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        Dad and Mom, there are days when I am astounded that I ended up here. I never imagined I could have written one book, let alone two. But without a doubt, this was only possible because of your unwavering love and belief in me.

      

      

      

      
        
        To my children E and L, never forget that dreams are yours to bring into reality, and that I am here to slay the dragons that block your path.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            ANNABELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 1822

      

      

      It was a truth universally acknowledged that an impoverished debutante must be plagued with a meddlesome aunt. Annabelle Greene cursed her misfortune of being born without a fortune after suffering through yet another ton event wearing slippers that pinched while her aunt dragged her through London on a fruitless quest to snag the slipperiest prize of the season–the unattached aristocrat. She threw herself onto the bed and screamed into a pile of dusty rose pillows.

      Winston was not impressed. The orange tabby froze midlick with its hind leg pointed into the air. Its notched ear twisted once, before it resumed its nightly bath.

      “You realize that if I am not wed by season’s end, I must return to Hampshire. Do you know what that means?” The bath continued as the cat gnawed at a tuft of fur. “You will be kicked outside to live in the gutter. No more pillows for sleeping and plates of fish,” she said. A fat tear splashed upon the silk bolster pillow. She chided herself for crying, where had it ever gotten her before?

      The frustration of an unsuccessful start to her only season wore on her tattered nerves. The stakes were too high. The consequences should she remain unmatched were too dire to contemplate, but continuing the rigmarole required of a debutante was exhausting.

      Winston stretched, then bumped its head against Annabelle’s nose. She buried her frustration in its soft coat until its purrs worked their feline magic, calming the urge to shout down the roof. The cat collapsed next to her, pawing at the loose fringe of her cotton nightrail.

      She straightened the tangle of bedding and reclined against the smooth oak headboard. The bed curtains remained open, allowing the final remnants of the fire in the hearth opposite her to cast the room in a golden glow. Unfortunately, the sputtering flames did not provide enough light for reading, leaving her with only thoughts and no other distraction save for the cup of chocolate cooling on the bedside table.

      Residing with Aunt Silvia did come with advantages. Cups of chocolate being the primary. Silvia’s generosity funded the cost of the season, there was no complaint there. It was simply that what constituted a suitable match did not align.

      Annabelle desired an amiable husband, who made her feel both wanted and appreciated. Aunt Silvia was interested in income, breeding, and desperation–not exactly the virtuous qualities to tout in an ideal spouse. It might also explain her aunt’s penchant for her own short-lived marriages, all four of them.

      The husband hunt would be expedited if Annabelle had a dowry attached to her name or if she were a remarkable beauty like her mother. However, no dowry and being a touch too plump and too short with topaz-colored eyes instead of blue meant she was anything but de rigueur. At least her bloodline was solid, being the granddaughter of a well-respected viscount. Whether it was enough bait to lure a man into a matrimonial trap, remained to be seen.

      Annabelle felt like anyone but herself when she was paraded through the ton like a broodmare at a Tattershall auction. She was surprised she did not have to flash her teeth for inspection before being asked to dance. No one seemed to desire her. Except for… oh, she must not fantasize about roguish viscounts with terrible reputations and delectable lips. Oh heavens. Fortunately, no one knew about the kiss. Not even her closest friends.

      She giggled. Winston meowed and stalked over to her elbow. Well, maybe her cat knew a little.

      Her aching feet forced her back to reality. She rubbed them together, hoping to ease the persistent throb while sipping at her cup. Winston took displeasure in her movement, knocking into her elbow and upsetting the cup of chocolate. Splat! A trail of brown liquid snaked across the front. For a moment she contemplated changing, instead she used a handkerchief to dab up the access. Then she yanked the heavy chintz bed curtains closed, dousing her bed in darkness. Sleep would be a blessed reprieve after tonight.

      Silvia’s desperation had increased tenfold as the season moved into full swing. Annabelle knew it would be her only. How many times had her aunt reminded her of that fact? If she had a shilling for every mention of her unfortunate circumstances, she would not be in such unfortunate circumstances.

      Choice was no longer an option. She stifled a sob, choking it back. Scolding her display of self-pity. It did not mean her future husband would be terrible. If she fully weighed her options, she might find one pleasant enough. Though tonight’s available suitors did not embody any of the qualities she desired. Dancing with bachelors so far in their dotage that she had to lead them through the steps, certainly fueled her trepidation.

      “Drat,” she said. Winston yawned and stretched, digging his claws into the pile of blankets before turning twice to collapse onto the coverlet. “If I am not successful, you will have to return to hunting for your nightly meal.”

      Winston blinked his remaining eye as if to say, I am not concerned. Arrogant feline. It would worm itself into another house, while Annabelle would be homeless. Or living again with her father. Marriage or servitude to a neglectful father? Neither sounded particularly appealing.

      Thump! A heavy object slammed against the outside of the townhouse. It was not windy. There were no trees to scrape against the outside–unlike her house in Hampshire–where branches scratched and clawed at windows giving rise to the fears of little children that witches lurked in the darkness.

      Annabelle waited. Hearing nothing for long moments. She debated peeking through the bed curtains, but in truth, the thought of a nefarious someone lurking beyond the fabric was too terrifying to chance. So, she drew up the covers and began reciting her nightly prayers.

      It was silent. Even the fire stopped popping and crackling. Her prayers were complete, so she held her breath. Waiting. Willing whatever might be outside her window to simply go away. A bang followed by the groan of the sash lifting stole the last bit of breath in her lungs. She heard a person tumble to the floor. A great crash followed by a vulgar exclamation with a voice she did not recognize.

      She struggled to find the ability to scream. To say more than a whispered, “Wh-wh-who is th-there?”

      No answer. Nothing but the creak of floorboards and heavy footfalls. She yanked the blankets over her head, clutching the material in her tightened fists. A muffled chorus of “go aways” stuttered from her mouth.

      The steps ventured closer. Winston did not stir, a heavy weight resting on her ankle, the only warmth she felt as fear cooled her body and goose pimples erupted over her skin. Closer and closer.

      Schlink! The bed curtains slid apart, revealing a face more shadow than defined. Winston, disturbed from its rest, launched with paws extended. Cat and intruder knocked into a table, upsetting the candle and dousing the flame. It extinguished the light, except for a few glowing embers in the far hearth.

      Lying in bed was not Annabelle’s idea of being a free-thinking woman. No! Action demanded that she throw off the covers, but her feet snagged in the bedsheets. She tumbled to the ground. However, Winston kept the trespasser distracted.

      Weapon. She needed a weapon to bash his head. Finishing school did not prepare her for such violence, but she had read enough. Knew the weaknesses of a man. So, she picked up a book. It was heavy, but more was necessary to inflict damage. She tossed it to the side, choosing a hideous porcelain piece of bric-a-brac.

      Just before she brought it down on the man’s head, he managed to dislodge the harassed feline by flinging it away from him, losing his balance in the process. He smashed against a chair. The wooden piece was no match for his momentum, shattering beneath him.

      “Ouch,” he hissed, shaking off what had to be a ferocious sting. He looked up and smiled. Twin dimples creased his face. “Funny meeting like this. Me down here. You up there,” he said, far too happy for an average housebreaker. Far too confident for a man seconds away from having his head caved in by a Dresden shepherdess. “Come give me a kiss hello, Annabelle.”

      “Lord Linscott.” The statue clattered to the floor, rolling away to hit against the heels of his boots. “I believe I instructed you to call me Miss Greene.”

      He smirked and repeated her name with the proper address.

      “Do you mind explaining why you are in my room, dressed all in black with a length of rope coiled around your hands?”

      “Certainly,” he replied, unwinding the rope, “we are going on a little adventure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

          
            JACK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 1822

      

      

      Jack Davenport woke to sandpaper scratching over his eyelids. He wondered where in the hell he was until the patterned navy and cream curtains came into focus. Home it was. Good thing he was not in the streets asleep on a pile of leaves with a dead rat for company. An unfortunate incident during his eighteenth year had demonstrated the necessity for proper companionship whilst imbibing in intoxicating substances. However, he might need a reminder given his current state of overindulgence.

      Perhaps a bottle of port followed by two bottles of claret exceeded his tolerance. The layer of cotton lining his mouth was an ill omen for any future plans. If fortune smiled upon him, a half-empty bottle was near, as this morning’s remedy called for the hair of the dog.

      Relief was on the bedside table if he could only shift through the tangle of silk sheets and pillows. He tossed them aside and uncovered a shapely calf, then a bare hip. Blurrily, he sorted through the bedding to reveal a blonde head. The rest of her was as voluptuous as the leg pressed against his side. Ah, it was a good night.

      Back to his quest. On the table, he discovered a silk stocking. A pair of ribboned garters. A half-smoked cheroot stubbed out in a hunk of crusty bread. Victory at last, a glass! Instead of liquor, he tasted water laced with laudanum his thoughtful valet had left behind. Thomas truly was a godsend.

      In greedy gulps, Jack drank, grateful to quench his thirst. Hopefully, the throb pulsing in his skill might abate. Why did he feel it in his teeth?

      Silky hair brushed against his arm. It was not the blonde who stirred, rather the dark tresses belonged to another. Yes, it had been a good night indeed.

      A servant scratched at the door. The blonde threw a pillow over her head and the brunette grumbled, “Go away.”

      “Come in!” Jack laughed at the brunette’s pinched scowl. A grumpy bit of goods.

      Thomas braved the den of iniquity, breezing through the doorway. He rolled his eyes, the single acknowledgment of the blatant display of carnality. A sight he was entirely too familiar with after serving as Jack’s batman during the war and now as his valet.

      Jack felt not an ounce of remorse. The hefty salary he paid Thomas abated any potential guilt that might creep in due to his unrepentant lifestyle.

      “My lord, Mr. Parker is downstairs. He appears a bit out of sorts.” Thomas drew open the curtains.

      The flash of daylight forced Jack to retreat under the coverlet, but not before he yanked it free from the blonde. She hissed a protest he ignored.

      “Out of sorts” was typical for Parker, but Thomas fetching Jack before noon spelled trouble.

      While he shaded his face from the vicious sunlight, he managed to extract himself from the bed, swatting both women on their derrieres as he rose. “Apologies, my lovelies, but business before pleasure.”

      The brunette pouted. The blanket slipped from her shoulder and revealed her creamy breast.

      “Come back to bed, Lord Linscott,” she purred.

      At least she remembered his title, clever vixen. “I will. If you can recall the color of my eyes.” He lifted his hand to cover them lest she decided to cheat.

      She chewed her lip and nudged her blonde friend for help.

      The blonde shrugged.

      “Brown, my lord,” the brunette hazarded.

      “Ah, a fair guess, but wrong.” He dumped their clothing on the bed and ignored Thomas, who held a dressing gown open for him. Retreating to the adjoining bathing room, he washed quickly.

      As he toweled off, he heard the bedroom door slam shut. Cleansed from the night of excess, he felt moderately restored even without a good soak. Enough to pull on a pair of trousers and return to his bedroom, where he waited patiently for Thomas to shave him.

      “Really, Linscott.” In private, Jack permitted a more casual form of address. After all, they owed each other their lives. “Perhaps you should consider your father’s demands to wed. I grow tired of cleaning up after whores and overindulgence.”

      “They were not whores.”

      Thomas slammed a bowl of heated water on the dressing desk and motioned impatiently to the chair so that he could shave off the night beard that shadowed Jack’s jaw. “Whatever name you want to call them. They pocketed half the silver before emptying the cellarette. Cook refused to make your breakfast after she noticed her favorite platter had gone missing.”

      Now, that was the final straw. No cinnamon scones? How was a man supposed to recover without his favorite morning-after breakfast? “No meal to break my fast?”

      “She made you kippers.”

      Jack’s stomach protested the thought.

      “She threatened haggis for supper.”

      “That Scottish witch! She has gone too far. Fire her.” When he hired the woman, she swore she would never make that awful dish. Now she was threatening it as punishment for light-fingered courtesans. The nerve.

      “You do it. I am afraid of her knife skills.”

      Jack glared into the mirror.

      Thomas was unfazed.

      “What a loyal staff I’ve amassed.”

      “You need a wife. Cook’s talents are unappreciated working for a bachelor. And the housekeeper is down two more housemaids. They quit when they saw the state of your parlor.”

      “What happened in the parlor?” Jack asked.

      Thomas wrinkled his nose. “We threw out the Persian rug. There was no saving it.”

      Jack’s temples pulsated with every irritating syllable. He opted for silence over more irritation. A wife? He no more needed a wife than the bayonet scar puckering the skin of his shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Dressed and refreshed by a pot of strong coffee, Jack made his way to his study to speak with his frantic secretary.

      Mr. Herbert Parker had worn a path across the burgundy carpet with his chronic pacing. The man wiped his florid face with his wrinkled handkerchief. He stopped in his tracks when he noticed Jack enter the room, switching to pepper his speech with his usual litany of my lords.

      “Get on with it, man!” Jack’s patience had ended the minute he woke up. He snatched a glass and decanter then poured himself a more bracing fortification. Light-headed from the night before and with no scones to sop up the liquid that gurgled in his stomach, he all but collapsed into the leather chair behind his desk. It was a sturdy and practical piece of furniture with an expansive top and nearly empty drawers.

      Jack propped his feet on the blotter and braced his free hand against his temple, so the room no longer tilted to the side. He needed to practice some sort of temperance. Cut back at the least.

      Parker's stuttered explanation grated on Jack’s frayed nerves. “My…my lord. It is…it is your fa-ther. He b-bid me to tell you⁠—”

      “For God’s sake! Drink this!” he shouted before he shoved the glass toward the man.

      Parker approached the desk, accepted the drink, and downed it greedily. His ability to consume the entire whisky without pause surprised even Jack. “Better, thank you, my lord.” Parker set the glass down and gulped air before he spit out the reason for his early visit. “You are overdrawn.”

      “What?” The chair clattered to the floor as Jack staggered to his feet, grateful the desk remained steady as the abrupt movement nearly sent him toppling end over end.

      “When I attempted to withdraw funds to pay your tailor and the wine merchant, I was informed your account was overdrawn.”

      Impossible, he easily had ten thousand in reserve. “Did you speak with my father’s steward?”

      Parker swallowed deeply, then nodded. “Yes, there are no more funds.”

      “No funds?” Jack asked, his tone caused Parker to flinch.

      “That is what the steward said.”

      “What of my investments? The rents from the Sussex estate?”

      “There is nothing, my lord,” he whined. “What do I say to your wine merchant?”

      “Tell him to speak with my father.”

      Parker patted his dewy forehead. “What are you going to do? If you do not have the funds to pay⁠—”

      Jack cut him off. “Do not worry. I will find the means to pay your salary.”

      Parker sighed in relief. “And your tailor?”

      Jack drummed his fingers across the desk’s mahogany finish. “Baron Crayfield will know a way out of this mess. I promised him I would attend the Boucher affair tonight. If all else fails, I will appeal to my father. By tomorrow, this will all be resolved.”

      Parker worried the brim of his hat until the material warped under his hand. The man had far too many doubts about the success of Jack’s schemes. It probably explained why the secretary’s head refused to grow any more hair. “Your father bought you a commission and sent you off to war after you last faced money trouble.”

      Curse Parker’s infernal memory.

      “No doubts or second guesses,” Jack said.

      He wanted to discuss investment properties he might sell at a profit to keep him solvent until he discovered the leak in his finances. He should have plenty of funds at his disposal. He was no spendthrift. Something rotten was afoot.

      A distressed Parker was utterly useless. When the man finally complained of a megrim, Jack sent him home. Besides, if he needed to play the part of a bore at a London affair, he had a ball to prepare for. A fact that delighted his housekeeper and cook. Better to keep the women in his life happy, but not overly so. He still drew the line at leg shackling himself to a wife.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

          
            THE BALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Breathe. Open your mouth. Inhale. Breathe. It was the fifth time in as many nights that Annabelle rode in a coach through Mayfair on the way to yet another ton event. Aunt Silvia droned on about the available bachelors expected to make their appearance, while Annabelle wanted to sink into the velvet upholstery and disappear. Ten more minutes.

      Lord and Lady Boucher’s home could not be much farther away. She counted the passing beats of her heart. Trying to calm her racing thoughts. The carriage was steady. There was not a cloud in the sky. Safe. Especially if she scooted a bit further to the middle of the bench. Away from the windows. Breathe. She wanted to scream. To cry. To break into hysterics.

      Silvia’s pinched scowl did ground Annabelle a bit into reality. Her aunt fished through her reticule and withdrew the dreaded List. It would not be a society function if The List did not make an appearance detailing with exactitude every available bachelor from the ages of eighteen to six-and-eighty. Incomes. Properties. Eye-color. Sporting preferences. It read like a who’s who of London society. For a desperate debutante, it served as a handbook to navigate the season. Ideally, the information would help procure the perfect match or rather a match.

      Too bad she did not agree with her aunt on what constituted an ideal husband. Fat, ancient, and flatulent were the common attributes of Silvia’s top choices. Granted Annabelle’s might be a tad unrealistic. Did attractive men under the age of thirty with bright smiles, who were kind to animals, and compassionate to a woman with a fear of carriages exist? She had yet to meet one. Those topping her aunt’s list predominated the market.

      “I have it on good authority that Lord Welsham is in attendance tonight.” Silvia chirped, smoothing out the billowing layers of her plum satin gown. Her dark brown hair was piled on her head in a cascade of sausage curls with three raven-black feathers waving in the air. “His son is not expected to survive through summer.” Silvia lifted her brow, whispering “Consumption” as if the word itself might be catching. She pressed her hands together for a tiny prayer before finishing her thought. “He is looking to produce a second heir, but with his fortune, there is not a necessity for a bride with a large dowry.”

      “Which makes him suitable. What a coup,” Annabelle said as her head fell back against the plush velvet cushion. The lord was short, wide, ancient, and reeked of pomade. There had to be another.

      “No, a coup would be the Duke of Sambridge. He too will be in attendance. Do you remember him? You spilled cake down his front at Baroness Landry’s picnic.” Silvia’s finger traced over the paper, tapping against particular names.

      “It was a dog that upset a tray. Not I.” The duke was attractive with peridot-green eyes, but he seldom smiled. Fastidious in dress, slightly older than thirty, those were not strikes against him. However, calling the dog an ill-bred, flea-ridden cur was. “I believe he should be crossed off of the list. A man with his connections and wealth would not be interested in me.” Unless he is ninety-five and desiring a companion to rub his bunions.

      “Do not start.” Her aunt was in high dudgeon tonight. She waved her index finger and issued her commands. “You will dance with no less than five eligible bachelors. You are not to spend the night chatting with your friends or hiding behind pillars.”

      Annabelle should be more gracious. It was entirely due to her aunt’s generosity that she was in London instead of rotting away in Hampshire along with her father and his pile of books. Then there were her friends, all of them former students of Mrs. Maxwell’s School for the Education and Deportment of Fine Ladies. There she met Cecilia Hammond, Isabel Howard, Vivian Stratham, and Francine MacKinnon. They made the season bearable.

      The carriage rolled to a halt behind a line winding around the driveway as lords and ladies of the ton exited in all their finery.

      Annabelle plucked the periwinkle sarsenet fabric, wondering if she would fit in. Her gown was lovely. Ivory satin scallops lined the hem, and a gauzy scarf was tied around the high waist. Capped sleeves and long ivory gloves completed the ensemble. Her modiste was a true talent with a needle and thread.

      Her aunt exited the carriage in a waterfall of plum silk. She waited with a half-smile curving her lips and her fan waving away the stagnant air. It might be March, but it was unseasonably warm.

      Annabelle took a footman’s man, but her slipper caught on the step. She toppled forward, falling against the outstretched arms of Lady Boucher’s liveried servant. The man was far more graceful than she. He maintained his footing and eased her down to the ground.

      “Thank–”

      “You do not address servants. Come, Annabelle.” Her aunt bobbed along with the crush towards the entrance.

      “–You,” Annabelle finished, shrugging an apology to the footman, whose lips curled in a private smile.

      “My pleasure, Miss. Glad to be of service.” He turned to address the coachman.

      An extraordinarily tall man exited the next vehicle, settling his black silk top hat on his head. Exquisitely dressed, he blended in except for the humor evident in his gaze. Not bearing the typical bored visage of the average aristocrat. He was intriguing. He quirked his brow, the single sign that he saw her. Annabelle’s head dove into a pool and swam off without her.

      Nudging Silvia, she tried to gain her attention. Perhaps an introduction could follow once inside, but the singular focus of the woman made it impossible to alter the course. She made a beeline for the front entrance. For now Annabelle chose to admire the home.

      It was grand, blazing with candles shining from all the windows. Torches lined the drive, creating a sunny glow in the fading twilight. The home oozed opulence from every corner, obvious that no expense was spared. The walk through the entry was even more impressive with statuaries that rivaled Elgin Marbles.

      Lord and Lady Boucher greeted Aunt Silvia and Annabelle with an enthused welcome. The ladies chatted, while Lord Boucher acknowledged the tall stranger, who had been following close behind. Eavesdropping was forbidden, but who would notice with such a crowd. Annabelle leaned ever so slightly, hearing only the quiet drone of male voices. Drat.

      The butler announced them, receiving very little notice from the gathered crowd. She hesitated, waiting for the name of the tall man, but Silvia pulled her along, whispering furiously about properties. All she caught was the title of Viscount. The good that did her. There were hundreds of viscountcies in the whole of England.

      Moving past the entry, aunt and niece stepped down into the grand ballroom. Spectacular. The Viscountess Boucher had decorated her ballroom with swags of bunting in nearly every shade of pink. It hung from the marbled pillars and draped over windows. Six heavy crystal chandeliers flooded the room with candlelight. Couples twirled while a quartet played Invitation to a Dance rescored for strings.

      Silvia looped her finger through Annabelle’s sash, gently pulling her to the side of the room closest to the doors. “Stay here. I know your friends are gathered in the corner, but I demand your company. If you dance with five suitable bachelors, you may flit about and gossip. For now, focus on having your card filled with names.”

      Annabelle fiddled with the string securing the dance card to her wrist. Five bachelors. The previous ball she attended included a singular dance for her, offered by Baron Crayfield in sympathy of sorts. He was the elder brother of her dearest friend, Cecilia Hammond. Amiable and kind, he was not on the top of either Annabelle’s or Silvia’s list of potential husbands for it was well known he was on the hunt for an heiress.

      “There is Lord Welsham.” Her aunt pointed across the room. The plump earl bowed, escorting the towering Francine MacKinnon to the floor for a country dance. “He will work his way over to us shortly. Now, what about Lord Stratham?”

      “He is my friend’s father, and he has an heir.”

      “Yes, yes. But he is unwed.” Silvia tapped her fan against her open palm.

      “And not looking.”

      “Captain Hunter is here.” Her aunt lifted her nose toward the front entrance as a discrete indication of who walked in the room.

      Handsome, young, and head over heels for Cissy. “When he asks, I will accept.” That was two potential partners. Three more and she could find a brief reprieve for the night.

      They lapsed into silence and watched the spectacle of pastel-clad debutantes with lords in superfine dress coats flutter past.

      A prickle crept along Annabelle’s nape, an awareness that a person was looking at her. There he was. The stranger from the drive, lifting his glass in salute across the crowded room. She felt her skin burning, flushing under his regard. To acknowledge her presence with no formal introduction? It was the very definition of a rogue. This was not the type of man she should even entertain, yet–how could she explain it? He churned feelings she did not know could exist. Lud, she was interested.

      He had curling brown hair, broad shoulders, and a trim waist. His features were a series of harsh lines, angled sharply with high cheekbones and a thick brow. But it was those eyes. Bright, humor-laced eyes she could feel across an entire ballroom.

      He waved while Annabelle quickly averted her gaze lest someone witness the impertinence.

      “Aunt Silvia?” Annabelle leaned in closer, pulling her away from a conversation with a group of matrons. “Do you know the gentleman conversing with Baron Crayfield? The one wearing a black stock instead of a cravat?”

      Silvia craned her neck, standing on her tiptoes. “Where is he?”

      “Near the twin pillars, directly across from us.”

      “Oh.” She looked at Annabelle, then again to the stranger. Her eyes were two round saucers as she shook her head. “That is Viscount Linscott. Stay away, he is the worst sort of rake. Detestable reputation.”

      “Is he unattached?”

      Silvia looked at Annabelle like she had sprouted a second set of eyes. “Yes. But reputations are reputations. While his father is regarded well, displaying both fairness and affability, his son…” Pulling her niece in closer, she lowered her voice. “Favors courtesans and liquor. He is the type that will leave his future wife miserable and alone.”

      The warning should be enough to scare Annabelle away, yet her body lit with tingles and shivers she had felt only once before. And that was at a concert hearing an orchestra fill a theater with exquisite music. A man had never evoked such pleasures.

      “If he is single,” she began.

      “My first husband was a similar type. While I would not refuse his pursuit simply because I want to see you wed, I also want my niece to find happiness. Something I have searched for through four marriages. Learn from me, my sweet niece. Trust that your old aunt has a lesson or two still to teach.” She squeezed Annabelle’s hand.

      A shadow drifted into view followed by the clearing of a masculine throat, the sound richly vibrant.

      “Miss Greene.” A man bowed, brushing a set of firm lips across the knuckles of her glove. “Perhaps you remember me. I am the Duke of Sambridge. Your cousin Marcus introduced us when you visited him last summer.”

      “Yes, I almost did not recognize you without a coating of purple icing.”

      His chiseled face broke into a wide smile that softened his features as the candlelight reflected in his eyes. “My valet never could remove it from my waistcoat. He has forbidden me from any more fetes the baroness hosts.”

      “What a terrible shame. I recall a delightful afternoon, falling trays excluded.” His geniality eased her worries, but better to be on guard. Lest she inadvertently say the wrong thing.

      Aunt Silvia brushed against her elbow to curtsey before him. “Your Grace.” She whispered to Annabelle to stand up straighter from behind her fan. “How charming it is to see you again.”

      “Countess Brighton, the pleasure is purely mine. I wanted to inquire if Miss Greene might do me the honor and agree to a dance.”

      Before Annabelle could reply, Aunt Silvia nudged her forward. “Of course, Your Grace. She would be delighted to accept. How kind of you to ask.”

      He offered his arm. What would it be like to say no? But who was Annabelle fooling? No one said no to a duke.

      Sambridge chatted about the bland and uninteresting. Weather. Refreshments. Decor. The topics were safe but provided little insight into the man now holding her in an almost familiar embrace. It had to be a waltz. Not a quadrille or country dance.

      On a turn, she spotted Lord Linscott dancing with a nameless debutante. The two spun around the room as if the waltz was played solely for them. He winked at Annabelle and wicked dimples creased his handsome face.

      Oh, but how he could dance! With graceful, sinuous steps, his partner was barely able to match the intricacies of his footwork as he glided across the floor.

      Annabelle realized the duke addressed her and dragged her attention back to him.

      “Miss Greene, I had no idea you were such a capable dancer. I thought you were opposed to the activity, since you often sit with the matrons. I dare say, you are rather accomplished.”

      His tone was off-putting. Arrogant and typical for such rank. Yet, he softened his words with a gentle smile. A crease formed around his mouth. He had a pleasant face. However, a duke needed a more socially acceptable potential bride. The granddaughter of a viscount was not a suitable enough bloodline.

      “I do enjoy dancing. Music. Sculpture. Though, to see a theater production would be a dream come true. To immerse myself into the spectacle of actors and words melding in harmonious entertainment,” she said.

      “You venerate the arts with such heartfelt devotion that your enthusiasm is infectious. I hope one day you will do me the honor and help me complete my erudition, as it is sorely lacking in this area.”

      The music ended with his request. Annabelle pressed a gloved hand against her belly in the hopes that the odd flutter that took root with his words stilled. He accompanied her to where her aunt stood watch. A gleam in the woman’s eye did not go unnoticed.

      “I cannot teach you how to enjoy art, Your Grace. It comes from within, not from books or lectures.”

      His fingers brushed a stray tendril from her cheek. They lingered for a moment against her heated flesh. “Then perhaps my only salvation will be to have you by my side. Goodnight, Miss Greene.” He allowed no time for Annabelle to return a farewell. Abruptly, he turned on his heel.

      Her head spun. A dance with His Grace. A flirtation with a scandalous stranger. Her aunt was so satisfied with her dance partner, she joined Lord Stalworth for a quadrille. Would wonders ever cease?

      A shimmer drew her curiosity upward. She spied a lone spider dangling on a web. Contented to watch, Annabelle studied the weaver as it laced its intricate design through the burning candles of a chandelier until it switched directions. She gasped. The spider slid down its gossamer thread closer and closer to the floor below, floating perilously above certain demise.

      She reached out to snatch the tiny creature between her gloved hands. Dodging around the crush, she raced outside. On the terrace, she searched for a haven, all thoughts of dances and men forgotten.
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      Twenty minutes passed since Jack arrived at Lord and Lady Boucher’s affair, and he had spent nineteen minutes formulating a plan for a hasty exit. The horde of mothers with their marriage-hungry daughters were indignant, irked by his presence. Especially since he had the audacity to accompany the charismatic but destitute Baron Crayfield.

      Why these women feared their progenies’ reputations, Jack never understood. He made his one inalterable rule clear to everyone—never dally with an innocent. No, he spent his wanton nights between the thighs of experienced women. Where he should be right now if he still had the funds, instead he sweltered in this oven cleverly disguised as a ballroom.

      Entertainment took a new form today. While he was not interested in bedding the creature, he was utterly intrigued and befuddled by the woman in pale blue with ribbons wound through her hair. She was the opposite of every woman he knew. She was plump when she should be svelte. Timid, when she should be brazened.

      Her height reached mid-chest; so small he would have to bow to kiss her. Though she did possess a perfect kissable bow-shaped mouth with pouty berry-stained lips. Wide and sensual.

      A flock of pastel-colored debs approached, encircling Jack and Baron Crayfield like a pack of savage dogs. He chuckled over the comparison. Crayfield eyed him like he had taken leave of his senses. Perhaps he did. The baron entertained the mass that twittered rapaciously, while Jack continued his survey of the room.

      His plump vixen chatted with an older matron. A Lady Brighton if memory served. Hmm. Perhaps an introduction might satisfy his curiosity about the blue-bedecked sprite.

      Jack never danced in public, a personal rule of self-preservation, but for her, he would spin circles across the floor. Dancing came as naturally as fornication. The two activities were synonymous, the direction of the bodies the only difference. Well, not always.

      Twice he chuckled aloud. The punch must be spiked, though the taste merely hinted of spirits. Not intoxicating, not by any stretch of his imagination.

      The Duke of Sambridge approached the debutante. He blocked Jack’s view and stoked his ire. How dare Sambridge address the only woman out of hundreds that was the tiniest bit interesting and then have the temerity to escort her to the floor.

      Jack’s hand flexed with the memory of his latest spar at Gentleman Jacksons when he managed to knock the duke down in five rounds. If only the ton made such bouts the headlining event instead of frivolous dances and bland repasts. Or a duel. Now that would be entertainment.

      “Linscott.” Nigel’s voice broke through a vivid daydream in which Jack skewered Sambridge with a well-timed riposte. “Perhaps you might be inclined to dance with Miss Pettigrew. You remember Clive Pettigrew from Oxford. This is his younger sister.”

      A mask of utter indifference fell across Jack’s face. He executed a polite bow to the brunette in cream. Banal was perhaps the best description he could apply to the deb. Time for pleasantries, before he resumed his hunt for a tastier morsel. “Your brother is a champion horseman. How is he?”

      “Very well, my lord. He is currently at his country estate with his wife and six children.” She cooed with delight.

      Jack’s stomach dropped. A brood of six clinging to his tailcoat, it was too terrifying to contemplate. Give him six French frogs to take out with his fists. Now that had appeal. He cleared his throat with a long whistle. “Six nieces and nephews, what a terrific blessing.”

      Her skirts swished as she swayed. “I love being an aunt.”

      Ah, yes, she probably expects me to opine about the joys of family or some such utter rot. Best to squash that hope. “Would you care to dance, Miss Pettigrew?”

      She chirped a yes, which caused her head to bob like a bird.

      “Excellent.” Without further fanfare, Jack spun the young miss onto the floor. Her grip tightened on his arm as she fought to stay upright while he waltzed them around. They quickly gained on the mysterious young woman with Sambridge.

      In contrast to Miss Pettigrew, who struggled with the relatively basic steps, the fairy floated along with the music. The duke, Jack noted with barely veiled glee, remained stiff and maladroit.

      “My lord.” Miss Pettigrew’s voice wavered as they neared the end of the song. “Perhaps you would be so kind as to return me to my mother.”

      With a graceful turn, he maneuvered them off the dance floor. Jack handed the winded young lady over to her mother with a kind word that lacked any actual amiability or promise to continue the acquaintance, much to the relief of both parties.

      Baron Crayfield still danced with yet another pastel-clad creature, working his way through his personal list of women who required a title and no fortune. Jack returned to his previous post. There his scowl deterred any further distractions from his admiration of the blue confection across the room.

      A smoky voice purred in his ear, the sound magnifying his current state of annoyance. Valentina, the infamous Countess of Anworth, his current mistress. He eyed a ruby and diamond bracelet that encircled her wrist, the reminder of his expensive tastes and their exorbitant price grated on his final nerve.

      “Jack, why do you brood so? Perhaps the next dance would soothe your ill humor.” Valentina’s gloved hand rested with stark familiarity on his forearm.

      With a roll of his wrist, he broke her hold. “My dear Countess. There are rules to be followed and rules to be broken. To dance in public with you is one I will not negotiate.”

      For the past month, ever since the mourning period for her husband officially ended, she dropped hint after hint about the direction of their affair. However, venomous creatures were only good for a tumble, never as a wife.

      Valentina’s fingers dug through the superfine wool of his coat. “You will find, my lord, I am a rule breaker. It is necessary for a woman with any hope for a financially beneficial future to forge a unique path, regardless of the people who might stand in her way. Men do not say no to the Countess of Anworth.”

      “Threats do not become you, my dear.”

      “Who said I made a threat?” Her deceptive innocence sparked a challenge.

      “The Duke of Sambridge finished his dance.” He redirected her attention to a far more available and unscrupulous opponent. “Rumor has it, he desires a wife and paramour. Perhaps you might fill the latter as our little arrangement needs to end.”

      “I hate you,” she hissed.

      “The sentiment is mutual.”

      Sambridge had circled the room and now stood before them. “Linscott.” His tone dripped with ducal condescension. “Introduce me.”

      Jack obliged the abrupt command without comment. “My lady, may I introduce to you the biggest horse’s ass to graduate from Oxford, Christian Archer, the Duke of Sambridge.” The anger bristled within his most fearsome adversary–his nemesis since Eton. “Your Grace, this is Valentina, the Countess of Anworth. A veritable succubus and confirmed Queen of the Damned. Be on guard of both your purse and cock. She has use for both. Neither will be full again after she finishes.”

      Though Jack had just insulted a duke, most often an unforgivable offense, it was merely their normal exchange. Besides, Sambridge was a horse’s ass and Jack fully admitted that he might be worse.

      With her gasp of indignation and Sambridge’s assurances to defend her honor in the pugilism ring tomorrow, Jack fled the overly crowded room. A quiet terrace offered solitude on a rare night with a sky glittered with stars.

      After a night full of unwanted encounters, it should not have surprised him that Fate had other plans, enough to give him pause and contemplate the alteration of his route of retreat when he spotted her. She fought a losing battle with her glove.

      One glance back through the open doorway, he met Valentina’s icy glare, thus confirming his need for a fortuitous exit and an unlikely introduction.

      The petite debutante from across the room pleaded in a voice so sweet he tasted it on his tongue. She waved her white-gloved hand erratically above a planter.

      “Oh, please, little spider. Do not crawl up my sleeve. This bush right here is the perfect home for you. I should be so lucky to be able to find relief from the suffocation of a ballroom. Out here promises freedom like I will never know.”

      Jack identified with her plaintive lament. Perhaps she could grant him a similar escape from societal entrapments.

      The arachnid refused to obey her piteous pleas, instead, it chose to skitter across her kid glove in the opposite direction. She twisted her forearm before she rolled the hem of her glove to trap it.

      “Epp! No, no, no.”

      Without a word, Jack approached from behind. He enfolded the woman with his body and reached down to remove the makeshift prison with its inhabitant. Gingerly, he peeled the material free from her fingers to shake it out onto the bush. For a frustrating moment, the spider refused to emerge, before it sailed on a silk thread, landing on a leaf. A tiny ballerina pirouetting across a glossy green stage.

      With the rescue complete, Jack did not remove his arms. Instead, he took liberties he knew he should not. Liberties his principles cried out for him to forgo, but she lured him like forbidden ambrosia.

      He used the light from the full moon to illuminate her innocent face. His fingers skated across her parted lips, tender and moist against his touch. Crave, need, and desire were not large enough words to encompass the urge demanding immediate satisfaction. He was helpless to resist. Entranced by a fairy on a terrace garden. A protector of the innocent.

      His lips brushed against hers. She responded not with a slap, which he deserved. Instead, her head reeled back the tiniest distance before she returned with equal vigor. Her hand tentatively held the sleeves of his coat while their lips mingled in quiet exploration.

      Not even his first kiss at the age of fourteen had caused his heart to accelerate the way this one did. At once lightheaded and giddy like a virgin, it filled him with a longing he did not know his body possessed. Possession was a word. Who possessed whom, was the question.

      When her tongue tentatively brushed against the tip of his own, he broke away. He knew if the kiss continued for a moment longer, all principles would be lost next to a bush on a darkened terrace with a woman whose name he did not know.

      “Alas, my rescuer of the unlovable, please forgive my impertinence.”

      She did not speak, much to his chagrin, as he desperately wanted to hear the melodic notes of her voice. To hold it as a memory, to cherish it during his remaining years as an unabashed rake.

      She merely nodded. Her grip gave way as her arms wrapped around her middle, holding herself together.

      “Until we meet again.” With one hand on the railing, he leapt to the ground. Jack gazed up the half-story to where she stood. It reminded him of Romeo and Juliette in a scene much like this. “Parting is such sweet sorrow.”

      On the breeze, her words carried across the lawn to complete the line. “That I shall say goodbye until it be morrow.”
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      The door hinges creaked when Thomas entered. “Sorry about that. I will ask a maid to oil them later.”

      Jack rubbed his whiskered cheeks before he waved away the intrusion. “What time is it?”

      “Half past nine.”

      Jack grumbled. He knew there was a reason for his valet to wake him so early for the second day in a row, but his mind was preoccupied with visions of tightly coiled twists of honey and eyes the color of a topaz ring he once admired in a Belgium jeweler’s case. The taste of an innocent’s lips, like a sip of fine French brandy, lingered and fueled his curiosity. How would she taste in other places? As scrumptious or more heady and robust?

      “My lord.” Thomas handed over a message with a distinct scarlet seal.

      Before he broke the wax, Jack knew with certainty that the letter contained a summons. So did Thomas, who readied the shaving implements and ordered a bath.

      Jack unfolded the note. The sharp slashes of his father’s handwriting filled two lines on the page. No flowery language, no inquiries about his only son’s health. Short, simple, and directly to the point. Come to Maitland House at quarter past eleven.

      So much for erotic daydreams. Jack flung off the bedclothes and stomped to the bathing room to the waiting hip bath for a quick wash. Answering the earl’s summons required expeditious actions.
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