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        Lothbrook, England – September 1821

      

      

      

      Ambrose Worthing was attending a country dance.

      The notion was laughable. He, a glorified rakehell with a distaste for country life, was currently entrapped in a bloody assembly room that could pass for a barn on better days. In fact, as he glanced around the room, he decided it most certainly resembled a farmyard at the moment, with the gaggle of society mamas squawking like geese, their turbans festooned with tall ostrich plumes.

      He groaned when he saw them scrutinizing him, whispering behind their fans, their eyes dancing over his form as they assessed his marital suitability. From the clever smiles he glimpsed, he knew they were ready to throw their innocent daughters at his feet.

      Like bloody hell. He was not about to find himself accidentally “compromising” any of the young ladies here tonight. He’d come here tonight to find one particular young woman to seduce her, to win a bet he’d made in London the previous week, and hopefully save her. He was not about to let the gathering of society mamas intimidate him into dancing with their daughters, even if they rivaled the great ancient Mongolian Golden Horde led by Genghis Khan. Many a rake had fallen under their wiles, surfacing months later to find themselves stuck with a shy chit of a girl as a wife and an obnoxious mother-in-law.

      At twenty-nine years old, he’d managed to weather many attempts by his friends and relatives to see him settled. If those who loved him could not bring him to the altar, no silly chits from the country would have any success either. He was a permanent bachelor, and he liked it. Marriage was not made for men like him. To be tied down with one woman for the rest of his life and suffer the trappings of home and hearth when he could be exploring the world and living? Heavens no, he would not give up his freedom for anything.

      A few daring matchmaking mamas separated from the crowd and walked in his direction. Damnation, even the need for a master of ceremonies to perform introductions wouldn’t stop these women.

      Ambrose spun on his heel, desperate to avoid conversation. If he had to listen to one more story about how well their daughters played the pianofortes or how accomplished they were at needlepoint, he’d run from the assembly hall screaming.

      He had met almost everyone present at the dance and had no desire to continue any of the acquaintances. He was only here because of the wager placed in a betting book at White’s. A damned fool named Gerald Langley had put down in the books that anyone who plucked the fruit of this girl’s vine would receive five thousand pounds from him. Langley was a brute with little in the way of good sense and far too much coin. Ambrose had no idea why Langley had it in for the Earl of Rockford’s daughter, but he did. After reading the bet, Ambrose had penned his name to the challenge and notified Langley he had accepted the wager.

      For once in his life he was trying to do the right thing by a woman. It was a bit ironic, though, that saving the woman required compromising her. But the Earl of Rockford and his father had been friends, and Ambrose felt he owed it to Rockford to win the wager and keep the lady safe from true scoundrels. No other man would take the care with her that he would and see to it that her first time with a man was a pleasurable experience.

      He had one month to seduce Rockford’s daughter and provide proof of this seduction in London. As the lady in question had never been to London, there was much speculation among the men at his club whether she was a diamond of the first water or a dowdy creature. The betting book listed her age as twenty-two, young enough not to be an ape leader, a nasty term for women nearing spinsterhood.

      Apparently Rockford wasn’t one for traditions. Any father wishing to ensure his daughter’s future would have brought her to London at seventeen or eighteen, had her presented to the queen, and then made the round of balls to hunt for a husband.

      Yet Rockford had not done any of that. He’d kept his daughter in the country, living a quiet life. An unplucked fruit to tempt the worst sort of men in White’s to bet upon the taking of her maidenhead for their own amusement.

      Normally Ambrose had little desire to compete in wagers, especially ones which involved the corruption of innocents. It was not out of some moral principle, but rather a dislike of virgins. They tended to fall in love and cling to the man who took their innocence. But after witnessing the sort of men discussing whether to take the bet that night, Ambrose decided he would do this innocent lady a favor. He’d penned his name in the books, taking up the wager, and sent a letter to Rockford, renewing their acquaintance.

      A letter from Rockford arrived only a few days later, inviting Ambrose to this ball and to spend a few weeks at Rockford’s home as a guest. It was the perfect opportunity for Ambrose to cozy up to the man’s daughter and see what sort of creature he would soon be bedding.

      If only he knew what the lady looked like. In the chaotic din full of dancing and music, he could not find a single young lady among the crush that he was willing to bed. It wasn’t that the young ladies weren’t attractive. They were, but none were to his taste. Innocent young ladies had never appealed to him. If his friend Gareth Fairfax had been there, Gareth would have been laughing at him. Gareth was stuck in his own hell—the poor fool was happily married. Married! Ambrose couldn’t think of anything more terrifying than being stuck with one woman for the rest of his life. Helen was a darling creature and perfectly suited to Gareth, and Ambrose supposed it would be not too terrible to share a bed with a woman like her. But still, to be leg-shackled?

      I would rather die in a thousand unspeakable ways than stand in a bloody church and tie myself to one woman for the rest of my days.

      “Mr. Worthing! Oh, Mr. Worthing!” Mrs. Hester Darby called out in a shrill voice.

      Ambrose winced and fled, ducking around dancers caught up in a lively quadrille. He narrowly avoided colliding with two men as he fell into the shelter of a doorway leading to the back gardens. If there was one woman to fear above all others tonight at this country dance, it was Mrs. Darby, a particularly determined matchmaking mama. He suspected she was the sort of woman who would knock a man out with her parasol, drag him behind a bush, and throw her daughter upon him before “discovering” the couple and announcing an inevitable engagement.

      He peered around the corner, relieved when he saw a clear path to escape her. If she knew anything of him at all, she would have locked her daughter away in the nearest tower and hired a fleet of fire-breathing dragons to guard her. But Ambrose’s rakehell reputation had not yet reached Lothbrook. The town was small enough that he could take ten strides and would have traveled a good majority of the only stretch of road that could be called a street in this little village.

      “Excuse me, have you seen Mr. Worthing?” Mrs. Darby’s voice came perilously close to where he was concealed behind a tall bush in the gardens.

      “Afraid not, madam. Perhaps he’s visiting the gentlemen’s antechamber,” a man answered. Ambrose couldn’t see him from his hiding spot. It was likely that the man didn’t know him, but simply didn’t wish to keep conversing with Mrs. Darby. The surest way to drive a woman off was for a man to mention seeing to nature’s call. Ambrose couldn’t help but chuckle at his good fortune.

      Still, it would be safe not to linger too close to the doors leading back to the dancers, just in case Mrs. Darby thought to peek into the gardens and spied him hiding like a guilty lad behind the shrubbery.

      With a hasty turn and quick steps, he came around the nearest corner of the bushes.

      Whump!

      He collided with someone else coming from the opposite direction.

      Their bodies smacked together, and the second body let out a feminine gasp of pain. They toppled to the ground. In the dim light he couldn’t clearly see the woman who lay beneath him. The woman’s full breasts pressed against his ribs, and the scent of rosewater teased his nose.

      “Would you—mind terribly…I cannot breathe.” The woman panted beneath him.

      “Oh, yes, so sorry!” He hastily rolled off her and stumbled to his feet, brushing off leaves and dirt before he bent to offer the young lady assistance.

      “My apologies, miss. I was not looking where I was going.” He still couldn’t see her in the dim light, but her voice was soft and husky. It made him think of bare skin, satin sheets, and soft sighs of pleasure. His body instantly reacted with arousal, and his muscles tensed.

      “The fault was entirely mine.” The young lady rose with his aid, her gloved hands warm in his. They moved away from the shadow of the tall hedges and into a shaft of light from the lamps near the entrance leading back into the assembly hall.

      The lamplight illuminated a well-formed body draped in white muslin, violets embroidered at the waist and hem. The lady herself was no great beauty by patrician standards, at least not at first glance—her nose was too pert, her chin a tad too pointed. But when he studied her face more closely, he found her features strangely fit together and she was in fact very pretty. Her blue eyes were almond-shaped rather than round pools of color. The tilt of her eyes and the languorous half-lidded gaze that seemed natural to her was dreamy, and thick sooty lashes framed them, making the blue brighter. Like staring at fresh cornflowers. It made Ambrose think of naked bodies writhing in passion amid garden blooms. As she continued to gaze softly back at him, her lips parted, and he knew that whoever bedded this woman would stare into her eyes and make love as though in a dream. He shook his head, clearing the haze of curiosity and desire.

      “I see I am not the only one escaping the horde inside,” she teased him. Her lips curved slightly when she spoke, as though smiling came naturally to her. It made her far prettier than he’d originally thought.

      Ambrose wanted to smile himself, something he hadn’t done in years. A smirk when possible, a grin where needed, or a leer when necessary—but a genuine smile was rare for him.

      “I couldn’t stand another minute in there,” he confessed. For a moment he forgot about the wager. It was obvious he wouldn’t find Rockford’s daughter at the dance tonight. He would have met her in the earlier introductions when he’d first arrived. He could take a moment to enjoy this woman and her company before facing the crowds inside. Would she stay out here with him and continue talking? Or would she seek shelter inside and avoid him like any smart young lady would do?

      She raised a lace fan and wafted it close to her cheeks, which were a little too rosy. “I don’t blame you. I can’t stand the heat when everyone starts dancing. I came outside to cool off.” The young lady backed up a step, not exactly a retreat, but Ambrose acted out of primal instinct and mirrored her movement by stepping toward her.

      Perhaps tonight wouldn’t be a total waste of his time. He could steal a few kisses from a few ladies until he found his quarry for the bet. It wouldn’t do him any harm to enjoy a few minutes with this enchanting creature.

      “As there is no one to introduce us, might I have the honor of claiming your name?” Ambrose leaned one shoulder casually on the stone wall in front of her, effectively blocking her entrance back into the ballroom. Gardens were always preferred for stolen kisses.

      “And allow you to create scandal?” The woman tried to sound imperious and scandalized, but she broke down into an adorable fit of giggles.

      Normally Ambrose hated the twittering sound of giggles, but this was entirely different.

      “Very well, let’s be scandalous then.” She rewarded him with a smile that hit him right behind the knees.

      True mirth and humor shone in her eyes, and against his better judgment he barked out a laugh. It felt…good. He’d become so jaded in recent years, he hadn’t laughed much either.

      “I’m Alexandra.”

      “Do people call you Alex, then?”

      “No.” A glint of merriment sparked in her eyes, but she raised one brow in challenge. He could tell she was lying about that, and she was teasing him, too.

      “May I?” Ambrose pushed away from the wall and straightened to his full height, moving one step closer.

      “You wish to call me Alex?” She leaned into him the faintest bit, her eyes half-closed as she stared at his mouth. What an easy prize she would be, but well worth the conquest tonight.

      “Yes,” he murmured and cupped her chin. His thumb traced the cupid’s bow of her lips, pulled them apart a little. Her shallow, panting breaths warmed his thumb and heated his blood. His cock hardened painfully in his buckskin trousers.

      “And what should I call you?” Her lips moved in a luscious dance as she spoke.

      He was momentarily lost in visions of stealing kisses and pinning her to the wall, showing her all the wicked delights of what his hands and mouth could do while the muted sounds from the ballroom drowned her out her moans of pleasure. It was a skill he’d perfected over the years, one that made him dangerous at any dance where young ladies were left unattended by their chaperones or mamas.

      “My friends call me Ambrose.”

      “Oh?” Her nose wrinkled adorably, and he could tell she was trying to stave off another attack of giggles. “Is that your way of telling me we are friends?”

      He chuckled. “No, but I would certainly like to be. My full name is Ambrose Worthing.”

      The haze of desire vanished in between heartbeats. “Worthing!” She pulled back, trepidation and recognition flashing across her face.

      “You’ve heard of me then?” So his reputation had reached at least one person in Lothbrook. Perhaps this small hamlet of a village wasn’t as remote as he’d believed. Until she’d reacted, he’d begun to think he wasn’t wicked enough for his name to stretch past the outskirts of London.

      “Yes, I have heard of you. Your reputation precedes you.”

      “Oh? And what reputation is that?” He couldn’t help but want to know if she’d say it. She’d been so bold before. Would she cease to be so charming and fascinating when she was faced with a rakehell of the first order straight from the gambling hells in London?

      “You are a rake,” Alex announced in an accusatory voice that made him smile.

      “Yes. What of it?” Damned, he couldn’t keep from smiling. Her eyes had widened, and she licked her lips nervously. She knew what being a rake actually meant…and not just to her reputation.

      “I can’t be seen with you out here. Not alone.” Alex retreated, but Ambrose was too fascinated to let her escape. He was not a villain and would never force a woman to do anything she didn’t wish, but damned if he wouldn’t stay her long enough to steal a kiss.

      When she’d assumed he was just another gentleman, she’d let him touch her lips, lean in close enough for a kiss, but now she was fleeing all because of one little word…rake. He couldn’t resist the chase now that it had begun.

      “Alex, love, where do you think you’re going?” He caged her between his arms and the wall. She bumped into the bricks behind her, and her chin lifted as she met him with a defiant stare.

      “Let me go back inside.” There was steel beneath that sensual tone, and he couldn’t help but admire her for that. Not such a wilting wallflower then.

      “What has you so frightened? One minute we were having a polite conversation, and the next you’re fleeing simply because I told you my name.”

      She arched a brow. “We were having a polite conversation until I learned that you were the sort of man who could ruin me by the simple act of being alone with you. Now if you’ll kindly let me pass…”

      Ambrose smiled, pinning her with the weight of his seductive snare. “’Tis a pity you fear passion.”

      Alex scoffed, completely unimpressed by a look he’d used to break many hearts and quite a few beds.

      “Did you think that would work? Challenge me to stay and let you compromise me in the name of conquering my fears? I’m not some country peahen.” She shoved hard at his chest, her determination making her even more alluring.

      Ambrose slid an arm around her waist, pulling her against him. “I would never say you were a peahen. You remind me more of a doe. Deep, expressive eyes, sleek limbs. All you need is a proper buck, one to mount you and claim you as his with deep, powerful thrusts.” He painted the verbal picture and punctuated it with a slow roll of his pelvis against hers.

      A flush of red stained her cheeks, her lips parting in shock. He’d probably gone too far, but he took a strange delight in provoking this woman.

      “Would you like that, Alex? Do you want a man to possess you, take you hard until you scream?” His provocative words had the desired effect.

      She blinked at him, desire battling outrage in her eyes. Alex was a woman who craved passion but knew wanting it was dangerous. Smart girl.

      “You know what I want?” she demanded breathlessly.

      “Yes?” He pressed fully against her, his body ready to take hers. It would be so easy to lift her skirts, wrap her lovely legs around his hips, and take her here. He could silence her cries with his lips. God, he wanted that more than he’d wanted anything in a long damned time.

      “I want you to get out of my way.” He sensed the movement too late to stop her, and he felt the agonizing pain slice through him as her knee jutted up, a slither of silks and satins, and rammed into him, crushing his bollocks and crippling him. His throat closed with panic, and he clutched his crotch, his ability to breathe escaping him as stars danced before his eyes.

      “Christ!” he hissed.

      In his agony he barely noticed her leaving, a whisper of her dress as she pushed past him and back into the ballroom, leaving him broken and alone, holding on to the aching cock he had a moment before been pressing against her. He rested one palm against the brick wall, gasping and trying to control the surge of shooting pain from his balls up to his chest.

      Bloody hell, the woman had one hell of a leg.

      When the pain at last subsided, he started laughing. Alex was one hell of a woman, and he couldn’t wait to get her in his bed. He would worry about the Earl of Rockford’s daughter tomorrow. Tonight he would play buck to Alex’s doe.
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      “Heavens, I can’t believe I did that.” Alexandra covered her mouth to stifle a laugh. She hid at the back of the assembly room with her best friend, Perdita Darby. Her heart was pounding, and her body was trembling. Thankfully, the music drowned out the sound of their laughter. The moment she’d rushed inside she’d sought out her friend, and they’d ducked behind a wall of impressive matrons who were watching the dancing with critical eyes to see which young men might suit their daughters.

      “You truly kicked a man between his legs?” Perdita seemed torn between laughing and gasping in scandalized shock. This was why she loved her friend. They were both a bit of outcasts in Lothbrook because neither one of them was inclined to marry, and the thought of kneeing a man’s bollocks made them both laugh.

      Lord, we are doomed to be spinsters, but at least we shall be together, Alex thought, laughing still.

      “I did! I don’t know what came over me, but there he was, talking about…possessing me, and I just…kicked!” Alex blushed and covered her face in her hands for a minute to collect herself. If anyone found out she’d behaved like such a hoyden, she’d be in real trouble. She was relieved her mother had given up on marrying her off and had gone to London on her own for the season. If she’d been here and seen what Alex had been up to…

      I’d never hear the end of it.

      “If he was trying to kiss you, it was only fitting that you put a stop to his forward behavior. You can’t afford to be compromised by a man like Ambrose Worthing, even if he is the finest man ever to be seen. Although, one kiss might have been worth it…” Perdita replied in all seriousness, but her lips twitched as she mentioned a kiss.

      “Perdita!” Alex gasped in a hushed whisper. “You wouldn’t actually kiss a rake like him, would you?” Perdita’s statement shocked her. Was her friend actually considering going about kissing rakes? Surely not sensible, sweet Perdita. Between the two of them, Perdita was far more adept at navigating social situations, but that probably had something to do with her mother constantly throwing parties, balls, and picnics in an attempt to entice gentlemen to court Perdita. Alex was more of a hoyden than anything else—she’d readily admit to that. It was far better to be racing about the country on her horse than to be stuck inside like most other ladies her age.

      “Of course I would. Aren’t you the least bit curious as to what it would be like, kissing a man like that? One who actually knows what to do with a woman?” Perdita’s dark-brown hair was pulled up, but loose curls teased the slope of her neck, and when she glanced about the curls danced on her skin. “You know what they say about him in London…”

      “You mean about how he…” Alex’s words died on her tongue as Ambrose strode straight toward her. Fury blackened his eyes, but a sensual smile hovered at the edge of his perfectly curved lips as though he’d already planned his revenge. Whatever he’d dreamed up, she knew it wouldn’t be good.

      “Oh dear, Perdy, save me quick!” Alex shoved her friend in front of her just as Ambrose reached them.

      “Mr. Worthing, I presume?” Perdita flashed him a charming smile. She wasn’t a diamond of the first water, but men seemed to enjoy spending time with her during social engagements. There was a liveliness and playfulness to her that made her instantly amiable. It was a rare man who didn’t enjoy being around Perdita when she was playing the part of a charming young lady. Ambrose, however, seemed unaffected.

      “Yes. You must be Miss Darby. I’ve had the pleasure of meeting your mother.”

      Even though his reply was directed at Perdita, his gaze scorched a path up and down Alex’s body, despite the human shield her friend presented.

      Perdita chuckled wryly. “I doubt my mother’s acquaintance was much of a pleasure, but you are kind to say so. Are you staying in Lothbrook long?” She was a master conversationalist and wasn’t at all perturbed at being used as a shield. Alex was never more thankful Perdita was her friend.

      Perdita suddenly nudged backward with her elbow, prodding Alex to try to slip away from her and Ambrose. A wonderful idea…a quick escape…

      Ambrose, under the apparent guise of avoiding a nearby dancing couple, stepped closer to them and blocked Alex’s route to freedom. “I’m staying at the inn, but I’ve received an invitation to join the Earl of Rockford at his estate.”

      Alex’s blood drained from her face. Her father had invited one of London’s most notorious rakehells to stay in their home? What on earth could he be thinking? Surely he wouldn’t have done so if he’d known of Ambrose’s reputation.

      “You are acquainted with my father?” she blurted out.

      “Your father?” His responding look of confusion caught her off guard. He didn’t know who she was.

      “Yes, James Westfall, the Earl of Rockford.”

      This time it was Ambrose who paled. “You’re Rockford’s daughter?” An unreadable expression filled his rich brown eyes. Earlier in the darkened garden, she hadn’t been able to make out his features as clearly, only that he’d been a tall, muscled man with a smooth voice and a decent face. But now in the light of the assembly room, when she was really having to face him, she couldn’t help but hate him just a little. He was too good-looking. With dark hair and dark eyes, full lips that seemed most comfortable when curled in a slightly sardonic grin, and a strong chin and straight nose, he was an ideal specimen of a man. Just like Marshall had been…

      She shoved thoughts of Marshall away. The last thing she wanted to do was think of the young man who’d broken her heart five years ago before he’d left for London.

      She forced herself to eye Ambrose critically. She liked being able to read a person, and it unsettled her, not having a clue what he was thinking. She shifted restlessly on her feet. If Alex didn’t know better, she’d have thought the look was that of quickly masked calculation.

      “Mr. Worthing is acquainted with your father?” Perdita looked between them, amusement tugging the corners of her lips.

      Ambrose recovered himself and smiled warmly. “I met him when I was a lad. Our fathers are old friends. I’ve only recently had the opportunity to renew the acquaintance.”

      “Oh,” Alex breathed in relief. “You won’t be staying long then.”

      “Alex!” Perdita jabbed her elbow sharply in Alex’s ribs.

      “Oomf!” Alex hissed from the discomfort of that unexpected little blow and glared at her friend.

      “Alex? You told me no one calls you that.” Ambrose crossed his arms, and Alex couldn’t help but admire the fine cut of his dark blue waistcoat. With broad shoulders, narrow hips, and muscled legs in buckskin breeches, Ambrose Worthing was a vision of masculine perfection. It was a pity he was no better than a bounder who preyed upon ladies of quality by seducing them for his own pleasures. A man like him should have had a sweet disposition and a kind heart and be loyal to a wonderful wife. But alas, the most attractive men were always the most dangerous, the rakes, the rogues—devils each and every last one.

      “Her friends call her Alex.” Perdita flipped her fan open and looked at Alex from behind the lacy contraption, hiding a wide grin.

      “Well then, Alex, I am delighted to make your acquaintance and am quite sure I shall win you as a friend.” Ambrose captured her hand and bent to press a kiss on the inside of her wrist. Alex’s blood heated at the hot pressure of his lips. He flicked his tongue against her pulse. She jerked her hand back in surprise. She’d suffered a hundred kisses to the hand over the last few years, and none had such an effect as Ambrose’s.

      Why would he be different? It is probably because he infuriates me so, with his arrogance and his determination to woo. Well, I shall not be wooed.

      “Miss Darby.” Ambrose kissed Perdita’s hand in a much more gentlemanly fashion. “Would you care to dance?” He flashed a smile in her direction, ignoring Alex completely.

      Perdita’s face fell. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Worthing. My dance card is full. Alex, however, has the next waltz free.”

      “They allow you to waltz here?” Ambrose’s brows drew together in puzzlement.

      “Alex can. Her father convinced the matrons of Lothbrook to allow it.” Perdita announced this with a great deal of pride. After all, it had been after the request her father had made, and it had taken Alex’s best behavior for two seasons to prove to the matrons she could be trusted to dance the scandalous waltz.

      “Dancing on the edge of scandal?” Ambrose quirked his lips, reading her silent thoughts.

      “I’m twenty-two, Mr. Worthing. Even though I am unmarried, I should be able to waltz. My father and the matrons agree. It helps that my reputation is beyond reproach.”

      “Not for long,” Ambrose muttered.

      “I beg your pardon?” she demanded.

      “Shall we dance then?” Ambrose stepped around Perdita and once more claimed her hand, pulling her toward the dancers lining up for the waltz.

      He tugged her into his arms, fitting her body snugly against his.

      “Move back, Mr. Worthing, you’re too close,” Alex protested. Flashes of heat scoured her body in tiny flames, licking at her breasts and between her legs. Being flush against him nearly robbed her of her senses. She’d danced other waltzes, but no man had affected her like this. Alex didn’t like it.

      “That is the point of dancing a waltz, Alex. A man likes to hold his woman close, feel her breasts against his chest. He wants to feel her body against the length of his.”

      “But I’m not your woman,” Alex pointed out. If she had her way, she’d never belong to any man. She was quite content to live the rest of her days alone and in control of her own destiny. Her father allowed her quite a bit of freedom, and someday she would have the lands and money settled upon her in a trust that her uncle would be in control of, but her uncle was a dear old man and would let her go on as she pleased. There was no need to marry. After what she’d suffered when Marshall had left Lothbrook, she couldn’t bear to think of falling in love with another man, and she certainly wouldn’t marry someone unless she loved him.

      “But you could be my woman. All you need say is ‘Please, Ambrose,’ and I’m yours to command. I only wish to worship at the altar of such loveliness.” His tone was rich and low, teasing, and yet not mocking as she’d expected.

      Alex scoffed, trying to ignore the way his bewitching voice made her feel. “Do those pretty phrases actually work? Do women fall at your feet begging for your attentions?”

      “Every single time,” he assured her with a brazen smile as the dance started.

      Very well, I can play too. She flashed him a smile back.

      Alex aimed purposely for his foot and trod on it. He narrowed his eyes but gave no other indication that he’d noticed. His fingers around her waist dug deep. She stifled a gasp when the primal possessive touch shot straight to her core, making her wet. That was a problem.

      She was not a stranger to sexual desire. She’d come upon one of her father’s grooms once in the summer when he’d been cleaning the stables out. He had removed his waistcoat and shirt as he mucked out the stalls. Alex had leaned against the door, hidden from view as she’d watched the play of light and shadows on his muscled body. That was the first time her body had awakened, but she had not acted on that desire. And much later, when she’d fallen in love with Marshall, they had stolen kisses in the shadows of the stable and behind the hedges of her garden and it had been wonderful. The dizzying feel of building desire had left her aching and desperate to know fulfillment. But she’d never gone past kisses. She would not let a man like Ambrose draw her in with honeyed words or heated gazes. It reminded her too much of Marshall, and thoughts of him always sliced her deep.

      A little voice inside her head whispered that Ambrose wasn’t Marshall.

      She didn’t want to want Ambrose. She couldn’t afford to give in to hunger for a man like him. He’d ruin her and not look back once his coach left Lothbrook. Alex raised her eyes to his face. His aquiline nose and sculpted jaw were beautiful. The temptation to be seduced was impossibly strong, but she would not give in.

      Lucky for me, his arrogance makes him less attractive.

      “You know, I would never bed a man like you. You’re an arrogant, pompous arse.”

      For a second he blinked, as though startled by her tart response. Then he recovered and smiled. “You don’t know the first thing about arses, my dear.”

      She flinched at the fierce, leonine look in his eyes.

      “I sense you don’t like me, but I wonder if it’s men in general, dear Alex, that sends you into a such a state of scorn?” he mused thoughtfully. When she didn’t respond, he continued. “Did you love another man? Is that it? Someone broke your heart?” He was teasing, but she stumbled at his too accurate guess.

      “Please, I don’t wish to dance anymore,” she whispered, trying to get him to stop. She didn’t want to talk about Marshall, didn’t want to think about him or the dreams she’d built that had been shattered when he abandoned her to marry another woman for more money.

      Ambrose stared at her, and she looked away, not wishing to see a look of gleeful pride.

      “I hadn’t—I’m sorry…I didn’t realize I might be right. I was jesting. Please, Alex, let us finish the dance.” His tone was gentle, and it drew her face back to his. Those brown eyes were warm and soft and apologetic.

      They continued the waltz in silence, the music cloaking them in its rhythmic pulse. Alex and Ambrose fell into a relaxed pace, legs perfectly in sync, bodies just the right distance apart. He was a wonderful dancer, she would allow him that.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked when they reached the corner of the room and began to move back out amid the twirling couples.

      “Hmm?” Alex was barely listening. She was caught up in the lovely feel of dancing with him.

      “You look both relaxed and perplexed all at once.”

      “Oh. I was thinking that you are a wonderful dancer. Most of the men in Lothbrook have trod on my toes too often for me to enjoy dancing. Until now.” Even Marshall hadn’t been a good dancer. Passable, yes, but never divine like this. She’d always wanted to waltz with a man who could do it properly, and now she was glad to find that desire hadn’t been a waste. This was more than agreeable—it was lovely. Almost too lovely, and she knew it would come to an end.

      “So you admit I’m not all bad.” Ambrose’s smile was piratical. It was possessive, predatory, and completely intoxicating. The power of it impacted her deep inside, like an explosion of sensation and hunger.

      This is why rakes are so dangerous. Women would do anything to win a smile like that.

      “You are still mostly bad,” she replied, but it was impossible not to laugh a little as she said it.

      Ambrose laughed too. “I’ll accept mostly bad as a credit to my irresistible charm.”

      “I suppose that next you’ll tell me reformed rakes make the best husbands.”

      “Lord no, but I’d love for you to try to reform me.” He pulled her an inch closer and lowered his gaze to her lips. “Perhaps we could discuss the ways in which my wickedness could be handled. You could tie me down and torture me with that sweet little mou…Ack!” Ambrose gasped as Alex purposely stomped on his feet again.

      “Hellfire! You bloodthirsty wench,” he growled and pulled her hard into him just as the music faded and the dancing couples split apart.

      “Let go of me,” Alex hissed. If someone noticed them, it could ruin her, especially given how close he was holding her and the fact that one of his hands cupped her bottom. It felt good—too good—and she didn’t like that either.

      Ambrose hesitated a moment too long before he moved back and dropped into a courtly bow.

      “Alex, thank you for the lovely dance. I believe I shall see you soon. Perhaps later this evening.”

      “Why?” she demanded. Her tone was more breathless than she would have liked.

      “I must return to the inn and have my things delivered to your father’s estate. His invitation to remain a fortnight as his guest is too kind. I wouldn’t want to insult him.”

      Oh no, she was not about to let a rake like him sleep under the same roof.

      “He won’t let you step one foot in our house. Not after I tell him what you said to me.”

      Ambrose’s laugh was soft and dark. “I wouldn’t do that, Alex. I might just tell him how well acquainted we are. He’ll insist I do the proper thing, and I shall of course.”

      “The proper thing?” Alex wasn’t following any of this.

      “Warn you father against me, and I’ll tell him I tossed your skirts up and claimed you as mine this very night. Then you’ll find you’re stuck with me as a husband.”

      Alex’s jaw scraped the floor. “Why would you do that? You don’t want to marry me. You don’t even know me.”

      “No, I don’t know you. But marriages have started on less. I know you don’t wish to marry me either. So we shall endeavor to keep our mouths shut, unless of course you wish to do other things with those lips than speak.”

      She weighed his words, trying to find a way around his threat of telling her father she’d been ruined. Even though it wouldn’t be true, her father would be inclined to believe Ambrose as a gentleman. And he seemed like just the sort of man who would marry her to get revenge.

      “You’re the wickedest man I’ve ever met,” Alex ground out, planting a fake smile on her face. He had won that small battle, but she was determined to win the war. She was going to make sure his stay at her home was less than agreeable, so much so that he’d run screaming back to London.

      “Why, thank you.” He brushed his lips over her knuckles and vanished into the crowd.
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