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To every reader who has written and told me you adore this series. Because of you, there will be two more books in this series next year!
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Can a forbidden romance be right even when the brain—and society—scream disaster?

Montague Elias—Grey—Mountjoy—9th Earl of Greystone—is a man who values order and calm over everything else. Now that he’s home from the war, he sets his mind to the responsibilities of his title, for that has always been his lot in life; there is no other option. It doesn’t matter that he has no feelings, romantic or otherwise, for his fiancée—the match was arranged when he was a youth.

Miss Victoria Amherst—or rather Tori to her friends—isn’t what society would call a suitable lady. Her father is a baron, and a jeweler of some renowned skill, but the family is barely clinging to the beau monde regardless, for that skill doesn’t extend to his love of the wagering tables. Since Tori is his secretary—both socially and professionally—she accepts a few invitations because she’s tired of watching life pass her by. It’s time to hunt for a husband.

When Tori wanders off at a rout, she finds a stunning diamond necklace in her host’s study that she recognizes. Knowing it’s been stolen, she enlists the help of the first man she sees—the Earl of Greystone—who could be right for her... if he were free. Before he knows what’s happening, the unorthodox woman has embroiled him into what will surely be the on-dit of the Season, but he’s intrigued despite himself. She might not be in his usual style and quite forbidden, and he might not be spontaneous, yet perhaps none of it matters... until the ensuing scandal takes on a life of its own.
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September 24, 1818

Mountjoy House

Berkley Square

Mayfair, London

Montague Elias Mountjoy, the 9th Earl of Greystone, had to once more remind himself to control his emotions, his temper, and his tongue as he sat in his drawing room, talking with his fiancée, Lady Sarah Burston, middle daughter to the Marquess of Beckworth.

Their engagement had been in place since he’d attained his majority, thanks to a deal struck between their fathers. Some men would have been thrilled to know their futures were set, but not Grey. Though he’d always felt trapped, there was nothing for it. That had been drilled into his head since he was a young man. He’d been engaged to this woman for the better part of twenty years, and now that he was about to celebrate his thirty-ninth birthday, the time for dragging his feet had run out; it was time to do his duty and marry.

The date had been set and was coming up faster than he’d anticipated.

The trouble? He appreciated Sarah as an acquaintance and a good friend, but they shared absolutely no romantic feelings. In fact, she was in love with someone else, but since their fathers arranged the match—with hers still alive and insisting they go through with it—there was nothing either of them could do about their circumstances.

“Listen, Grey, what we really need is for you to fall in love with another woman.”

“What the devil for? I’m already engaged to you.”

Sarah briefly rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “If you fall in love with someone, then she can marry my man while you and I can marry. Then we’ll swap partners.”

“I don’t even know how to respond to that bit of insanity.” Grey felt the astonishment in his own gaze as he stared at her.

To be fair, Sarah was quite attractive. Her dark brown hair naturally curled so when she put it up, it was thick and luxurious. Coupled with brown doe eyes, a heart-shaped face, and a petite figure, she was every man’s ideal, for she could easily be picked up and carried about, tucked beneath his chin in an embrace, and would make a lovely hostess.

But she just wasn’t for him. Was she in his usual style? Of course. Why wouldn’t she be? Throughout the course of his life, he’d often exclusively chased brunettes, thought them the prettiest of all women, but how could he marry this one when there were no feelings?

“If you’ll think on it with an open mind, you’ll see it could work,” she insisted with hope in her eyes.

“Ridiculous.” He shook his head. “Our nuptial ceremony is scheduled for the end of the month. It’s too late to back out now, and I refuse to be wed to someone to break those vows for someone else, no matter that there is an agreement neither of us want.” Keeping the union was a way to show respect to his dead father and to honor his wishes.

“You are serious.” It wasn’t a question, but a frown turned her lips down at the corners. “You intend to make certain that we’re stuck with each other even though our marriage will fail miserably.”

That was probably true.

“I’m sorry but this is how it’s always been with us. We might as well make the best of it. At least we’re friends. That will help.” Did he truly believe that? Yes and no, but there was enough history of other such unions within the beau monde that he could assume that love might grow.

Except, her heart already belonged to another.

“Oh, Grey, I never thought you could be so cruel.” She interlaced her fingers in her lap and fixed her gaze on them while her frown deepened. “You wish to marry even though there are no feelings between us except friendship? In fact, I consider you more of a brother than a fiancé.”

“Why not? Many marriages in the ton are based on less than that.”

“Don’t be silly. It will never work.”

“I expect it will work a good sight better than us wedding yet having affairs with other people.”

A huff of frustration escaped her. “So then you mean to bed me, make me bear your children when we both know we’ll never have soft feelings for each other?” Her pointed chin trembled as a sheen of tears went into her eyes. “That isn’t fair to me or to you.”

Dear God, how did we arrive at this juncture?

He glanced at her from his position on a chair near where she sat on a matching blue and gold brocade sofa. “Of course I know that, yet here we are. And we have a history together, thanks to us enjoying a long engagement.” Possibly far too long as it were. If he’d stopped ignoring the issue, and they’d wed ten years ago, would there even now be love between them?

It was something they would never have an answer to.

Because Sarah and he had been engaged for years—since she was fifteen—he’d gone off to war, but she’d consistently written him letters to keep his spirits up, telling him everything about her life, her time away in Brighton for finishing school, how much fun she was having while enjoying London Seasons. Of course, her being close friends with his younger sister helped, which is how she’d eventually met the man to whom she’d pledged her heart.

God, what a coil.

“Well?” she continued as she raised her dark gaze to his. “What have you to say to that?”

“I don’t know.” Grey rubbed his forehead where a megrim was forming. “Honestly, I can’t force you to marry me. I’m not an ogre. You could grow to hate me, and I don’t wish to damage our friendship.” He fell silent, thinking seriously over his next words. “But the sad fact is, if you fall pregnant with another man’s child, I will be forced to claim it as my own to prevent scandal. I would grow to hate you because of that. And you would die inside to see your children with another man raised as mine.” What a grim prospect. “It’s an impossible situation, and one wherein neither of us will win.”

She leaned forward. “So then break the marriage contracts.”

“Your father will have my head.” Her father was a marquess, and one with a rather notorious temper. Rumor had it that he’d killed two people in separate duels in his salad days, while other gossip held he’d bullied her older sister into marrying the man of his choice merely because said man made eyes at her across a ballroom. 

“Right.” Her expression fell. “And you’ll be out so much coin for breaking the contracts, plus your name will be dragged through the muck. You’ll despise that.”

“I would.” He nodded. “To say nothing of your reputation being destroyed.” That was the last thing he wanted for her. Regardless of their feelings for one another, they had been together for a long time.

“Not if you take full responsibility.” There was so much pleading in her eyes, he very nearly buckled under the pressure, yet the last words of his father when he lay dying echoed in his head.

Marry the gel, Montague. She’ll do you proud as a countess. Already used her dowry to make repairs at Greystone Hall regardless. Got to follow through.

He cleared his throat. “Yes, but I shouldn’t need to, and I don’t want my name or title marred for something neither of us want.” There lay the crux. And they were trapped. “I survived the war to come home and be the Earl of Greystone. I refuse to battle negative public opinion and gossip for no reason. Plus, I wish to honor my father’s dying wishes. I’ve told you that numerous times over the years.”

“You have, and as I remind you every time, your father cared little for you or your sister. From everything you’ve told me, he was a tyrant without feelings. He held you to an impossibly high standard then beat you when you fell short.”

“Now you know why I chose the war over staying home in safety.” He wouldn’t do to think about his past; his father was gone, the damage already done.

It was a conundrum.

“Yes, but you came home and still had a life to live. Toss your responsibilities. Who cares what society might say. Lord knows they’ve done you little favor in the ten years since you’ve had the title.” Heavy silence brewed between them, and he truly thought she might burst into tears, but she took herself under control. “Grey, please. I want to marry Philip. He’s had my heart for the past three years.”

“I am well aware of that.” In fact, said man was a friend of his, and one who he assumed at one time might court his sister, but instead, he’d fallen for Sarah... who was already engaged.

She wiped an escaped tear from her cheek. The emerald stone in the engagement ring he’d given her ages ago winked in the sunlight that streamed into the room through the window—another reminder of what held them bound together. “We’re tired of hiding our relationship, tired of having to take measures to prevent pregnancy due to my being engaged to you. We want to start a life together.”

Though he understood her plight and her feelings, they had both been aware of their duties since they were youths. This was always going to be the outcome. There was no other way. “You should have thought about that before you began an affair with him.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “Everything isn’t black or white, you know.” Tears sounded in her voice, and he steeled himself from them. “Why must you be so difficult?”

“Because this is my life. This is what you and I have always known. It is our duty, what we both knew was our lot for twenty years.”

“It doesn’t have to be. Don’t you see? Choose your own path. The world won’t end.”

Grey shrugged with a grunt. “It sounds harsh, I know, but my father already spent your dowry. Our fathers struck a bargain, and your father received a piece of property in the agreement, one that he has already built a cottage upon.”

The pain and angst in her eyes cut him to the quick. “What if I don’t want that anymore?” Sarah left her spot on the sofa to maneuver herself across his lap with her legs hanging off to one side while his arms came around her. When she met his gaze, it was as if she tried to stare into his soul. He had to acknowledge to himself that at one time, when he was much younger, he was perfectly comfortable with knowing he’d eventually marry her, for she was a lovely person inside and out. Yet the chemistry and connection he expected never materialized. Had he had his own share of affairs over the years? Of course. Had he developed connections with a couple of those women? Yes, and none of those feelings were present between him and Sarah. It was a good indicator that they just weren’t a good romantic match. “You can’t honestly tell me you want this marriage. It’s not fair to either of us, and do you want to spend our remaining years on this earth miserable together, knowing a union is all too wrong?”

Wrong, right? Did it matter when his responsibilities to the title weighed far too heavily on his shoulders?

“You have a point, Sarah, but...” He hated seeing the disappointment in her expression, but what else could he do?

“Sometimes, if you want to be free and to actually live your life without guilt or resentment, you have to accept the scandal.” When she smoothed a lock of hair from his brow, feelings of protection and friendship came over his person. Inside of that, there was only fondness but not love. “Will you promise to at least consider breaking the contracts?”

“This is our duty.”

“No, it’s your duty, but why can you not see that there is more to this existence than duty? Than responsibility?” She huffed and a look of annoyance passed over her face. “Your father is dead. You owe him nothing.” When she laid a palm against the side of his face and turned his head so that their gazes met again, his heart dropped, for he knew he was constantly failing her. “I value our friendship, Grey, but I won’t marry you.”

“You must, love. The ceremony is planned, the wedding dinner has been set and supplies ordered. The minister has been secured. In six days, we will be man and wife.”

Some of the color leeched from her cheeks. “No. I love Phillip; I want to marry him, start a life with him. You have no idea what it feels like to be trapped like this, to be kept from every one of your dreams.” Sarah shook her head. “Tell me, if you fall in love with a woman, would you truly demand that I marry you in her stead?”

“I truly don’t know. It’s never happened to me.” Because he’d been careful; he’d known he would marry Sarah all his life, so he’d guarded his heart. Had he lost out on the love of his life due to that? Perhaps, but again, that was something else he would never know the answer to, and that was a good thing. No sense torturing himself over it.

“How would you feel if you’d given your heart to a woman and all you wanted to do was spend your time and life with her because she was your everything... only to remember that you were due to wed a woman you didn’t love like that.” She wore her soul on her sleeve as she talked to him. “Imagine how your heart would break, day after day, to know she would never truly be yours because you decided to choose responsibility and a promise over love.”

“Frankly, it sounds like a miserable life.”

“That is exactly my point.” As she wiped away another tear, she managed to offer him a watery smile. “Promise me that you will think about what I’ve said.”

“I promise.” But there wasn’t much he could do about it. They were rapidly approaching the eleventh hour.

“Thank you.” She patted his cheek. “Don’t hold me to a prison sentence just because you’re afraid of scandal and gossip.” One of her eyebrows rose. “Or bucking responsibility.”

God, she knew him so well. Why couldn’t they cultivate romance between them? How could they have been such close friends all these years and carnal love not be exchanged? But he nodded. “I shall bear it in mind.” Then, because he needed the confirmation, he pressed his lips to hers in a kiss that held absolutely no heat, no electricity, sparked no desire of any kind. Quite honestly, it was as if he’d kissed his sister... and expected a smack for his ridiculous actions. Seconds later, he pulled away. “Well, there is that, hmm? At least we’re consistent.” They blinked at each other, and then laughed, for it was just as he’d suspected. While theirs was a match made on affection and friendship and parental guidance, there was no desire or passion.

Then Sarah gave him a playful smack to his shoulder. “Don’t be an arse, Grey,” she said as she moved off his lap.

“I’ll try not to be.” He stood, for she didn’t appear to wish to return to her place on the sofa, and neither did she call for a refresh of the teapot. “What are your plans for the evening? I can take you driving if you wish it.”

“Oh.” A red blush stained her cheeks. “That is a lovely offer but I’m doing the same with Phillip then we are going to attend the opera. I have a new gown for the occasion.”

“I see, but I’ll wager you look splendid.” A lesser man would have been jealous of her blatantly touting her relationship in his face, especially since they would wed in six days, but he understood. “Don’t be overly blatant about it, though. Embarrassment is not something I wish to have my name attached to. Neither of us need the speculation that there might be something wrong with me.”

“Other than stubbornness?”

He pulled a face. “Touché.” And if he didn’t break the marriage contracts, would he need to endure that continuously when she continued to see the love of her life outside the bounds of their union?

“Don’t worry. I shall be discreet. After all, Phillip is a newly minted viscount. He doesn’t wish to have society’s gossips come down on him either.”

How would her father react knowing that his daughter had settled for a viscount over an earl? Well, that was none of his business, and for the moment, he would still hold her to her promise. In six days, they would recite vows to one another, just as they’d always been told would happen.

“Have a lovely evening, then.”

“Thank you, Grey. I do hope something unexpected occurs for both of us that will set us on the paths we should be walking instead of the ones we were told we needed to.” Then, with a wave, she left the room.

For long moments he stared at the spot she’d just vacated and wondered how everything had gone so wrong? For years there had been a certain level of comfort and security in knowing his future had been mapped out. Now, nothing was going according to those plans.

Damn. What am I supposed to do now?
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Chapter Two
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September 25, 1818

No.18 Bedford Square

Mayfair, London

England

Miss Victoria Amherst—Tori to her closest friends—sat in one of the comfortable leather, winged-back chairs in her father’s study, curled up with her legs tucked beneath her. As she consulted a leatherbound notebook in her lap, she glanced at her father.

“Once more, I feel the need to remind you that I am acting as your social secretary, Papa, so that means running through your schedule today.”

Again, because her father was a jeweler of some renowned skill to many of the rich and titled people within the ton, and he was somewhat absent minded, especially when working on a project. Added to that fact, he was also Baron Irvington, which meant they were part of the beau monde, the very world in which he provided jewelry.

He waved a hand. “What does it matter? I am quite busy with the shop just now and don’t have the time to spare for society.”

“Be that as it may, you still have obligations.” Tori turned to a page in her notebook. “Since it’s Monday, your week is clogged with client meetings. There are three with potential customers who wish to design parures, and an additional four with people for final looks and fittings. On Wednesday you have two repairs for settings that have come loose.”

“Yes, I’m aware of all of those.” 

Because he had certain skills when it came to designing jewelry and cutting gemstones, he and his assistant had renovated the downstairs parlor into an office and showroom of sorts where he would meet with clients in a more relaxed setting. The actual work on the pieces happened at their shop in a small, cul-de-sac just off Fleet Street, called Nightingale Lane. It consisted of only two rooms, the front or fitting room where there were some displays made of paste pieces to entice customers into the shop, and it was where the clients were fitted for their new jewelry as well as picking those items up once finished, repaired, or cleaned.

Then there was the back room of the shop where the jewelry was actually made and assembled. Metals were manipulated there, gemstones were cut and polished, sometimes backed with foils to make them appear more brilliant under candlelight. Pearls were strung, cameos carved, and whatever else a jeweler needed to do. Sometimes her father and his assistant would work long into the night on pieces because it was what they both enjoyed doing.

“Are you also aware of the societal invitations you’ve accepted for the week?” she pressed as she consulted her notes. “The most urgent of which is the rout at Lord Dawson’s home tonight?”

That brought his head up, and for a moment, he stared at her with one eye while his other was behind a jeweler’s loupe. Then he apparently remembered he had the device strapped about his forehead and removed the leather strap, laying it on his desk.

“Right, and there is a reason for that.” After fumbling through the items that littered his desktop—pieces of jewelry, books, various velvet lined boxes, a few empty teacups—he perched a pair of round, silver-rimmed spectacles on the tip of his nose. “I’ve been meaning to speak with you about this very thing but somehow always become distracted.”

Tori chuckled. “What you find fascinating with gemstones is beyond me.”

“Each one has different facets, like personalities, if you will, and when they are cut, it is even more obvious and beautiful. Just as you are among all the other women in the ton.” He grinned warmly at her, and for a moment, she remembered him as he’d been... the loving father she’d known in her childhood, before gambling infected his blood and he’d lost most of the coin in their family coffers.

Before he became obsessed with his work in the hopes of rebuilding that wealth.

“Don’t be silly, Papa.”

“I’m entirely serious. You will turn nine and twenty later this year, and you remain unmatched.”

She blew out a breath that ruffled the escaped strands of blonde hair on her forehead. “Not this again.”

Ignoring her objection, her father continued. “My darling, when you had your Come Out eight long years ago, you were a Diamond, and I loved that for you. You were an Incomparable. You had at least ten offers that year alone... but you wanted none of them. Traded every one of those titled men’s offers for the love of a no-name soldier.”

A tide of hot anger rose in her chest. “His name was Louis, and you know it.” In some annoyance, Tori uncurled from the chair and thrust to her feet. “He proposed, Papa. It wasn’t his fault that two months after that, when he returned to his place in the war, he was immediately killed in battle.” The ache in her heart, though it had faded over the years, still managed to hurt and remind her of the loss. She’d been a naïve young woman of twenty with the world at her feet. It hadn’t mattered that society had lauded her looks or the manners her mother had ingrained into her; she wanted the nondescript soldier she’d met at a rout and then found herself engaged six weeks later.

It had been a short-lived relationship, but it had been her first love... her only love. After that, she’d vowed not to give away her heart again, because it was fragile and painful when it broke.

“I realize that, my girl, but you do need to marry. You’ve had a handful of Seasons yet have turned up your nose at every man seeking a courtship.”

“Because none of them interested me or caused my heart to flutter.” And if she didn’t change her stance on that, her heart would never feel those things again.

“Ah, holding out for a title.” Before she could protest, he looked at her from over the rims of his spectacles. “Perhaps you should consider my assistant, Mr. Fowler.”

“What?” Surely, he wasn’t serious. “Mr. Fowler is a mousy little man who is afraid of his own shadow half the time. He keeps himself tucked away in the shop, and, excuse me for saying this, but he has nothing to recommend him outside of his jewelry making skills.”

“But he adores you, and he’s already spoken to me about paying his addresses.”

“No.” She shook her head. “Absolutely not. I don’t care for him in that way.”

“You could if you give him a chance.”

“Papa, you know I love you, but in this I need to oppose your wishes.”

“You’re nearly on the shelf, my dear, and I want to make certain you are looked after in your future. Mr. Fowler might not be the most exciting or handsome of men, but he has a stable income, he’s a good man, and he will treat you well.”

And he is incredibly dull with no opinions of his own.

“I’m sure he will, but no thank you. When, or if, I enter into a relationship, I’ll do it on my terms. To my way of thinking, a man needs to be larger than life and willing to throw in his lot with a woman no matter what for however she needs him. I’m afraid your assistant, if push came to shove, would prove a coward.”

“That is quite a dim assessment of him. He is quite helpful as an assistant.”

“And there is nothing wrong with that. You can keep him, but as for me? A man will need to prove himself in a very unorthodox way before I’ll take notice of him.” With a sigh, she consulted her notes once more. “Now, back to your schedule tonight. Lord Dawson’s rout. Remember, you like him well enough and the two of you can converse on the Roman pavement found not too far from his country estate in Devonshire.”

“Ah, yes, he’s promised to let me tour it soon.”

Growing up with her father as a jeweler who’d been tapped to make pieces for some of the highest-ranking members of the beau monde, she knew much about jewels, metals, and how to tell real gems from fake—glass and paste—but her father’s tastes also ran to jewelry from the ancient world as well as any artifacts therein.

While that was lovely, her personal favorites came from France and Italy. Especially those that stemmed from the royalty of both countries. She had seen drawings of some pieces belonging to Marie Antoinette—allegedly—and she was anxious to see them in person. There were so many diamonds that stemmed from that time in history. How breathtaking would it be to see them with her own eyes?

“Then tonight would be perfect for you to remind him of that fact.” Making a notation on her page, she looked at her father. “I’ve asked your valet to have your evening attire pressed.”

He nodded. “Dawson’s wife sent me a letter mentioning the clasp on one of her bracelets is loose. I’ll bring my tools.”

Clearly, he had missed the point of such an evening. Tamping down on the urge to huff in frustration, Tori said, “That is hardly the purpose of a rout, Papa.”

“Business and pleasure.” He shrugged and his attention turned once more to the papers on his desk. “Why not?”

This time she did huff. “I don’t want you going to the card tables, either. We are barely managing to keep this household running as it is.”

Guilt reflected in his expression. “I’ve mucked things up, haven’t I?”

It would be kinder to lie, but it did have an impact on her own future. “You have, quite honestly. It makes things difficult.” Already, there wasn’t enough coin to offer a dowry, which limited her options, and since she was her father’s only offspring, the title of baron would go to one of her distant second cousins, wherever they were.

His eyes brightened. “You know, if you were to marry a rich man...”

A wave of hot annoyance rose in her chest as she snapped her notebook closed. “I shouldn’t have to pay for your sins.” That wasn’t fair, and she refused to offer her life, her freedom, her future, up for that sacrifice.

“While I agree in theory, the reality is far sadder and more sobering.”

“No.” She shook her head. “That is where I draw the line. I refuse to marry a rich man just so you can use his coin to fund your gambling habit.” With that, she moved toward the door. “We are leaving this house tonight at seven o’clock promptly  for the rout. Make certain you are ready.”

Then she exited the study while her chest shook with annoyance and a bit of anger. Yes, she wanted the freedom to choose the man she would marry. He would need to be extraordinary and not fit into the usual ton mold. She didn’t want to be dictated to or ordered about, neither did she want to be treated as if she were an item to be collected—which often happened due to her looks—because men thought she hadn’t a brain in her head. Marriage should be a partnership with equal footing, ideas, and decisions.

Did such a man exist in her world? Only time would tell, but she would not—in fact she would never entertain—the acceptance of a man with a vice like gambling as her father suffered from. It destroyed more than it helped.
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Dawson House

Grosvenor’s Square

Mayfair, London

Tori nodded and smiled at the people in the group she chatted with. There was a mix of both ladies and gentlemen, but their conversation was far from stimulating. Instead, it consisted of gossip about some of the attendees as well as the weather and the fact that the autumn chill was rapidly approaching. Why could they not talk about the horrible way veteran soldiers were still treated by the government and the populace? Why could they not discuss possible solutions to that or the rampant abandonment of unwanted children? Or how to solve the huge disparity between the rich and poor? Or how someone should create a way to teach reading and writing to more people than the rich or the males. For an ignorant population was one easily controlled.
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