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April 1831

Preswick House

London, England

The Honorable Reginald Vane, heir to a viscountcy and one half of the notorious pair of brothers known amongst the gossip mongers of London’s haute ton as the Villainous Vanes (though some preferred to call them the Dishonorables), was painfully, wretchedly bored. And just a bit foxed.

The Preswick ball was proving to be an extremely dull affair. Not that he’d expected otherwise. It was an event designed to draw the attendance of the finest and noblest families of the land. Where the season’s crop of shining, young debutantes displayed themselves in an array of pastels, hoping to spark an interest in whoever had been deemed the year’s most eligible bachelor. And fine-dressed gentlemen of all ages eyed the ladies’ dowries as lustfully as they eyed their bosoms.

Compared to the parties Reginald preferred, it was damned tiresome. 

But he’d promised his mother he’d attend. 

Apparently, the Viscountess Withersfield had decided it was time for Reginald to take a wife and begin the process of begetting an heir. It didn’t matter in the slightest that his father was still very hale and hearty at fifty-five years old, and Reginald likely had decades before he needed to worry about propagating the family line. His mother had made up her mind, which meant that until Reginald had bedded and bred the future viscountess, he would have no relief from her suddenly very intent involvement in his social life. 

What his dear mother refused to accept was the fact that he’d decided years ago never to marry. Not that any proper young lady would dare to consider his suit even if he’d deigned to offer it. The reputation he’d solidified over the years as a dissolute rake and devoted hedonist ensured he’d have no such prospects in his future. 

Lady Withersfield was waging a war which had been lost long ago, yet she refused to let the matter drop. And Reginald knew well enough that when he and his mother firmly disagreed on something, it was best to placate her with small victories until she eventually came to terms with the inevitable loss. He reckoned he’d stay another fifteen minutes or so before taking himself off to one of his clubs or his favorite brothel, depending on whether he found himself in the mood for a good drink and friendly comradery...or a good drink and a great fuck. 

Fifteen more minutes. 

How in hell would he endure it?

Releasing a deep sigh, he slumped a bit lower in his chair and examined his cards with a slightly bleary stare. His host’s fine stash of French brandy had been the only thing to make this night even somewhat enjoyable. And though he hadn’t imbibed enough for it to be noticeable by the casual observer, he’d certainly had enough to warm his blood, soften the aching tension in his muscles, and allow for a subtle weakening of his inhibitions. What few inhibitions he still had, anyway, after his years of unrestricted wild living.

At present, Reginald was ensconced in the smoking room attached to the ballroom. The small space was crowded with what appeared to be two distinct types of gentlemen. The first being those older gents who had the benefit of leaving their marriageable daughters in the capable hands of their match-making mothers. And the second being those unfortunate bachelors who were quite obviously desperate to avoid becoming objects of interest for the ladies in the other room. 

With a flick of his gaze, Reginald took in a quick impression of the other players around the table who were obviously members of the latter group. All three of them were barely out of university and were nowhere near ready for marriage. Since the pups were too young to run in Reginald’s experienced circles, he didn’t know any of their names and hadn’t bothered to ask when he’d claimed the empty spot at the table. He wasn’t interested in making new friends. All he wanted was a distraction and a means to pass the time before he could escape the painfully proper social event.

“No one dares to approach her,” one of his opponents said in a lowered voice as he leaned over the table. “And for good reason. The lady is a horrid creature.”

Though Reginald had no idea what or whom he was referencing, the young man’s posture and expression clearly indicated that he believed his topic was of salacious interest. 

His mates appeared to agree.

“The last bloke who did nearly got his nose bit off. Poor Finklethwaite,” another young man added in a tone of exaggerated remorse, inspiring a rumble of laughter from the others.

“He had been warned not to tread too close lest he get snared by her evil eye,” the first man noted with a distinct lack of empathy. “More than once.”

“The fool was bewitched by her beauty, ignoring the fact that her lovely countenance conceals a black heart and forked tongue.”

“Come now, fellas,” the third pup finally interjected. “The lady can’t be as bad as all that.”

“She’s worse,” the first assured with a harsh grimace.

“I heard she once unseated Lord Cullford from his horse in Hyde Park when she made the beast rear up with just a few low hissed words. Like the curse of a witch.”

“And then there was the time she sent Lord Reynolds limping from the dancefloor. Someone swore they’d witnessed the woman assaulting him with the heel of her slipper. He was laid up for a week.”

“The truth is, every man who’s come in contact with her has been injured in some way.”

“Their pride more than anything, no doubt.”

All three young men tensed as Reginald entered their conversation. By their expressions, it was clear they’d forgotten he was still sitting at the table with them.

“What do you know of it, then?” the first one asked, a cocky tilt to his narrow chin.

“Nothing at all,” Reginald replied, picking up his glass to drain the last of the brandy within. A quick nod to a nearby footman ensured the snifter would be filled again in a moment. “But your stories reek strongly of attempts to save face.” 

“You’ve obviously no knowledge of Miss Fairclough if you can say that with such certainty.”

Reginald chuckled with little humor. “She’s a woman, same as any other.”

“But she’s not,” one of the pups assured. “She’s impervious to flattery or flirtation or charm or...anything.”

“Perhaps you’re just not that charming,” Reginald drawled.

“Are you suggesting you could succeed where others have failed?”

A new voice had entered the conversation.

Reginald only half-hid his distaste as Lord Henry Cross stepped up to the table. 

Being of an age and sharing similar interests in debauchery, he and Cross had encountered each other frequently over the years. And though Cross was very popular amongst the elite ton and demi-monde alike—as he was reputed to be extremely charming and could be considered quite attractive if one liked the angular, starving poet look—the two had never become friends.

There was just something about the man Reginald found unpleasant, though he’d never been able to identify exactly what. 

“Cross,” he noted in a flat tone. “This isn’t your typical milieu.”

The other man flashed his even teeth in a wolfish smile. “On the contrary,” Cross replied. “I’ve been frequenting events such as these for years. You are the interloper here, Vane. I’m a bit surprised they let you through the door.”

“I rather wish they hadn’t,” Reginald muttered beneath his breath, reaching for his refilled brandy.

“Come now, Vane. Such an attitude could be taken as insult to your present company,” Cross observed with a deferring nod to the other young men at the table. 

Reginald seemed to be the only one who understood the gesture was more mocking than genuine. 

“I assume you’ve a reason for interrupting our game?”

“Oh, was there a game in play?” Cross lifted his brows and gave the table a sweeping glance, clearly noting how the other three men had tossed their hands aside some time ago. “The truth is, I found your conversation rather interesting.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

Cross flashed another grin. “You know me...any opportunity for a wager.”

That much was true enough. And to be fair, Reginald enjoyed games of chance more than most and since the current game had obviously come to an end... He tossed his cards onto the table and arched a brow in casual interest. “What are you suggesting?”

“What would you say to backing up your claim.” 

Reginald linked his hands over his trim abdomen, a smirk twisting his lips. “You want me to win the favor of this terrifying miss?”

Cross shrugged. “An easy enough task for a man of your experience, I should think.”

There was obviously a catch. Cross rarely entered into a wager he didn’t have some confidence of winning.

Neither did Reginald.

Cross glanced to the younger gentlemen at the table who were all listening to the conversation with rapt expressions. “The name of this daunting young lady?”

“Miss Cecily Fairclough,” one of the pups offered quickly.

“That’s right,” Cross crooned thoughtfully. 

Something in his expression caused a fine prickling on the back of Reginald’s neck. It was a subtle sort of arrogance—different from the man’s usual assumed superiority. This was something Cross appeared to be attempting to conceal. He was hiding something. Some covert knowledge of the lady herself, perhaps.

Reginald vaguely recalled a Miss Fairclough being mentioned when his mother sat him down to tea one day and forced him to listen to the merits of every available miss of the season. She clearly had her favorites, but he’d surmised Miss Fairclough was not one of them since she’d rather hastily sped past the lady’s name with no additional details. He hadn’t been curious enough to consider the issue further.

As a rule, and for various reasons, Reginald never bothered with maidens—especially those who might be marriage minded—but it appeared he was just bored enough and just foxed enough to ask, “Your terms?”

“Hmm, nothing too extreme,” Cross replied, circling his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Just something to prove you managed to get through the lady’s reportedly formidable defenses.” He smiled and turned to the younger men. “Any suggestions?”

“She has to agree to a dance?” one offered.

Reginald scoffed. 

“Sneak her off for a kiss,” another eagerly replied.

Juvenile.

Reginald rolled his eyes to Cross who gave a shrug. 

“And what would I earn for accomplishing this insultingly miniscule feat?”

“What do you want?” Cross asked a bit too casually.

The prickles at Reginald’s nape raced down his spine. He had the very distinct feeling he’d just been caught in a snare. He narrowed his gaze, not particularly concerned. Cross may have an ulterior motive for engaging in this little challenge, but Reginald was not easily cornered. Curiosity urged him to play along...for now.

He offered the other man a taunting smile. “You know what I want.”

Cross’s mouth twitched and his eyes sparked with guarded satisfaction. Then he gave a dramatic sigh. “Fine. If you manage to charm the fair Miss Fairclough into yielding a kiss, I shall let the use of Kinley Park to you for...three weeks.”

That was far too easy. 

Kinley Park was a small estate along the River Tees in County Durham that boasted excellent salmon fishing. Reginald had been trying to acquire the property from Cross for the last several months, offering increasingly exorbitant amounts of money. Yet, Cross continued to refuse him while making it clear he found Reginald’s obsession with the obscure northern estate highly amusing. 

It was unbelievably frustrating. The arsehole didn’t even like fishing.

“I’m not interested in a blasted holiday,” Reginald countered. He wanted the property outright and in its entirety. Not for himself, but for his father.

Reginald had recently learned that Kinley Park should have belonged to the Viscount Withersfield decades ago as dowry upon his marriage to Reginald’s mother. But the Earl of Wright, a man his father had considered a friend, turned on him in a devious and unforgiveable act of betrayal when he stole not only Kinley Park but also the viscount’s beloved betrothed.

Wright had been mad with jealousy over his own wife’s infidelities. In revenge, he’d vowed to spread his bastards far and wide, hoping to hurt and humiliate his countess as she’d done to him. His vengeance became an obsession and when a young Viscount Withersfield had approached his friend with concern for his indiscriminate and relentless attempts to beget illegitimate children across all of Britain, the earl accused the viscount of being one of his wife’s lovers.

It was utterly untrue, but the earl was too lost to his own fears and furies. Turning on his friend, Wright acquired Kinley Park from Reginald’s grandfather in a game of chance, then set out to seduce Reginald’s mother. Apparently, the earl’s deceitful charm and exceptional handsomeness had been overwhelming to a sheltered young woman who knew little of the world. She’d believed Wright’s lie that her beloved had been unfaithful and intended to throw her over. Too late, she discovered none of it had been true and though she’d deeply regretted her actions, the damage had been done.

The Viscount Withersfield had done nothing to deserve such unloyalty and betrayal. He had only ever been a righteous and loyal friend. After learning what had happened, he’d forgiven his betrothed and, in the years, since, had also proven himself to be an honorable and faithful husband and the very best father anyone could hope for—patient, generous, and noble beyond compare even though Reginald’s very existence was a constant reminder of that painful past. 

From the moment Reginald had learned that Kinley Park should have gone to his father upon his marriage to Reginald’s mother, the estate had become a symbol of reparation—and in a way, a representation of Reginald’s own worth as son to a man who’d deserved so much better. The old Earl of Wright had died years ago, and as much as he wished he could, Reginald couldn’t go back and change the fact that he and his twin were not their father’s sons by nature. But Kinley Park remained within reach, if he could just convince Cross to release the damned property. 

Cross shook his head. “I can hardly offer ownership of the estate on such a paltry wager.”

Reginald’s brow twitched with suppressed annoyance.

Cross was trying very hard to appear nonchalant. The man’s motivations went far deeper than he wanted anyone to know. Luckily, Reginald didn’t give a damn why Cross had decided to dangle Kinley in front of him like a carrot. He had no intention of passing on an opportunity to acquire the estate. 

“What stakes would you deem acceptable?”

His adversary took a moment, giving the impression of having to think on the question. Then he arched his brows and glanced around at the three young men who were clearly clinging to every word of the conversation.

“You all swear by the fact that this young lady is as fearsome as everyone says?”

“More so,” one offered helpfully. “She’s dreadful.”

“Awful.”

“The worst. She hates everyone, but especially men.”

Cross nodded magnanimously, then tapped his finger to his chin.

Reginald nearly snorted at the performance, but he managed to keep his expression neutral, displaying nothing but patience until Cross finally turned to him with a curious gleam in his eyes.

“A betrothal.”

The other men reacted sharply. One of them gasped, another muttered “Impossible” as he shook his head, while the third gaped in silence, his mouth dropped open like a fish. 

The moment was so damned theatrical Reginald would have laughed if he weren’t so insulted by the suggestion that he’d go so far as to marry some chit just to acquire an estate. 

But before his anger could set in, Cross leaned forward to add in a conspiratorial tone, “I’m not saying you must actually take the woman to wife. But if you wish to prove your reported charm and prowess in seduction and win a coveted prize like Kinley Park, then you must make this purported man-hater fall in love with you.”

The fury didn’t dissipate with Cross’s flippantly offered clarification. If anything, it only grew hotter. But Reginald didn’t let on, keeping his emotional reaction deeply concealed. 

“You expect me to ruin the lady,” he noted with a carelessly raised brow.

Cross shrugged and gave another dismissive gesture. “Bed her. Ruin her. Marry her. The point is, you must prove that you’ve broken past her defenses and claimed her heart. She must publicly declare her loyalty and devotion to you for you to claim your winnings. Beyond that, I don’t care what you do.”

The man was lying. Reginald could see it in his gleaming, scheming stare. He cared very much, indeed.

Cross knew damned well Reginald wouldn’t marry the woman no matter how compromised she became in the process of winning the wager. And she would become compromised. The terms of the arrangement eliminated any possibility of discretion and no lady could be associated with him beyond a passing acquaintance for any length of time without becoming tainted by his reputation. It was clear Cross was counting on exactly that. 

He definitely wanted the lady ruined. And not only that, the requirement of her public declaration meant he wanted her humiliated.

It took every ounce of Reginald’s will-power to ignore the disgust twisting through his stomach. He should refuse the wager and tell Cross exactly what he thought of his repulsive machinations. If it were anything but Kinley Park being offered as prize, he would. But...

Looking back to Cross, he arched a brow. “I assume you’ve a time limit in mind.”

Cross’s expression was far too satisfied. “Shall we say...six weeks for you to bring the lady to heel?”

Six weeks to figure out how to circumvent the more reprehensible aspects of the wager and still secure Kinley Park as his own.

“And the estate will be mine in full?”

“You must allow me the opportunity to remove my personal belongings, of course,” Cross replied. “But then...yes.”

Forcefully containing the fierce rush of triumph surging through him, Reginald asked, “And if I fail to secure her public declaration of loyalty and devotion?”

“Should you fail, you must hand over that fine stallion you acquired from the Countess of Blackbourne last week.” Cross shrugged then smiled with an ugly twist of his lips. “Though I reckon the damage to your reputation as the most charming bastard in town will be the greater forfeit.”

Reginald clenched his teeth hard enough to make his jaw ache. He knew Cross hadn’t chosen his words with any particular intent, but they hit true nonetheless. 

The silence at their table felt suddenly claustrophobic as four men stared at him, awaiting his response.

Downing the last of his brandy, he rose to his feet and asked with a sigh of subtle annoyance, “Where is this formidable harridan, then?”

“I’ll show you,” one of the unnamed pups offered enthusiastically.

As a group, the five of them left the smoking room to claim a spot at the edge of the crowded ballroom. 

“Just there.” The young man pointed to a corner which was obviously reserved for the evening’s cloister of wallflowers. “The pretty one in blue.” 

No less than seven women hovered in the small alcove set some distance from the dancefloor. Four of them stood in a tight-knit group, apparently taking support from one another for their lack of partners while one poor woman stood alone, gazing out at the dancers with pure longing. The last two stood shoulder to shoulder, squared to the ballroom as they tilted their heads toward each other in private conversation. One of them wore a striking gown of sapphire blue and displayed an undeniably disdainful expression. 

Reginald felt an instant jolt of carnal awareness. 

Miss Fairclough wasn’t pretty at all. She was a goddamned beauty.

Though of average height, her figure was lusciously curved, her posture proud and elegant, her manner almost regal. Dark blonde hair the hue of raw honey was artfully arranged atop her head, revealing a slightly round face with high cheekbones, a straight nose, and keen gray eyes that tilted upward at the outer corners. Her eyebrows were a shade darker than her hair and managed to give her a surprisingly somber appearance despite the very sensual curves and arches of her lips. Altogether, her features made up a woman of exceptional loveliness...yet there was no warmth evident in her gaze or the press of her lips. 

Gorgeous. But stone-cold. 

It would seem the stories had at least some basis in fact, though he still suspected there was significant exaggeration to the tales.

Perhaps that was the hidden motivation to the wager. Had the lady turned down Cross’s advances along with those reportedly countless others?

Just then, the young woman happened to sweep her glance past his position. 

It was quick, their eyes meeting for a mere fraction of a second, but that brief connection was enough. Something sharp and searing invaded Reginald’s jaded blood, making his pulse quicken as his body heated and hardened. His physical reaction surprised him with its acute intensity. Lust had never struck him with such strength and precision.

Awareness shifted into bright curiosity. And once his curiosity was piqued, there was little Reginald could do to thwart it.

“Cross,” he noted without looking away from the lady, “you’ve got your wager.”
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Chapter Two
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“I’ll document the terms,” one of the young men declared before turning to a footman to request a quill and paper. The other two were designated as witnesses and within a few minutes the wager became official. 

“Best of luck,” Cross noted, his tone annoyingly smug. 

Reginald ignored him.

Six weeks, he reminded himself as he struck a direct path toward the wallflower alcove. Six weeks to win the lady—without ruining her—and secure Kinley Park, finally righting a wrong that never should have befallen a man so undyingly noble and honorable and generous as his father. 

Nearing his target, he noted a bit of drama was starting to unfold. A brave soul had dared to approach Reginald’s quarry with an apparent offer to dance. Though Miss Fairclough’s lovely features remained sternly unemotional, it was clear she was delivering a scathing set-down to the young man whose ears went bright red as he stumbled back a few steps then turned and dashed back into the crowd of guests. 

For her part, at least the young lady didn’t appear to take any particularly vindictive pleasure in the scene. Her expression remained resigned and perhaps a bit exasperated as she dismissed the incident with another flickering glance over the ballroom.

He drew near enough now that some of the other ladies along the wall had noticed his approach and a nervous twittering had started to spread amongst their ranks. Miss Fairclough and the small, dark-haired young lady beside her, however, remained unaware as Miss Fairclough tipped her head toward her companion to mutter something beneath her breath. The other woman gave a quick, choking laugh before she covered her mouth with her hand to hide it. Apparently pleased by the reaction, Miss Fairclough parted her lips in a subtle, subversive smile that couldn’t be described as anything but naughty.

Reginald almost tripped over his own feet as another fine shock of desire arced through him.

That was the moment Miss Fairclough happened to shift her glance in his direction.

The woman’s mischievous smirk immediately tensed and she murmured something else to the woman beside her, causing her companion to give him a sharp and curious glance from behind dainty little spectacles. Though the small, dark-haired woman glanced away again as quickly as she could, Miss Fairclough did not. With one eyebrow slightly arched in question while her gray eyes, which appeared to contain a subtle hint of blue upon closer inspection, remained steady and direct. 

Reginald smiled.

Her eyes flickered before going flat again.

His smile widened. This was going to be far more enjoyable than he’d expected.

Stopping in front of the lady, he offered a proper, if somewhat casual, bow. With a confident smile, he said, “Good evening. Would you honor me in the pleasure of this dance?”

Miss Fairclough tilted her head. Just the barest hint of a smile hovered on her lips.

He experienced the oddest compulsion to coax that smile into full bloom. 

“We haven’t been introduced, sir.”

Her voice was husky and warm, the tone more textured than melodic. Like raw silk warmed by body heat or melted chocolate flavored with spice. It stirred something primitive in Reginald’s already heated blood. 

“A fact that can be easily remedied,” he replied with smooth and practiced charm. “I am Mr. Reginald Vane. And you are...?”

Her lips widened into the smile he’d wished for. But there was no pleasure in the expression. It far more akin to a baring of teeth. A warning.

“Decidedly uninterested,” she replied, her tone curt.

The retort was unexpected, but Reginald persisted. “You dislike dancing?”

“I love dancing,” Miss Fairclough noted with a disinterested glance over the ballroom. “I’ve just no intention of doing it with you.”

Reginald pressed a hand over his heart. “You wound me.”

Her blue-gray eyes slid swiftly back to him in a sideways glare. “Doubtful.”

Her rude response to his interest would have easily discouraged a lesser man. But Reginald felt a burst of tingling energy with every cutting reply, like tiny shots of lightning along his nerves. It was an exhilarating sensation.

He flashed a boyish grin. “Since we’ve only just met, I can’t imagine what I might’ve done for you to find me so...”

“Abhorrent?” she offered with a tight smile and a definitive flicker of pure animosity in her cold, steely gaze.

Reginald’s lips twitched at the quick rejoinder. Miss Fairclough obviously did not suffer to hold back her opinions. But his hide had been thickened over years of courting unfavorable opinions.

His smile widened with genuine humor. Then he murmured in a low, intimate tone, “Well, aren’t you a bite of sweetness itself?”

Her lips pressed firmly together at his comment, but she didn’t reply.

“Do you really find me abhorrent, Miss Fairclough,” he asked, “or is it that you think you should because of what the gossips like to say about me?”

The dark-haired lady still standing close by gave a little sound that might have been a whimper of shock or another smothered laugh. He didn’t turn to look at her to find out, keeping his gaze sharply fixated on the fair, hostile beauty as he leaned close to whisper, “I’d like to say none of it is true, but then I’d have to admit to being a liar and I detest liars.”

There was another faint flicker in her eyes before she managed to fully conceal her reaction with an imperious arch of her eyebrows. Then she took a deep breath and released it in a long-suffering sigh. 

“Mr. Vane, you say you detest liars, yet your deception is obvious. You asked for my name and though I never gave it, you just addressed me by it.” She cocked her head and peered back at him. “So, which is it? Are you a liar or do you detest them?”

“Both, in fact,” he answered easily. “Is it so hard to believe I might be a liar and detest myself for it?”

“Not at all,” she replied with an elegant wave of her gloved hand, “for I have come to detest you in barely three minutes of conversation. Being in constant companionship with yourself would undeniably lend to the same.”

“Which brings us back to my original question,” Reginald noted. “Do you truly find me abhorrent?”

An acute tremor of anticipation rolled through him as he watched her expression tighten. The fine muscles of her jaw tensed and her mouth pressed even more firmly together. Then her hard stare shifted to sweep the ballroom again, this time with a distinctly irritated glance before returning to give him a quick yet thorough assessment, sliding over his significantly taller form from head to toe then back up again. When her gaze returned to his, he felt a sharp prick—like that caused by the tip of a rapier—right in the center of his chest.

“Yes.”

Her answer was blunt and strong and left no room for doubt.

“Why?” he countered, unfazed.

There was a slight, barely perceptible hesitation as her gaze faltered a bit. It was only then that Reginald realized they stood there alone. The dark-haired woman had slipped away at some point, her departure having gone completely unnoticed by him. And though they were still surrounded by a ballroom full of people, his conversation with Miss Fairclough suddenly felt disturbingly intimate.

The lady’s eyes narrowed harshly. “Perhaps, Mr. Vane, I don’t like being approached by gentlemen I’ve not been properly introduced to. Perhaps, I don’t like being approached at all. Perhaps, I don’t appreciate the company you keep. Or maybe, just maybe, I’d rather not waste even a moment of my valuable time in conversation with a man notorious for being utterly without morals or even the slightest hint of honor—an absolute reprobate.”

Reginald offered a half-smile and tilted his head. The lady’s tongue was sharp, indeed. But his was rather skilled as well. “Those are a lot of perhapses.”

She gave a dramatic roll of her eyes. “There are soooo many reasons to find you deplorable, Mr. Vane, I’m struggling to settle on just one.”

“Reasons based on hearsay which is proof that you don’t truly know me at all,” he reasoned.

“Yes,” she interrupted sharply, anger filtering heavily into her silken voice. “Yes, I do. I know all I need to know.” Her attention flickered past him in the direction from which he’d come. In a blink, her demeanor became even more antagonistic. Her eyes hardened to icy steel as she gave him a near murderous glare. Yet, her voice was soft and low when she spoke—almost soothing. “Do you think me a total idiot? A green girl, easily manipulated by wicked charm and a handsome face?”

The tone of her voice warmed his bones even as her words sliced his skin. He was losing ground. He employed a boyish grin in an admittedly desperate attempt to charm the lady just a bit into his favor. “Wicked and handsome.” He winked. “A proper assessment.”

His efforts were utterly ineffective and he couldn’t even bring himself to feel bad about it as his reply only appeared to incense her more. The lady was simply too entrancing in her rising fury as her cheeks flushed a rosy pink and her eyes flashed with silver sparks. A subtle hum of excitement traveled through him and he lowered his head toward her in a more intimate posture. His grin slid into a quieter, more sensual smile and he was pleased to see her eyes widen and the blush deepen in her cheeks before her gaze dropped briefly to his mouth. 

Instead of ignoring the sudden knotting of desire in his belly, Reginald allowed it to filter through his system, heating his gaze, roughening his voice. “The truth is, I think you’re very clever, indeed. And refreshingly honest. And beautiful. And wonderfully passionate.”

She inhaled a harsh breath through her nose as though preparing a set-down. Before she could, he continued. “Is it so strange that I might wish to get to know you better? That I saw you across the room and decided I had to talk to you—had to discover the tenor of your voice and explore the mystery in your gaze. Is it so abhorrent that I might desire a moment of your time? Or hope for the opportunity to touch your hand under the guise of a dance.”

For far too brief a moment, he had her. He saw her responding in the way her sooty eyelashes lowered and her lips parted. But then it was gone. With a blink, any progress he might have made was instantly shattered to pieces. 

Her body tensed. Her eyes went stony and hard. And her lips—those lovely rosy pillows—pressed into a disapproving frown. 

The lady’s passion had frozen to ice and her voice was tipped with pointed shards as she spoke, “You’re a wretched excuse for a gentleman—as most of you are. Did you practice that ridiculous speech in front of the mirror while getting shaved this morning? Do you honestly think I didn’t see who you were talking to a moment before you approached me?” Her mouth curled into an ugly sneer. “Was it a wager or a dare? A wager, no doubt. Lord Cross would never do anything that didn’t earn him something in return. So, what is it? Get me to dance, then leave me stranded on the dancefloor? Or some other humiliation... Spill punch on my gown, perhaps? Or cause me to stumble into the musicians? That would be a sight, to be sure, and would no doubt earn a rousing ovation from the crowd.”

The woman’s assessment was succinct, scathing, and far too on point. The bad blood between her and Cross was undeniable. She clearly knew the man well. And the oddest thing was that the idea of Cross actually having some sort of history with this magnificent woman irritated the hell out of Reginald.

That she suspected the wager was unfortunate, but she had no idea of the terms which meant he had several weeks to work around the very real obstacle she’d placed between them. And he would. Kinley Park meant too much to see it slip through his fingers yet again without a fight. If need be, he’d lie through his teeth and pull out every trick of manipulation he possessed to win that blasted wager.

But more than that, the lady intrigued him. His curiosity had been sharply pricked and he was determined to know all he could about the formidable termagant. In particular, what might coax a genuine smile to her gorgeous lips. And perhaps more honestly, what it would take to see desire replacing the annoyance in her stare.

He wanted her. Perhaps even as badly as he wanted Kinley Park. And considering the latter had become something of an obsession, that was saying something, indeed.

“This isn’t finished,” he murmured quietly.

“Yes. It very much is. In fact, it never began.”

His smile was slow and his gaze steady as he met her fierce glare. “Are you sure?”

Lifting her chin, the lady gave him a harsh, disdainful glare. “Walk away, Mr. Vane. And never approach me again.”

Daunted but not defeated, Reginald bowed his head. “Good evening, Miss Fairclough. I very much look forward to our next encounter.”

“Which will never happen.” Silver flickered in her eyes before she averted her gaze. “Off you go.”

As he turned to walk away, Reginald didn’t miss the blatant stares of everyone standing within a ten-step radius. No one was close enough to catch any of their conversation, except, perhaps, a few of the other wallflowers, but it would be clear enough to any onlookers that he’d been summarily rejected. 

Being his first experience with such a thing, he’d have thought it would feel more uncomfortable. On the contrary, it simply bolstered his determination. 

He ignored the whispers of gossipy speculation as he cut through the crowd, a smile of genuine pleasure curving his lips.

He had six weeks to charm and seduce the sweet Miss Fairclough, earn her devotion, and claim Kinley Park. Six weeks of sizzling encounters and contentious conversations. Six weeks of flashing eyes and pouty, downturned lips. Six weeks to figure out how to manipulate the terms of Cross’s wager to ensure an indisputable win without having to marry or ruin the lady. 

The bedding, however, was assured.
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Chapter Three
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“What was that all about?”

“What?” Cecily murmured absently, forcing her attention to her cousin.

They had essentially grown up as sisters. Cecily having gone to be raised by their mutual grandmother at two years of age and Margot coming along five years later at age six. To look at them side by side, one wouldn’t have assumed they were related. 

Cecily had her mother’s dark golden hair which had been paired with a mysterious tilt to her somewhat piercing gray eyes which she’d been told had been inherited from her maternal grandfather. The soft elegance of her other features came from her father’s side of the family. 

Even though their mothers had been sisters, Margot had received a very different set of physical characteristics. Her thick black hair and dark blue eyes were straight from her father. And when combined with the somewhat dainty bone structure received from her mother, Cecily had always thought the overall effect was rather...otherworldly and quite lovely. 

In manner and attitude, they were much more alike. The main difference being that Cecily tended to wear her abject dissatisfaction with the world they lived in like a bold armor, whereas Margot held it all in, along with most other features of her personality. Needing her spectacles only for reading, she preferred to wear them all the time anyway. Cecily often wondered if her cousin was trying to shield herself from the world, or the world from herself.

Either way, Cecily didn’t fault her for it. She still remembered the stricken look on the six-year-old girl’s face when she’d arrived on the doorstep of their grandmother’s home. Margot had known great tragedy and pain in her very young life. Cecily often had cause to be grateful that at least she had been too young to recall anything of her parents’ deaths. Her cousin had not been so fortunate.

Margot’s eyes were wide behind her spectacles as she exclaimed incredulously, “Villainous Vane? One of the Dishonorables, himself? What did he want?”

Cecily waved a dismissive hand and rolled her eyes. “Nothing worth repeating.”

Margot shook her head, her features a mixture of awe, amusement, and bright curiosity. “He is even more handsome than I expected. I mean, we’ve all heard the rumors of the Vane brothers’ Adonis-like looks, but holy-bats-in-the-belfry, the man cannot possibly be a mere mortal. Now, is he supposed to be the more good-looking twin or is it his brother?”

Cecily furrowed her brow. Though timid and reticent in most company, her younger cousin had no such inhibitions when it was just the two of them. In fact, Cecily often had trouble keeping up with the other young lady’s occasionally rambling train of thought. 

Margot spoke again, answering her own question before Cecily had a chance to.

“Oh, that’s right. The rumors don’t actually say one is more handsome. Maybe they’re just too identical in that way. Though not in others, if the gossips can be believed. This one—Reginald—is the elder brother, right? Which means he’s the charming, unconscionable rake whereas his twin, Nicholas, is reported to have a shockingly violent temperament.”

“Enough, Margot,” Cecily pleaded with a tight smile. “Rumors and gossip are not fact, as we well know.”

Her cousin lifted her chin stubbornly. “But some of it might be. As we also both know.”

“True,” Cecily conceded. “It doesn’t matter, however. Mr. Vane’s intentions were decidedly less than honorable and I made sure he understood his attentions were not welcome.” 

Margot sighed. “It’s a shame.”

Cecily arched a brow. “What is?”

“That accepting dishonorable intentions can have such disastrous consequences for young ladies,” Margot replied thoughtfully and a bit mournfully. “It might’ve been nice to see if all those rumors of the man’s prowess are true.”

“Margot Spencer, you little hoyden!” Cecily admonished with a laugh.

“Wondering isn’t the same as discovering,” the other woman defended before she shrugged and slide Cecily a side-eyed glance. “Don’t say you didn’t think the same.”

“I—” Cecily began before stopping herself. For some reason, she’d never been able to lie to her cousin and the other woman knew it.

“Ha!” Margot exclaimed triumphantly, her dark eyes sparkling though she kept her tone to just over a whisper. “Admit you’re curious and not totally unaffected by the man. I saw that pink on your cheeks as you talked to him.”

Cecily snorted. “I admit nothing. It’s utterly irrelevant anyway.” She paused, a hard knot of disgust and remorse tying up her stomach. “Mr. Vane was in league with Cross.”

Margot tensed and her gaze went nearly black. “The devil you say.”

“Exactly. No doubt another ploy by Cross to make my life more hellish than he has already.”

“Damn his eyes. Why can’t that evil man leave you alone?”

Cecily shrugged. “Perhaps because I refuse to allow him to continue his disgusting behavior unchallenged.”

Margot chuckled. “Right. There is that.” Then she tilted her head. “Do you reckon he suspects why you’re here tonight?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” Cecily replied. “He doesn’t frighten me.”

“And what role was Mr. Vane to play?”

A prickling feeling danced over Cecily’s skin. “No role at all. Mr. Vane was to simply be himself. A rake, a libertine, a womanizer.”

“He was to seduce you?”

“Ruin me, I imagine.”

Margot shook her head. “The simple minds of men,” she mused. 

“Indeed,” Cecily drawled. 

“Oh! Devil’s knees,” Margot exclaimed beneath her breath. “I almost forgot. While you were sparring with Mr. Vane, I spotted the lady we’ve been seeking.”

Cecily’s disquiet over the recent encounter immediately receded as her focus recentered. “Where?”

Margot rose onto her toes and shifted from side to side in an attempt to scan the crowded ballroom. “She had just arrived on her father’s arm and were greeting the Preswicks.”

Sending her gaze over the room in search of wealthy young debutante with a sweet and doe-like stare, Cecily stiffened when she happened to spy the hated Lord Henry Cross instead. He was sauntering through the crowd, his chin lowered just slightly and his expression fixed into his most charming smile. 

The sight of him made her furious and a touch nauseous.  

Following his gaze and his trajectory, she spied the very lady she had come to the ball to meet. Of course, he would aim straight for the unsuspecting heiress who smiled with shy pleasure at the sight of the handsome young lord.

Idiot, Cecily mentally scoffed, but there was more compassion than vitriol in the thought. 

She had been foolish once, too. And Cross was an expert at the game.

He’d perfected his disguise and knew exactly which rules to break and which to bend. A master of discretion and deception, he’d charmed society so well that the occasional whispers of roguish behavior were quickly excused and any questionable actions forgiven as the exception to his character rather than the rule. 

Only a few knew the true depths of his depravity. 

Cecily happened to be one of them. And she’d vowed to do all she could to ensure more young women didn’t have to discover the truth the way she had.

“The man is efficient,” Margot mused in disgust.

Cecily grunted a soft sound of agreement. The debutante—with her rosy cheeks, glittering gaze, and demure posture—already looked half in love with him.

“Do you think it’s true he plans to marry this one?” Margot whispered.

“It could be,” Cecily replied in an equally hushed tone. “He’d need to wed eventually and she’s certainly an advantageous match.” Her voice hardened. “But it doesn’t change what I must do.”

“Of course not,” her cousin staunchly agreed. “The girl must be warned.”

It was nearly two hours later before Cecily had an opportunity to approach the heiress away from curious gazes. If anyone were to notice them talking, it would inspire far too many whispers and Cross already suspected Cecily’s interference in his social activities. His recent attempts at retaliation had made that clear enough. Not that it would stop her.

With Margot stationed in the hallway as look-out, Cecily followed her quarry into the lady’s retiring room. She was alone for the moment but that might not last long. Fortunately, Cecily rarely had a problem with getting straight to a point.

The young woman was seated on one of the two delicate sofas and appeared to be adjusting her slipper when Cecily entered the small room.

“Miss Gresham, correct?” she asked, crossing to take a seat beside her.

The girl flinched and leaned away as she angled a blinking stare at Cecily.

Smiling to set the younger woman at ease, Cecily wished she had the luxury of gaining her trust first. But she knew very well how quickly Cross could slither past a woman’s better sense. Subtly was a waste of time. 

“I regret having to approach you so abruptly,” she continued gently, “but I must provide you with a very necessary warning. Lord Cross is not to be trusted.”

Miss Gresham’s eyes widened. “I beg your pardon.”

Having learned that coming straight to the point was usually the most effective method of imparting vital information, Cecily held the girl’s gaze as she replied, “He is not the noble gentleman most believe him to be. Be wary of his whispered promises and pretty compliments. He is the monster your nanny warned you about.”

“I don’t—” the girl began then stopped as muffled voices could be heard beyond the closed door.

Hearing Margot’s distinct tones, Cecily swallowed a curse as she slid a card from the hidden pocket of her gown and pressed it into the other woman’s hand. “In case you wish to discuss this further,” she murmured, then stood and strode toward the door just as another lady entered. 

Cecily met up with Margot just outside the room and they continued back toward the ballroom.

“Did she seem receptive?” her cousin asked in a whispered aside.

Thinking of the wary innocence in the young lady’s wide eyes, Cecily muttered, “I can only hope.”

Sometimes the women she approached reached out to her...sometimes they didn’t. Despite her tireless efforts to warn those she could, Cross continued to ruin young women for his own selfish amusement. 

Further proof of which came forward not two minutes later. 

The cousins were crossing the hall when they happened to see one of the ladies who had not heeded Cecily’s warnings and had inevitably come to regret it. Just as they would have passed by each other, the lady met Cecily’s gaze and murmured quickly and quietly, “A moment, if you please.” Without awaiting any response, she continued toward an open sitting room and disappeared inside.

Cecily’s steps slowed and Margot nodded, understanding without a word. As her cousin slowly meandered toward the fireplace at the end of the hall to gaze up at the expansive landscape painting set above it, Cecily turned and redirected her steps toward the sitting room. Her cousin would keep watch in the hall while she determined what the lady might require of her.

It wasn’t terribly unusual to be approached in such a way. Knowledge of her covert work amongst the ladies of the ton was occasionally shared with others who might need assistance. This lady, however, was not one who needed to be warned about Lord Cross or any other deceptive cad.

Lady Harriet Taylor, daughter of a marquess who’d become ward to her uncle upon her father’s death two years ago, stood in the center of the empty room. When Cecily entered, she quickly muttered, “Close the door, please, Miss Fairclough.”

Cecily did as she asked and once their privacy was secured, she spoke plainly. “How can I assist you, my lady?”

The other woman smiled tightly. “Only a very few people know this, but I am soon to be married to Lord Ridsdale.”

Cecily arched her brows. “Congratulations, my lady.”

Lady Taylor’s lips trembled. “Thank you. I am quite happy...or I would be, if not for...” She twisted her hands and a look of abject distress settled over her features. Then she stepped toward Cecily with a beseeching expression as her tone dropped to a whisper. “I don’t know how, but he somehow discovered my engagement. He is threatening to expose my...past indiscretion to Lord Ridsdale if I do not pay him an exorbitant amount of money.”

Fury seared through Cecily’s blood. There was no doubt as to who he was. 

“He has given me two months to acquire the funds or he will go to Ridsdale...and show him the locket he took from me as proof of our...past association. There will be no doubt the locket is mine as it’s been inscribed with my initials and contains the images of my parents.” The lady’s voice rose in distress. “My uncle will never release such a sum to me. Lord Ridsdale will be forced to throw me over. I cannot...I have no way to acquire such funds...”

“You won’t have to,” Cecily assured sharply as she took the other woman’s cold hands in hers. “I will not allow it. He will not win. You deserve future happiness, my lady.”

Lady Taylor’s gaze was stark. “But how can he be stopped?”

“I will find a way. I vow it.”

The lady seemed to take some relief from Cecily’s hard assurance and they parted with a promise to keep in touch on the issue. 

Cecily and Margot left the ball shortly after, but for many hours into the night, Cecily struggled to keep her wrath at bay as she thought of all the pain and heartache Cross continued to inflict upon so many. And her thoughts tumbled down a path she’d trod before. One paved with visions of vengeance and justice. There had to be some way to bring an end to Cross’s evil machinations. There had to be. 

Usually, such thoughts led her only to further frustration and fury. Tonight, however, an odd and extremely unexpected flicker of inspiration had been ignited to light her way. Inspiration that slowly took the form of a golden-haired Adonis with a wicked smile and infuriatingly rakish gaze.
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Chapter Four
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“What are you conjuring in that head of yours?”

Cecily looked at her cousin as they arrived at yet another ball two nights later. 
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