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Chapter One

“Well,” Miss Arabella Marlowe said in
a perfectly audible voice—not to say excessively loud although she
often spoke to others as if they were as hard of hearing as her
father, “it would be a grave error in judgment to set your cap for
one such as he is, however well favored by nature he may be. And
I’ll grant you he was unfairly favored indeed! Quite handsome. As
they say, however, pretty is as pretty does. He is a complete
scoundrel … and highly unlikely to have any interest in any decent
young woman … unless it is to corrupt her and bring her to ruin. I
am entirely certainly he will choose a woman to bestow his heir
upon at some point, but he is clearly in no great hurry since he is
already above thirty and three. And you may be sure that that would
be the entirety of his interest even then since he prefers women of
a … less desirable reputation. I would not envy the woman he
eventually decides to bestow his quite marvelous self upon. I would
feel nothing but great pity for any female that lost her heart to
him, for he is ….”

Arabella broke off abruptly when she finally
lifted her gaze from the novel she had tucked into her skirts to
entertain herself with and met the cold, icy gray eyes of the
object of her accurate, if not entirely kind, observations. She had
some hope that he either had not heard the entirety of her speech
or perhaps had not grasped that he was the subject since he was
standing behind the couch where the group of young debutants that
she had been lecturing on the evils of that particular male were
seated.

Alas, that hope was dashed when she met his
gaze and she felt uncomfortable heat climb into her cheeks.

The young trio that she had been at pains to
steer clear of the rake tittered with a mixture of nerves and
amusement—no doubt at the expression of dismay that flickered
across Arabella’s face. Increasing her discomfort to a level where
the fire in her cheeks began to rival the bane of her existence—the
fire in her hair.

Clearing her throat, she discovered she
could not think of a thing to say to cover her blunder and returned
her attention to the novel hidden in her skirts.

She was hyperaware of the man, however.

In part, this was because of her gaff in
decorum.

Mostly—however unfortunate the
circumstance—because she was no more immune to his aura of danger,
his exceptionally handsome face, and athletic build than any of the
other females. He made her breathless just to look at him. And her
heart seemed to trip over itself when he moved around the couch
where he had been standing and approached her.

“Is this seat taken?”

It took Arabella a few moments to gather her
wits and lift her head to see who he was talking to. A jolt went
through her when she discovered that he was standing over her, bent
slightly forward and, once again, her gaze was snagged by his. “I …
uh … beg your pardon?”

Something flickered in his eyes. “As you
should,” he murmured in a low, ominous growl, taking the seat
without awaiting an invitation. “Impertinent chit.”

Arabella felt her face fluctuate in color
three times before her constitution leveled out to a pasty gray
just shy of a faint. She might have compounded her embarrassment if
she’d had the strength for it by surging up from the couch and
beating a retreat, but she simply could not command her body to do
so.

The comment, carefully modulated for her
ears only, increased her distress, for his anger and his judgment
were entirely justified. She should just count her blessings, she
thought, that she was female and he could not call her out for the
insult—however unintentional.

Not that she had not meant every word of it
and she considered it nothing but the truth, but she would
certainly not have insulted him to his face with the unpalatable
truth! She had meant to do it behind his back—like everyone
else.

Thankfully, he decided to further demolish
her self-esteem by completely ignoring her after issuing the
stinging set down—for which she would be eternally grateful since
she was not especially put out about it and she was entirely
certain that she would not have been able to hold her own in a
contest of verbal swordplay given her state of disarray.

Well—she was a little put out about it.

There was no getting around the fact that he
was a beautiful specimen of manhood and it was difficult for any
woman, however practical minded, to keep her wits about her when
caught in his aura.

To her great relief, the opening strains of
a waltz brought her beau to her rescue.

Homer was not especially beautiful—in fact
he was a very plain man—but Arabella was inclined to think that was
a very good thing. He was also not very rich and the two together
made him an altogether more comfortable fit for her to her
mind—since she could claim neither of those things for herself. And
she thought he would be more trustworthy for the simple reason that
he would have fewer opportunities to stray.

And faithfulness was essential to her
happiness, she was certain.

It was not that she was a particularly
jealous person.

In fact, not jealous of Homer at all.

However, not having been blessed with looks
above average and possessed of a dowry considerably below average,
she did not want to be pitied. It was more a matter of pride that
she find herself in such a marriage so that she at least managed to
look comfortable.

And she had decided that Homer would suit
her needs quite well.

Unfortunately, he was not particularly
anxious to wed and she suspected he thought he had plenty of time
to make up his mind before he settled.

Because he thought it unlikely he would have
a great deal of competition for her hand.

Which he had not.

Nevertheless, he arrived promptly to rescue
her from the dragon that had taken a seat beside her and
immediately turned his back and ignored her.

“My dance, I believe, Arabella,” Homer
murmured politely, extending his hand to take hers.

Arabella smiled up at him gratefully.
“Indeed ….”

“Regrettably, she must disappoint you,
Mr. Hanson. She is promised to me,” Lord Wellington murmured,
taking her hand. Standing even as he uttered the words that threw
Arabella into a complete state of shock, he drew her up from the
couch, tucked her hand in his arm, and walked off, leaving poor
Homer standing awkwardly bent with his mouth at half
cock.

Arabella was almost tempted to
giggle—hysteria, she knew—and she did not yield to it!

And she did not truly have to worry about it
for many moments before Lord Wellington had dragged her onto the
dance floor and cinched her tightly against his length.

Arabella looked up and met his gaze with a
wide eyed one for the fact that he was holding her inappropriately
close.

Not but what the dance itself was considered
‘wild’—and specifically for that very reason, that it required
couples to stand far too intimately for the duration and allowed
all sorts of liberties to the gentlemen.

Which, naturally enough, was the very reason
for its popularity among the risqué crowd.

Arabella did not belong to that crowd,
suffice to say. She was more inclined to be retiring and practical
and perhaps a touch prudish. She had been approved to take part in
the waltz, however, and she was not particularly concerned about
dancing it. In fact, she adored the waltz—when she danced with her
beau, Homer—who could be counted upon not to take liberties.

Not only did Lord Wellington enjoy a
shocking reputation, but she was convinced he could not be trusted
not to take advantage.

And it was just as well she was expecting it
because he did.

“Now, my dear,” he murmured next to
her ear, “don’t hold back on my account. Do tell me what you think
of me.”

Arabella decided the best thing to do would
be to take the ‘innocent and injured’ tact. “I have no notion why
you would call me ‘my dear’ in such an odious tone and demand to
know what I think of you when I do not know you at all.”

“Beyond the reputation?”

Arabella felt her face heat up. She was
tempted to swear she had no idea about his reputation because she
had no idea who he was, but he was not likely to fall for that one.
“Thankfully, no,” she said coldly.

She had the—momentary—satisfaction of
feeling a jolt of surprise go through him.

“Liar,” he murmured with just a touch
of amusement.

She made the mistake of turning her head in
outrage at that. Unfortunately, since he had not drawn back from
whispering in her ear, the motion only succeeded in thoroughly
disconcerting her when she virtually smeared her face across his.
She blinked at him owlishly when they were nose to nose, trying to
get her eyes to focus and her brain into gear. “Which part?” she
managed finally.

“Of what?” he asked
absently.

She struggled twice to swallow before she
managed it and finally looked away—which allowed her to gather a
little of her wits. “I said that I did not know you beyond your
reputation and you said that I was lying.”

“Ah—the ‘thankfully’. I do not think
you are thankful at all.”

Her lips tightened. “Well! I am. I
am very thankful. It is quite
enough to have to deal with ….” She broke off and bit her
lip.

“I take it this is not the honorable
Mr. Hanson you are referring to?” he drawled wryly.

Arabella sucked in an outraged breath.
“Certainly not! He is a complete gentleman!”

“Meaning he has had no temptation? Or
that he has been balked of behaving shabbily? I must confess, I am
not surprised to hear it. He is a prosy old bastard. He would not
know passion if it bit him in the ass.”

Anger flickered through her when she
realized she could not defend Homer without implying that she was
the one who had behaved inappropriately—or that he simply was not
interested enough to consider behaving in an ungentlemanly way. “He
is not old!” she said hotly.

Amusement danced in his eyes. “I cannot help
but notice that you did not challenge my assessment regarding his
passion.”

“Do not put words in my
mouth!”

He studied that feature with enough heat in
his gaze to make Arabella uneasy—and worse, very warm. “I can think
of many things I might desire to put in that fascinating little
mouth of yours, Bella, but words are not one of them.”

He had meant the provoking remark to throw
her off kilter, but he discovered the moment it was said that it
had a decidedly potent and unexpected effect upon him, as well.
Particularly when he had studied her flushed countenance and
tumultuous eyes. “I think you are not completely unfamiliar with
passion, however.”

“I most certainly am!” she disputed
and then felt her face glow red and pulse at the amusement in his
eyes and the quirk of his lips.

“I would be most happy to remedy that
lack for you, my dear, if it were not completely inappropriate. But
I do appreciate your confidence. I will make a note of it for
future reference.” He tilted his head, studying her face. “You are
Lord Marlowe’s chit, are you not?”

That effectively distracted her from her
dismay over everything else he had provoked her into saying in such
a way that it was completely counter to what she’d intended.

Could she get away with denying it, though,
she wondered?

Probably not. Her father’s reputation was
worse, if possible, than Lord Wellington’s—or at least almost as
bad—and she was fairly certain there were not many who would not
know her by sight for the simple reason that her hair was
extraordinarily, obscenely red and difficult to miss.

She narrowed her eyes at him instead of
answering and looked away.

He nuzzled her neck and she felt his lips
capture a tiny patch of flesh and suck it. To her horror, her
nipples instantly stood erect and tried to bore two holes in his
chest—which he had so tightly pressed to hers she could not
convince herself that he could not feel her reaction. “How far has
this apple fallen from its tree, I wonder? Not far, I am thinking
and I find it … very tempting to have a taste of that passion you
are so keen to hide.”

It was quite providential for both of them
that he tightened his grip on her before he speculated else she
might have been tempted to slap him silly.


Chapter Two

Fortunately for Arabella, Lord Wellington
only stayed long enough to pay a particular attention to her that
was sufficient in and of itself to leave her reputation in tatters.
He walked her back to Mr. Hanson after their delightful interlude
on the dance floor, thanked her for the dance, and departed the
party.

Not that Arabella noticed.

Or went out of her way to discover it.
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