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      A scandal is brewing. A rake is grinning. And Lady Louisa Pembroke is about to make a bargain with the devil.

      

      Lady Louisa Pembroke has survived a thousand polite smiles, a hundred pointed whispers, and exactly one scandal too many. Unfortunately, the Earl of Foxmere is determined to make it two.

      

      Niall Fairmont is notorious for his wicked charm, his infuriating grin, and his talent for turning every rule of the ton into a game he intends to win. When rumor threatens to ruin Louisa’s reputation, Foxmere offers a solution only a devil would enjoy: an engagement—one that will silence the gossips, bait their enemies, and give Louisa just enough control to keep her world from collapsing.

      

      It’s a brilliant plan… until the charade starts to feel dangerously real.

      

      Because the longer Louisa plays at being Foxmere’s fiancée, the more she notices what lies beneath the rakish swagger: a man who protects with his name, fights with laughter, and looks at her as if she is not a prize to be won, but a choice to be cherished.

      

      And if Louisa isn’t careful, she’ll do the one thing she swore she never would…

      Fall for the devil who offered her salvation.

      

      A Revel with the Devil is a sparkling Regency romantic comedy full of sharp banter, sizzling tension, meddling gossips, and a grand gesture worthy of the most shameless rake.
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      Lady Louisa Pembroke endured the evening’s parade of debutantes and matrons with the patience of a woman surviving a symphony of matchmaking—smiling through each relentless note. She barely survived a dinner notable only for the speed at which the soufflé collapsed and the greater haste with which her mother’s friend, Lady Featherstone, deflated the hopes of the younger set. By the time the clock in the gallery tolled eleven, Louisa’s cheeks ached from smiling, and her mind felt muddled by the evening's nonsense.

      She slipped from the drawing room between rounds of matchmaking, feigning a need for restoration after the shock of Miss Billings’s engagement. The corridor beyond was cool and dim, a welcome relief from the heat. Louisa inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of beeswax and old paper that signaled her approach to the only room in the house free from whispers and the clink of sherry glasses.

      If her mother’s house party was designed to showcase the Pembroke daughters before eligible men, it had underestimated Louisa’s ability to evade unwanted attention. She knew all the escape routes. The servants’ stairs, the gallery behind the family portraits, and, most importantly, the hidden passage that connected the library to the conservatory. Even as a child, she had discovered that the library offered both solace and mischief.

      She pushed open the door, expecting the familiar sight of polished wood, velvet drapes, and rows of books, her true confidantes. Instead, a scene so improbable nearly stopped her heart.

      A scrape of paper and the warm bite of brandy reached her before she saw him. A man, lounged in the window seat with the ease of a housecat. Not just any man, but the Earl of Foxmere, known for his disregard of etiquette. He had his muddy boots propped on an inlaid Chippendale, a glass of Pembroke’s best brandy dangling from one long-fingered hand, and, worst of all, her book open in his lap.

      Her book. Not some dry treatise on Roman law or a volume of tedious poetry, but her hidden copy of A Scoundrel’s Redemption. The one she reached for when the world grew to loud and virtue felt like a cage. She’d reread the ending whenever she needed proof that even the worst men could choose better. She had cleverly tucked teh novel behind the ten-volume edition of Clarissa.

      The Earl appeared immune to both the embarrassment of being caught and the sanctity of private reading.

      Louisa froze, one gloved hand still on the door. Her mind stalled. The initial shock of his presence gave way to curiosity. Would he, too, blush at being discovered with such a notorious novel? Did he even understand what he held? Or was he so irredeemable that the escapades of ‘Lord Rakewell’ would not even raise an eyebrow?

      The answer came quickly. Foxmere, with a casualness that suggested he cared little for social convention, glanced up from the page and met her gaze.

      “Lady Louisa,” he drawled, straddling insolence and invitation. “I had not expected company at this hour, let alone such literate company.”

      She might have retreated, perhaps even squeaked, if she were the sort to squeak, which she was not. Instead, Louisa summoned a composure that could have frozen a lake in March.

      “My lord,” she said. “You seem to have made yourself at home.”

      He didn’t move, not even to adjust his boots. “I find the library has a civilizing effect, even on the most incorrigible reprobates. And the brandy, of course, helps.”

      Louisa surveyed the scene: a leather-bound volume cracked open, a decanter half-empty, and the sacrilege of Foxmere’s posture against her father’s prized furniture. His languid smile was irritating, as if inviting her to join his rebellion against decorum.

      “May I have my book, my lord?” she asked, her voice soft but sharp.

      He lifted it as if it were a lady’s garter rather than a book. “A Scoundrel’s Redemption. I confess, I am shocked, Lady Louisa. One might suspect you of a taste for the forbidden.”

      She approached the nearest table, her spine straight. “I prefer to keep my tastes private. Some of us find that more appealing than public spectacle.”

      He grinned, unrepentant. “Surely the purpose of a good scandal is to be enjoyed in company?”

      Louisa, ignoring the bait, reached for the book. He held it just out of reach, turning it so the cover faced her.

      “It is instructive,” he mused, “how often the most upright heroines conceal a taste for wickedness. One wonders if real life is not much the same.”

      She scowled. “If you wish to discuss literature, Foxmere, I recommend you acquire your own copy.”

      He raised his glass. “Or perhaps we might read together, Lady Louisa. I am told the real pleasure of these stories is in the sharing.”

      There was no safe answer. Every possible retort sounded either self-righteous or agreeable. She settled for a glare.

      “Lady Louisa,” he said, his voice smooth like a caress. “Or should I address you as the authoress of A Scoundrel’s Redemption, so thoroughly have you embodied the role?”

      She reached for the book again, determined not to dignify his impertinence with more than a brief acknowledgment. “You are trespassing, Lord Foxmere. Even your audacity should not extend to occupying your hostesses private library uninvited.”

      He turned the book over carefully, making her want to snatch tif only she could get close enough. “On the contrary, Lady Pembroke suggested I avail myself of the family’s literary treasures.” He glanced at her over the rim of his glass, his eyes glinting with mischief. “Might you specify which I should find most illuminating.”

      Louisa advanced, arms folded. “If you’re hoping to blackmail me for my reading habits, you’ll be sorely disappointed. My sister has read it twice and underlined all the filthiest passages. You may address your ransom notes to her.”

      He chuckled, a rich sound that filled the room. “I would never stoop to blackmail. Extortion, perhaps. Or the simple pleasure of watching you squirm.”

      She ignored the invitation. “Is there anything you require, my lord? Or is this merely a rehearsal for your next public scandal?”

      He held up the book. “I was hoping for an autograph.”

      She glared, but the heat in her cheeks betrayed more than irritation. He had a knack for seeing through her defenses, making her words feel dangerously close to the truth.

      “I shall have to decline,” she said, “as I have not yet mastered your flair for forgery.”

      He set the book aside, his boots defiantly propped up. “A pity. I had hoped we might stage a reading together. The conclusion promises such catharsis.”

      She snorted. “You seem to believe that life, like literature, revolves around your amusement.”

      “And you, Lady Louisa,” he countered, “seem to believe the world is a stage designed exclusively for the display of your moral superiority. Why not let it be both?”

      She was, infuriatingly, at a loss for a reply. The room hummed with energy, that was, against her better judgment, exhilarating.

      He regarded her over steepled fingers. “You are not what I expected.”

      She arched a brow. “No? What did you expect, Lord Foxmere? A shrieking wallflower, mortified into submission?”

      He shook his head, his expression uncharacteristically serious. “I expected someone who would pretend not to care. You, Lady Louisa, have the audacity to care quite a lot.”

      The observation struck closer than she wished. For a moment, silence enveloped them, and it was not entirely uncomfortable.

      She broke the tension by nodding at the book. “May I have it, please? Or will you require a blood oath to ensure my silence?”

      He picked up the novel, turned it in his hands, and closed it with a final click. “Only if you promise to lend me the sequel. I hear the duke becomes even more depraved.”

      She reached for it, but he didn’t release the book until their eyes met. “You know, Primrose,” he said, his tone suddenly softer, “it would not be so terrible if people knew how passionately you read. Or lived.”

      She wrested the book free, barely resisting the urge to strike him with it. “Heathen,” she muttered.

      He gave a genuine smile, quick and bright, then gone. “You wound me, Lady Louisa. I only flirt with worthy opponents.”

      With that, he withdrew his boots, stood, and executed a bow so flamboyant it bordered on indecent. As he swept past her, the scent of sandalwood and brandy lingered, and she realized she was grinning.

      She was certain he’d noticed.

      Louisa stepped beyond the library door and muttered a soft expletive, careful to keep her voice low lest the footman in the corridor report her to her mother. She clutched the book like a shield, unable to wipe the grin from her face. The true danger of Foxmere lay not in his disregard for rules or his rakish smile, but in how alive he made her feel, as if the world had burst into color after a long, gray season.

      Only when she reached her chamber did she notice the book's peculiar feel. She opened it to the marked page. He had dog-eared it—and gasped. The last chapter was gone. No, not gone. Excised. Torn out with unnerving precision. The story’s infamous conclusion, her favorite part, the only part she constantly read, was missing, as cleanly as if it had never existed.

      For a moment, she could only stare at the mutilated binding. Then a soft thump from beyond her window caught her attention. Foxmere, leaning against the balcony rail, casually twirling a sheaf of paper between his fingers.

      How the devil had he gotten on her balcony? She scowled even has her heart thrummed a peculiar beat.

      “Lost something, Primrose?” he called, his voice low enough for her alone.

      She marched to the door and threw it open. “Are you mad?”

      He cocked his head. “Frequently. But I find it improves my mood.” He tucked the missing pages into his breast pocket. “I’ll keep this for now. Collateral, you understand.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Return it, or I shall⁠—”

      “Inform Lady Pembroke that her guest is a thief?” His eyes sparkled. “You know as well as I do that you cannot. There would be awkward questions.”

      She made a sound that was half growl, half laugh. “You are despicable.”

      “And you,” he said, stepping closer, “are remarkable.”

      His unexpected and direct words unsettled her more than the theft. Louisa had been called many things—clever, difficult, even pretty—but never that. She didn’t trust it, but she wanted to.

      He bowed again, more restrained this time. “Perhaps we’ll negotiate its return at supper,” he murmured, “if you can tolerate my company that long.”

      She slammed the door closed, but not before catching the genuine warmth in his eyes—something that looked, alarmingly, like respect.

      Louisa soon found herself re-reading the novel, savoring the tension even in its incomplete form. It was, after all, more interesting this way, contemplating alternate endings.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Lydia had slept soundly only to wake to thoughts of Foxmere. Soon after, she had been lured to the garden by a mix of motherly coercion and the promise of fresh air, though the latter was already tinged with an excess of lavender and the high, chattering tones of ennui-ridden house guests.

      Croquet. As if the previous evening’s battle of wills hadn’t been enough, she was now expected to smile and hit wooden balls as if this were the height of entertainment. Louisa selected the mallet least likely to splinter and steeled herself to channel her irritation into perfect play.

      At first, she didn’t see Foxmere. The garden was expansive enough for a woman to lose herself among the topiaries. But a ripple of excitement at the edge of the green disrupted her moment, followed by the unmistakable stride of a man who had never met a rule he couldn’t bend or a crowd he couldn’t command.

      Dressed in black, as if mourning the loss of propriety, he wore a cravat knotted so carelessly it might as well have been an afterthought. He carried himself like a rake, his boots slightly muddied, cuffs uneven, and hair that defied all attempts at discipline. Approaching with a mallet slung over one shoulder, he stopped opposite her, grinning.

      “Primrose!” he called, his voice loud for the hour. “I am wounded. Not a smile for your partner in crime?”

      Louisa refused the bait. “I did not realize we were partners, Lord Foxmere. When last we spoke it seemed you were more interested in larceny than teamwork.”

      His eyes sparkled with delight. “A necessary measure, I assure you. I could not stand silent and allow such a brilliant mind to languish in incomplete fiction.” He leaned in, stage-whispering, “But if you surrender, I might be persuaded to restore what I borrowed.”

      “I never surrender,” Louisa replied, swinging her mallet in a neat arc. “Especially not to extortionists with a flair for melodrama.”

      “Then I challenge you,” Foxmere declared, drawing the attention of the entire assembly, “to a duel of wits. Winner takes all.”

      Lady Featherstone, stationed at the center of things, seized on the phrase. “How diverting! Foxmere against Louisa. My dears, you must play to the death.” She paused, considering. “Or at least to first blood.”

      Louisa bit back a retort, refusing to let on how much the previous night’s theft still irritated her. Instead, she adopted a look of cool amusement, as if this were all part of her grand plan.

      The players gathered: Lady Sophia, Alexandra’s notorious friend, with her knowing eyes and penchant for wagers; Lord Bertram, a harmless fop already tipsy on punch; and Lady Honoria Worthington, whose love for scandal made her an ideal observer and a dangerous adversary.

      The lawn was laid out with geometric precision. Wickets painted an unforgivable shade of pink arched at measured intervals, rose garlands wound through the hoops, making each strike risk an explosion of petals, and the balls were arranged by color with precision.

      “I believe blue is your shade, Lady Louisa,” Sophia said, gesturing with exaggerated flourish.

      She accepted the ball, maintaining her most indifferent smile. “It matches my mood, certainly.”

      As the game commenced, it became clear Foxmere had arranged to play just after her in the batting order, no doubt so he could comment on her every move.

      Louisa took her first shot, sending the ball cleanly through the nearest hoop. “Excellent,” Foxmere observed. “Have you considered a future in professional play? Or perhaps in revolution. Your technique is exquisite.”

      “Unlike your manners,” she replied. “But then, one cannot expect taste from a man who treats a Chippendale like a footstool.”

      A peal of laughter from Lady Sophia confirmed the point, and Foxmere bowed with mock humility. “I stand corrected. But if you are to win this duel, Primrose, you must do better than that.”

      She did. Every turn became an exercise in tactical brilliance. A feint here, a gentle nudge there. At one point, she managed to adjust the ball’s line with a discreet flick of her hem, unnoticed by all except Foxmere, whose eyebrows shot up in delighted outrage.
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