears.

She threw herself at Henry’s chest, soaking his waistcoat with her sopping hair and her tears, and the fact that she was making his life worse simply by existing in his vicinity made her cry even harder.

He hesitated for a long moment, and then one hand spread warmly between her shoulder blades. “Margo? What’s wrong?”

She was a disaster. She had ruined everything.

But she couldn’t say that. Not even to Henry.

“Matilda’s gone,” she said instead. She pulled back from his chest—which was startlingly solid, a fact she tended to forget about her brother’s grave best friend—and looked up into his dark eyes. “Oh God, Henry. It’s all my fault.”

“Come,” he said again, and pulled her toward a pair of armchairs in front of the fire.

She’d never been to Henry’s apartments before, though she had his direction from one of his calling cards, which she’d inexplicably tucked in her escritoire years ago. When she’d discovered that Matilda was missing, their brother out of town, she’d gone first to Henry’s office. It had been closed and locked, and she’d had to hire a hack to take her to Bloomsbury, where his small suite was located. Everything was faintly shabby, but well kept, a polished shine on each piece of furniture.

She settled into the armchair he pulled back for her, and then winced as her hair dripped audibly onto the navy upholstery.

“What do you mean, Matilda’s gone? Where did she go?”

She took a shuddering breath. “Oh, Henry, everything is such a bloody tangle. Matilda—well, you know Matilda. She’s so damned certain she knows what’s best. She’s been—I don’t know if courted by is the right phrase, but she’s gotten tangled up with the Marquess of Ashford—”

“Ashford? You’re joking.”

“That’s what I said!” She looked at Henry, at his dear, serious face. Perhaps there had been a time when she had not found him handsome, but she could not remember it. His hair and eyes looked almost black here in the dim room, his mouth the same familiar firm slash. “She said she’d finally found someone who saw her for who she truly is. And I—”

God, she couldn’t say it.

“I did something awful,” Margo said instead. “Something terrible. And I drove her away.”

“What did you—”

She tried to laugh, but it came out choked, almost a sob. “Don’t ask me that, Henry. Please don’t ask me that.”

He looked doubtful, but he nodded. To her surprise, he reached out and brushed her upper arm with his thumb, one firm, delicate stroke. Unaccountably, she shivered.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re cold. Let me stoke the coals.”

“No.” She tried to cover his fingers with her own, but he pulled his hand away. Tears stung her eyes again, but she forced herself to keep talking. “Matilda left me a note. She and Ashford have eloped, Henry. They’ve gone to Gretna Green.”

“What?”

It was impossible to believe. Ashford was nearly the age their father would have been, a cold-blooded aristocrat who, rumors said, had driven his first wife to madness alone in the moorlands of Devon. The very idea of the pale-eyed marquess with her sister—brilliant, vibrant, mocking Matilda . . .

Margo simply could not countenance it.

“It’s my fault,” she said. “I started this whole thing. But I’m going to fix it, Henry. I’m not going to let Matilda destroy herself.”

“Margo,” he said cautiously, “if they’ve gone already to Gretna Green, Matilda might be better off if she goes through with the elopement. Her reputation will—”

Margo startled herself with the crack of laughter that burst from her lips. “Don’t be absurd. You know as well as anyone—better than most—that Matilda and I have no reputation to speak of. If we weren’t the wealthiest unmarried heiresses in London and cousins to a royal duke, we wouldn’t be received anywhere in Christendom.”

They’d made a game of it—seeing how far they could go and still benefit from the privilege of their circumstances. It seemed stupid, somehow, now. What had they been trying to prove?

That they were free? That they were more than birds, fluttering their wings against the bars of a pretty cage?

In the end, they were still caged. They’d only pretended to fly.

“All right,” Henry said slowly. “What do you mean to do?”

She licked her lips and met his eyes. “I want to beat her to Gretna Green. And I want you to come with me.”

Henry appeared to stop breathing. Every muscle in his body went abruptly, unnaturally still.

Had she killed him? Surely it was not so shocking a proposal. For heaven’s sake, Henry had been there when she’d gotten slowly and deliberately drunk on Christmas punch and attempted to use a Sèvres platter as a sled.

Then she divined the reason behind what was, for Henry, a startling display of alarm.

“I don’t mean that I want to elope with you,” she said quickly, feeling oddly stung. “I want to track her down on the route or—failing that—be there when she arrives. I think I can bring enough coin to pay off the whole bloody village. If no one will witness the ceremony, she will have to think twice.”

Henry was still frozen. She began to worry that he’d ceased to hear her.

“It’s only—well—” She hesitated, disturbed by Henry’s utter lack of response. “I cannot go alone. I need you to come with me, Henry. Please.”

At that last, life appeared to return to her brother’s best friend. He started to blink rapidly, and by God, the man had remarkably long eyelashes. Margo thought she might feel a breeze.

“No. No. Absolutely not.”

Her mouth fell open, and she snapped it closed. “No? Did you not hear me, Henry? I only need you to come along—I don’t need you to do anything—”

“You only need me to take you to Scotland—”

“It won’t be so much trouble! I promise, Henry, I’ll—I’ll be good.”

His body seemed to shudder, and Margo felt horror flood her before she realized he was laughing. “Margo, you couldn’t be good if your life depended upon it. You are a walking hurricane. Chaos scents you and hurls itself in your direction.”

Well. That wasn’t not true.

“Please,” she said, “please, Henry.”

“Can you not ask your brother?”

She scrubbed her face with her hand, then tangled her fingers in her wet coiffure. “He’s in Wales.”

“Bloody hell,” said Henry, and Margo felt her brows shoot up in surprise. She could not recall ever having heard Henry curse before. She and Matilda had gone through something of a blue period after they’d ordered a cant dictionary from a catalogue, and even at their worst, Henry had barely seemed impressed.

“I knew that,” Henry continued. “When does he return?”

“Not for another week at least. I have to go now, Henry. Tonight, if I’ve any hope of finding Matilda before it’s too late. She’s already had nearly a day’s head start.”

“What if you don’t make it in time?”

She stared down at the puddle of water at her feet. “I can’t think that way. I have to make it. Please, Henry.” She was begging now, and she couldn’t bring herself to care. “I need you.”

“Damn it, Margo!” Henry leaped to his feet and started to pace, and Margo was frankly boggled. “I have—I can’t—” He choked off his words and tried again. “I am a solicitor. I have responsibilities. I cannot just leave for a two-week trip up the Great North Road and back.”

Margo felt cold self-loathing settle in the pit of her stomach.

God. What had she been thinking? Of course he could not simply bend to her every whim. He worked for a living—she had always respected that about him, just as Spencer did. He worked. He had responsibilities, and people who depended upon him, and she was just a small, redheaded disaster who needed other people to clean up the messes she’d made herself.

On stiff legs, she rose. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was hoarse, but her eyes, at least, were dry. “Of course. I should have realized that sooner, I—”

She was not going to cry. She was not.

Henry had risen with her, and his dark eyes were on her face. She blinked hard and looked down, addressing her puddle. “I should not have importuned you so. I’m sorry, Henry.”

She tried to escape with some dignity, but his voice trailed her, and she turned back toward him. “Margo—what do you mean to do?”

Shoulders back, chin up. Don’t let on if you feel an utter fool.

“I’m not certain. But I will think of something.” She tried to meet his gaze and smile. “Don’t worry, Henry. Surely after all this time, you know I’m never at a loss for ideas.”

“Yes,” he said, “I bloody know.”

And then he let her go.





Chapter 3

“Damn it.” Henry paced in front of his fireplace. Cursing aloud had not made him feel better, but he decided to try again, for the purposes of experimentation. “Fucking. Bugger. Shite.”

It didn’t work.

Margo’s cloak lay in a wet heap on the floor, accusing him with its presence.

“No,” he said to the cloak, “don’t try to make me feel guilty. I didn’t make her run out into the rain without even your pitiful protection.”

Jesus. He was talking to a cloak. Margo had finally, fatally driven him to distraction.

He could not go with her to Scotland. It was a terrible plan. There was no chance they would encounter Matilda and Ashford along the way. The Great North Road was designed for travelers; there were hundreds of coaching inns and public houses in which Matilda and Ashford could take refuge. Did the pair mean to make directly for Scotland, or stop somewhere along the way? Were they riding by day and night, or traveling at their leisure?

Who knew? Margo certainly didn’t!

And beyond the plan’s utter lack of sense, there was Henry’s seven-year-long Margo problem to contend with.

It wasn’t that he did not trust himself in close confines with her. He’d been alone with her plenty. He wasn’t going to turn into a slavering beast and tear her dress from her body—do not think about Margo with her clothes off—but he would probably expire from frustrated lust. Moreover, Spencer Halifax had been his best friend since their school days. He didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize their friendship, and while Spencer was as aware as anyone of the twins’ checkered reputations, Henry was fairly certain Spencer would not want him to be party to further compromising either of them.

He also did have a job, as he’d mentioned to Margo.

It had been an excuse, though. He had very little of importance on his docket for at least a week, and what was there could easily be fobbed off onto junior solicitors in return for the promise of future favors.

He’d been scrambling to think of something to say, because what he’d been thinking had mostly involved a bouncing carriage and Margo’s tits in his face and a very strong instinct for self-preservation that was screaming absolutely not, you astounding moron.

He preferred to retain some dignity in the face of his hopeless affection, and he was fairly certain dignity would go quickly on a multi-day carriage ride with nothing between him and a declaration of his undying love but his tenuous self-control.

But Margo. Hell and damnation.

He knew her, knew her blind loyalty as well as he knew the freckles that bracketed the curve of her mouth and her terrible left-handed penmanship. She would never let Matilda plunge headfirst into ruin alone. If she thought Matilda was in danger—physical or emotional—she would move heaven and earth to be at Matilda’s side.

Margo was certainly not a chastening impulse on her twin—if anything, they encouraged each other like tinder and flame—but she was devoted to Matilda. Matilda had a little cool, ironic reserve about her, but Margo had none of the same. She was all feeling, her emotions close to the surface, her heart a generous, overflowing cup of affection and warmth.

It was one of the things he loved most about her.

Fucking hell.

She wasn’t going to go home and wait patiently at Number Twelve Mayfair until Matilda came back, defeated or victorious. She was going to chase Matilda down, on foot if necessary. She had plunged back out into the frigid October rain without even a cloak. She’d said she wanted to leave for Scotland that very night. She—

Henry found himself in his bedchamber, stuffing shirts into a traveling bag.

Devil take the woman. She made him insane. He liked things folded. He preferred to travel with an iron and a well-organized trunk containing reading material and a small sewing kit.

Henry dashed off a note to his legal associates with vaguely plausible excuses for his absence and instructions for the subsequent week of work, then slid it under his landlady’s door to be posted in the morning. He banked the fire and left a handful of coin for the charwoman who came in the mornings and the coal-cutter who would likely be baffled to discover that Henry had vanished without a word.

He did not generally do things without prior preparation.

He went back into the sitting room, and hefted Margo’s wool cloak in his hands. It hadn’t really dried, and it was heavy with damp. It smelled disturbingly like a sheep.

He spread it across an end table to dry, ducked back into his bedchamber, and tossed his greatcoat over his shoulder for her instead.

“Fine,” he said to the cloak as he passed. “You win. I’m taking her to Scotland.”

•     •     •

Margo left a note for Spencer. Her brother was due back from Wales in a week, and though he’d long since abandoned any attempt to leave her and Matilda in the care of a chaperone—they’d run off two maiden aunts and one well-paid lady’s companion—he certainly would expect them to be in residence when he returned.

But she’d left him a note, Margo reassured herself. He wouldn’t worry overmuch. Perhaps if she was unusually lucky, she would encounter Matilda in the next day or so along the road, and they could be back at Number Twelve before Spencer had even returned!

Margo was not, as a rule, unusually lucky, but there had to be a first time.

“My lady, I implore you to reconsider.” Fairhope, the family’s butler, appeared to be wringing his hands as he followed her into the mews.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I only mean to travel a very little distance, Fairhope.”

This was true, in a literal sort of way. She meant to travel a short distance, followed by several more short distances, which added together made up quite a long distance indeed.

So, not precisely true. But Margo did not have time for precision.

“Thomas and James”—her coachman and the most obliging of the footmen—“will see me safely to Alconbury. I’m certain Matilda meant to stop a while there. You’ll see.”

This part was an out-and-out lie. Once she arrived at Alconbury, she meant to abandon the Halifax family carriage, hitch a ride on the mail coach, and travel the rest of the way to Scotland alone. The idea didn’t exactly fill her with confidence, but she’d come round to it. She’d be perfectly safe on the mail coach, so long as she didn’t advertise the fact that she was traveling with hundreds of guineas.

She hoped she’d brought enough money. She’d need to purchase food—and a spot on the mail coach—and bribes for every resident of Gretna Green if it came to that . . .

Margo’s nerve threatened to fail her, but she set her teeth. She only had to focus on the next step, that was all. That was how she’d approached each trial thus far in her life. When their parents had died. When she and Matilda had been sent down from finishing school. When the scandal sheets had taken to calling them the Halifax Hellions, and her favorite bookshop had refused to admit her.

One foot in front of the other, and if she kept on walking, she’d make it through.

She tipped her chin up. “All will be well,” she said to Fairhope, and tried to believe it.

The trio of men must have been as worried about Matilda as she was, because somehow, she persuaded them all to listen. She was halfway through helping Thomas attach the traces to the horses’ collars when a leather-gloved hand closed over her own.

She squeaked in alarm, whirled, and crashed directly into a large male body.

The man grunted, and she practically bounced off his torso. She would have toppled backward into the black mare if the man hadn’t caught her in both arms.

She looked up into his rain-dampened face, and felt a trifle lightheaded. “Henry?”

That was Henry’s rigid abdomen she’d just encountered? For all she’d been weeping into his shirtfront not so very long ago, she hadn’t realized his torso was quite so . . . taut.

“God only knows how many men you’ve attempted to persuade to accompany you on this mad journey,” he said, “but yes, it’s me. What in blazes are you doing?”

“Only you.” He was still holding on to her arms, and Margo noticed the travel bag slung across one of his broad shoulders. “You—Henry, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question. I thought you wanted to travel in a hurry.”

She couldn’t stop staring at the travel bag, pleasure ballooning in her chest in a fashion she found most uncomfortable. “I do. I thought to ride to Alconbury and take the mail coach in the morning.”

Fairhope gave an audible groan from the other side of the carriage.

“For Christ’s sake,” said Henry. “Alone, I take it?”

“I wasn’t going to try to stuff Thomas and James into my reticule, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Henry sighed. “Come on, then.” He waved a hand at the groom, who was frozen with indecision and—Margo could admit it—burgeoning relief. “Unhook your horses, Thomas. We’ll hire a post-chaise.”

Delight was spilling through her, but she tamped it down ruthlessly. “No.”

“If we switch out our cattle and postilion by night as well, the post-chaise will be considerably faster than the mail coach. I—”

She grabbed him by the arm and dragged him out of the mews and around the corner, where they were out of sight of the house. Henry let himself be towed.

“No,” she said again when they were alone. “I can’t let you do this, Henry.”

He blinked down at her. He wasn’t wearing a hat, and though the rain had stopped, the air was cool and misty, and his damp hair had a tendency to curl at the ends. “Were you not in my sitting room less than an hour ago begging me to do this very thing?”

“Begging seems rather a strong word”—it had definitely been begging—“but in any case, I’ve thought better of it. I was wrong before.”

“What on earth is going through your head?”

She poked a finger into Henry’s chest. “You!”

Dear Lord, the man was solid. Had she a completely wrongheaded idea of what solicitors did all day? What did that rock-hard torso look like underneath his clothes?

Margo buried the errant thought but couldn’t quite stop herself from poking him again. “You are going through my head. You were right. You have a position, one you’ve worked very hard for. I am trying to do the right thing here, Henry. I am trying not to draw others into my misadventures.”

They had been the Halifax Hellions—ladies of infamy, darlings of the scandal sheets—for seven years now. It had been splendid for most of it—she and Matilda, thumbing their noses at the world. And then, somehow, it had become something rather different.

An expectation that they would once again outdo themselves. Another engraving, another scandalous headline. Another mistake.

She was not certain what she meant to do about her notoriety, exactly. But she knew she had hurt Matilda. And she did not want to hurt Henry as well.

“It dawned on me as I rode home,” she said. “If you are seen with me at a coaching inn on the way to Scotland, it could damage your reputation with your clients. It was selfish of me to ask you to come along.”

Henry was staring at her, had been staring at her all throughout her little speech. At this last, he pinched the bridge of his nose.

She was probably giving him a headache. She was fairly certain she had that effect on people.

“It wasn’t selfish,” he said finally. “I—Look, Margo, I’m worried about Matilda too. The two of us together will have a better chance of finding her than you alone, won’t we?”

She bit her lip, unable to deny the sense of Henry’s words. He was impossibly sensible. “Undoubtedly.”

“Then it’s no more selfish of you to ask me to come along than it is for me to tell you I will.”

She let herself look at the travel bag dangling from Henry’s shoulder. “You really want to come with me?”

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” Henry said, “but yes.” He held out a hand, palm up, and she hesitated for a long moment. She weighed his words against the desire that rose in her, strong and sharp, to protect him.

But she needed to go after her sister. She had to find Matilda.

Margo placed her hand in Henry’s.

“Let’s find a post-chaise,” he said. “And then let’s go to bleeding Scotland.”





Chapter 4

“Now, listen, Margo. I think it’s time we made a plan.”

Margo looked up at Henry with a start. They were well out of London now, and the road was growing pitted, the carriage swaying from side to side. She’d been watching him sit stiffly in the center of the bench, and every time the carriage took a sharp jounce, she was certain she could see the muscles of his thighs flex to hold himself in place.

Good Lord, she was demented. How long had she been staring at the man’s legs? This was Henry, she reminded herself. Sober, patient, virtuous Henry.

“I thought we had a plan,” she said. “Is this whole journey not the culmination of our plan?”

“You had a plan,” he said flatly. “And it makes no sense.”

Margo couldn’t help herself. She pinched her lips together and raised her chin. “No one asked you to go along with it.”

“For God’s sake, Margo, you asked me to go along with it!” Henry ran his hands through his hair, which had long since dried in the carriage. A clump of it stuck up endearingly on one side, and Margo felt oddly delighted by Henry’s dishevelment.

Which was ridiculous. She was always ridiculous.

“Fine,” she said. “We need a plan. Direct me. Consider me entirely under your command.”

A muscle in Henry’s jaw ticked. It was remarkable. Margo had heard of such things, but she wasn’t entirely certain she’d seen it in the flesh.

“Do you not want me to be under your command? I didn’t say that to upset you—”

“No. No, damn it, don’t look at me like that, or I’ll call this whole thing off.”

Everything felt upside down. Matilda had run off with Lord Ashford, and Henry was cursing and discomposed and acting entirely out of character. “Like what?”

“Like I’ve taken your champagne glass and dumped it in the grass.”

Margo felt her lips curl up. “You did take my champagne glass and dump it in the grass.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose again. “Yes, well. You were nineteen and your cheeks were nearly the color of your hair. I was trying to save you from yourself.”

She laughed. “I can’t believe you remember.”

“I can’t believe you remember. I wouldn’t have—”

He stopped abruptly. His cheeks colored, and Margo was reminded of how delightfully Henry blushed. “You wouldn’t have what?”

“Carried you,” he mumbled, addressing his waistcoat. “Had I thought you would remember.”

She hadn’t been nearly as tipsy as Henry had imagined—her face grew remarkably flushed with very little alcohol, a fact which she had not yet grown wise to at nineteen—only pleasantly dizzy and delighted when Henry had scooped her up after dinner at Number Twelve and hauled her from her spot in the garden to the door of her bedchamber. She’d curled her fingers in his hair and buried her face in his neck, and—

Well, Henry had never mentioned it, and so she’d rolled her eyes at her folly the next morning and attempted to put it out of her mind.

She felt very odd, at this particular moment, upon hearing that Henry had not forgotten after all.

She tried to straighten the seam of one of her leather gloves and then gave up and peeled them off. “In any case. Tell me what kind of plan you’d like for us to have.”

Henry loved plans, and at this mention of his hobbyhorse, he perked up. “As far as I see it, we have two choices. We can stop to search the major villages along the route or we can attempt to arrive at Gretna Green before Matilda and Ashford, so that we are waiting for them when they get there.”

Margo pursed her lips. “I suppose we cannot do both.”

“Not without the power of flight.”

God. She was not very good at arranging things. She plunged headlong into action, and then, like as not, had to spend twice as much time picking through the wreckage of her impetuous choices.

“Which option do you prefer?” she asked. “Does one stand a better chance of success?”

Henry drummed his fingers on his thigh. Margo was, unfortunately, helpless to avoid watching. His fingers barely made a dent. Was the man cast from bronze? Surely he had not felt so firm at twenty-two when he’d carried her up the stairs at Number Twelve.

She would have remembered that.

“Obviously, finding them on the road would be preferable,” Henry said finally. Margo ordered her eyes to return to his face, which was very grave and Henry-ish. “But I think the risk is too great to take. If we miss them entirely, they could be in Scotland and have the thing done while we’re still searching Nottinghamshire.”

“So we proceed directly to Scotland?” She had to admit, it made sense.

“How do you feel about traveling night and day? If we stop in the morning and evening to change the horses—and prepare to spend a great deal of money on new cattle and coachmen—we can get there in a few days.”

“And then we just . . . wait for Matilda and Ashford to turn up?”

Henry’s eyes crinkled in the corners, and Margo felt on more familiar footing. “I know you don’t like to wait, but yes, I suppose that’s what we would have to do. Fortunately the two of you look enough alike that we need only parade you around Gretna Green and tell everyone that they’re not to witness the handfasting of your double.”

He was smiling at her, obviously expecting her to laugh, but instead Margo felt sick. It was too close to what she had done to Matilda, what had driven Matilda to elope with Ashford, and she—

Shame was a hot, burning sensation in her face and her fingers, and regret tasted sour in her mouth.

“Margo? What’s the matter?”

Bollocks, Henry was so bloody perceptive. It was as though he had a tuning fork that caught the shades of her moods.

“I’d rather not say,” she said, and now she was sitting as rigidly as Henry. Every bump of the carriage felt like it rattled her bones.

Henry didn’t say anything for a long moment.

She chanced a glance at him from underneath her lashes. He was scowling rather fiercely at his poor waistcoat.

“Margo,” he said finally, “I don’t mean to pry. But . . . has Ashford—that is, have you and Ashford—” He broke off, clenched his jaw, then tried again. “If Ashford has left you indisposed in some way, Margo, you can—”

“Good Lord!” Did Henry think she was pregnant? By Ashford? She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or vomit. “That would be a tangle, but no. No. Ashford’s—bloody hell, Henry, I’ve done wrong here. Not Ashford. At least . . . I hardly know . . .”

She trailed off. God. She didn’t really want to share her shame with Henry—most especially not with Henry—but on the other hand, Henry probably ought to know what exactly Matilda had gotten entangled in.

Margo barely knew what Matilda had gotten entangled in.

“All right,” she said. “Fine. Henry, I’m so bloody humiliated over this. I know I’ve done wrong. All right? So please—do not make it worse.”

Henry didn’t say anything, only waited patiently for her to continue, which somehow made her feel both comforted and faintly resentful.

“I followed Matilda. We’d gone to one of Denham’s routs—not really our set, but Matilda had a burning desire to look at some sculpture in his gardens—and she’d all but vanished for half the night. It was peculiar, and then she started acting even more peculiar—not telling me things. Holing up in her bedchamber and emerging with ink on her hands.”

It had been so strange, not to be in Matilda’s confidence. They did not always get along, but they were painfully intimate with one another, half in each other’s skin most of the time. It had come, Margo supposed, of how they’d clung to one another after their parents’ deaths, after they’d been sent to school and then, quite horribly, sent down less than a year after. Aunt Lavinia had despaired of their ever becoming ladies—recalcitrant hoydens, she had called them—and almost without realizing it, they had decided it was better to flout society’s rules than to fail at trying to follow them.

“It was peculiar,” she said again, “so one night I listened at the wall between our chambers, and when I heard her go out at one o’clock in the morning, I followed her. She walked straight out of Mayfair and into St. James’s Park—”

“Good Christ,” Henry said, “in the middle of the night?”

Margo waved a hand dismissively. “I carried a pistol.”

He made a choking noise.

“I didn’t need to use it.”

Henry did not look particularly reassured.

“In any case, I watched her walk straight up to Lord Ashford. I recognized him straightaway”—Ashford wore facial hair, which was startlingly out of the ordinary, almost as unexpected as the large white scar that knifed through his beard on the left side of his face—“and then I saw them embrace. He led her off into a darker part of the park, and I turned and fled back to Number Twelve.”

“That’s not so very bad,” Henry said. “Conversation probably would have been preferable to voyeurism, but not so terribly shameful.”

Margo made an inarticulate negation. “I haven’t even started on the bad part yet, Henry, believe me.”

He winced.

“The next day, we had plans to attend one of Lady Montmorency’s midnight card parties”—she heard Henry stifle a groan; the card parties occasionally verged on orgies—“and Matilda was dead set on our arriving separately. I knew—I just knew she was planning to meet Ashford there. So I arrived ahead of her. I wore one of her favorite gowns, and I—” She forced the words past numb lips. “I pretended to be Matilda. I went right up to Ashford and acted as though I knew him intimately.”

She gave Henry a pleading glance, though she had not intended to try to defend herself. “I only meant to try to talk to him, Henry! I wanted to see what he said to her, whether there was anything in his manner beyond desire or madness. I hoped that perhaps he was different from what the rumors said, that he had a tendre for her, maybe that he loved her. But he—he—”

Her face was hot, and she pressed her fingers to her cheeks. “He thought I was Matilda, of course. He pulled me into an alcove and kissed me and told me that he wanted to see me—her—to see Matilda tied to his bed with the strings of her corset, and he wanted to—to—” Dear God, she was going to die of humiliation. “To use a riding crop on her. He probably realized it was me at that point, because I slapped his face and then ran home like an idiotic rabbit.”

Henry had not said a single word, but he was staring at her with an unreadable expression on his face.

“I know it was awful!” she said. “I know I shouldn’t have done it. I confronted Matilda as soon as she returned. I told her what Ashford had said, told her I was just trying to protect her, but she was furious. She told me after everything we’d done together, I had some nerve to cast judgment on her.”

She felt frustrated tears fill her eyes, and she blinked hard so they wouldn’t fall. “I wasn’t judging her. I didn’t—I mean—bloody hell, Henry!” She looked across the carriage at his impassive face. “Matilda has never displayed romantic interest in another person before Ashford.”

It was one of the many ways in which they were different. Margo loved pleasure, giving and receiving it. Her first liaison had been with another one of the girls at school—they’d been like two fawns, learning each other’s bodies and their own. In the seven years since her debut, Margo had carried on semi-discreetly with two charming widows and one very decorative and solicitous footman, until Matilda had pointed out that Margo was putting him in an awkward position with respect to his employment, and Margo had broken it off in horror at her own poor judgment.

But Matilda had never done anything like that. She kept her desire for pleasure—if it existed—close to her chest, unlike Margo. She had certainly never told Margo of any romantic attachments, physical or cerebral. And for her first affair to be with Ashford—to involve riding crops—made Margo half-consumed by worry for her twin.

“I don’t think it’s entirely regular,” she finally managed. “Not that either of us is governed by what is typical. But Ashford is so much older, so much more experienced than Matilda, and I—I’m afraid for her.”

There. She’d probably scandalized Henry half to death. He’d witnessed her do plenty of outrageous things, of course, but kissing her sister’s amoureux and then confronting him about his sexual proclivities seemed a new level of infamy, even for her.

She peeked up at him. He regarded her steadily.

“Margo.” His voice was kinder than she deserved. “Perhaps—well, I don’t pretend to know what’s in Matilda’s mind. But do you think it possible that if she does have, er, certain specific desires, she might hesitate to share them with you? And that her particular interests could explain why she’s remained single thus far?”

“Of course I’ve thought of that.” She’d thought of nothing but that. “But—if Ashford is the first person to meet her needs in this way, I fear she might be blind to his true nature. He did not speak respectfully to me—her—me, Henry!”

“I believe some people like that.” The tops of Henry’s ears were red.

Margo blinked. “To be spoken to in such a fashion?”

“To be ordered about. To do the ordering.”

“And you do not think that suggests something dark about his nature?”

“I hope not. I’ve certainly thought about turning you over my knee plenty.”

Margo gaped.

As if he had said nothing untoward, Henry continued speaking. “As long as they’re able to discuss their desires, freely and consensually, I wouldn’t think twice. But I agree that Matilda’s inexperience is concerning.”

Margo had no idea what he was saying. He had thought about . . . about her? About spanking her?

Because she was so ungovernable, surely. Because she was wild and unseemly. Not in a suggestive way.

Yet to her abject horror, she was now thinking about it in a decidedly carnal fashion. When Ashford had threatened her with the crop, she’d been equal parts horrified and repulsed. But now—with Henry—warmth prickled throughout her body, an ache rising between her thighs.

She could see it, suddenly. Feel it. Henry’s big, blunt-fingered hand on her naked flesh. Her hips lifted for him. His dark eyes hot with desire, her hands digging into his thickly muscled thighs as she writhed with impatience and demand—

“Don’t you think?” Henry said.

She looked up. He looked perfectly normal, his expression a trifle concerned.

Her face was hot. The carriage was stifling. She pressed her bare fingers against her skirts and tried desperately to appear as though she had not just experienced the most vivid erotic fantasy of her life.

“To be sure,” she said, and had no idea what she’d agreed to.
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