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Chapter One

	Leighton Somerset, Viscount Sheffield, leafed through a stack of papers and bills. Poised behind an elegant Louis XV desk, he leaned back in his chair and crossed his long legs at the ankles. London’s late-afternoon sun shone through the tall windows, casting a warm glow over his blond hair, recently ruffled by an absent stroke of his hand. With a sigh of disgust, he cast aside the missives and rang for his secretary.

	A trim, middle-aged man of good countenance appeared soon after the summons and inclined his head. “Yes, my lord?’

	“I need a list of the most eligible young women of substance.”

	“My lord?” Mr. Parker’s eyebrows traveled up his forehead.

	“We are going heiress-hunting.” 

	“If I may inquire?” Parker’s voice was laced with disapproval. “To what purpose will we be pursuing the, ah... females in question?”

	“Why, Parker, I am shocked at your insinuation,” Sheffield said, feigning effrontery. “Nothing but marriage, I assure you.”

	Parker’s features immediately softened from an expression of distaste to one of gentle concern. “Has it come to that, my lord?”

	Sheffield frowned. “I am afraid so,” he said, a sweep of his hand taking in the documents littering his desk. “Father’s latest spree at Brighton has done us up.”

	“Surely the earl has not indulged in gambling again?” Parker asked, his tone betraying the answer to his own question.

	Sheffield made a low sound of amusement. “Indulgence does not describe what has become his habit, along with brandy and opera dancers half his age.” With a movement of his wide shoulders, the viscount tried to shrug off this last in a history of disappointing actions from his sire.

	“I gather he lost all but Grayhaven itself to Lord Braxton, leaving nothing with which to pay these creditors—who are already losing their patience.” Sheffield frowned at the desk’s burden, then looked up at Parker, who appeared too distressed to speak.

	“Cheer up, Parker! It is high time I wed, is it not?” Sheffield said, straightening up in his chair. When his secretary only looked glumly at the floor, Sheffield smiled. “Run along now, and let us see what treasure of womanhood you can find for me. And tell Morgan that I will be dressing to go out this evening. I’ll be looking in at White’s and then... I’ve a desire to visit Almack’s.”

	The shocked look that appeared on his secretary’s face at the mention of those particular assembly rooms, notorious for catering to the marriage-minded, sent Sheffield rocking back in his chair with a soft peal of laughter.

	 

	Despite Parker’s seeming disapproval, the secretary presented a list to Sheffield as he was dressing for the evening. His neckcloth dangling carelessly, Sheffield walked through the dressing room to the bedroom, where blue silk damask-covered walls surrounded an enormous bed draped in brocade. Sheffield dropped into a chair, crossed his feet and began to read aloud.

	“Emily Farnsworth,” he said, choking out the name that topped the list. His gaze shot to Parker, who stood stiffly at his side as Sheffield voiced his objection. “She resembles a giant toad.”

	“Quite so, my lord,” Parker replied stoically, while Morgan, Sheffield’s long-suffering valet, tried to salvage the master’s neckcloth. The viscount waved the man away as he continued reading.

	“Caroline Bridgeman. Hmm,” Sheffield said softly, raising one lean finger to his lips.

	“Ahem.” Parker cleared his throat, and Sheffield looked up with a frown. 

	“Yes, speak up, Parker, before you burst.”

	“Miss Bridgeman, though she has never married, is rumored to be... quite free with her favors,” Parker said, his disapproval apparent.

	“I see.” Sheffield nodded and returned his attention to the paper, slowly tapping his finger against his chin.

	“Ann Worthington! Really, Parker, she must have twoscore years on me.”

	Parker shrugged. “She is an heiress, sir, and certainly available.”

	“Arabella Russell!”

	“A lovely girl, and quite well-mannered, I am told,” Parker said.

	“And equipped with a giggle that sets my hair on end,” Sheffield said irritably. This business was not going at all as he had planned, and he was beginning to suspect that Parker was enjoying his discomfiture. He glanced down at the next name. “Melissa Hampton. Hmm...”

	“My lord, she—” Parker began, but Sheffield held up his hand to signal a halt. 

	For a moment, no one spoke. Then Sheffield’s lips curved into a smile. “Very well, Parker, if you must speak, then do so. But watch what you say, for you are talking about my future bride.” With those words, he rose from his seat, tossed the list casually onto the bed, and proceeded to tie his neckcloth.

	Parker shook his head, leaving unspoken whatever objections he might have had.

	 

	White’s was crowded, making it easier for Sheffield to ignore the stares as he walked through the club. He intended to behave as he always did, but it soon became apparent that his friends did not share that sentiment. He had not gone far when he saw Sir Charles Waverly, looking as though he had lost a relative. At his side was the taller and more elegantly dressed Mr. Robert Smythe. Too sophisticated to show his concern, he nonetheless surged forward to greet Sheffield with undue enthusiasm.

	“The whole place is talking about it, of course,” he said grimly.

	Waverly was not so subtle. “Is it as bad as they’re saying?” he asked, his round face red with distress.

	Smythe frowned at his companion before returning his attention to the viscount. “Braxton’s been here, making more of it, I’m sure.”

	“What will you to do?” Waverly asked. “Why, the thought of someone else in Grayhaven is preposterous. If only every estate could be entailed forever! Why didn’t your grandfather renew the entail or set up a new one or whatever he needed to do to keep the place in the family for another how many generations?”

	Sheffield didn’t flinch at the words. Instead, he flashed his usual smile, not only at the friends who pressed him, but toward those in the room who eyed him with curiosity. Most glanced away once they saw his carefree demeanor, some shaking their heads in amazement at the ability of the Somersets to land on their feet. They were an old family, founded by Grayson Somerset, who received the title earl of Graystone in 1623. And over the years they were bound to engender their fair share of envy, if not enmity. 

	Now Sheffield noticed a few disappointed faces among the crowd. There were always those prepared to take advantage of another’s misfortune, whether by gossiping or assuming a vacated place in the social sphere. No doubt, some already were plotting how to profit from the family’s downfall and hoping some land or other holdings could be had cheaply. Ignoring them, Sheffield steered his friends to a quiet corner. 

	“The earl has not lost Grayhaven, and I intend to make certain that he never does.”

	“And how are you to do that, short of locking the old man up?” Smythe asked while they settled into a grouping of armchairs far from the card rooms.

	“And what about Braxton?” Waverly sputtered.

	“Ah, yes, Lord Braxton,” Sheffield said. “He was here?”

	“The obnoxious buffoon. He’s to blame for all the attention,” Smythe said with a nod toward the other men in the room. Engaged once again in their own conversations, they appeared to have lost interest in Sheffield’s troubles for the moment. “He breezed in early, bragging of his winnings from the earl, and everyone knows—”

	“Everyone knows that my father can ill afford any more debt,” Sheffield finished with a slight grimace.

	“Well, Braxton isn’t exactly well liked. Quite a few refused to listen to him, and Lord Montebank chastened him soundly,” Smythe said with a smile.

	“Oh, you should have seen it,” Waverly said. “The old codger brandished his case and took Braxton to task right in front of his fellows. ‘What an accomplishment,’ Montebank said. ‘Winning money from Graystone is akin to taking sweets from an infant. It’s easy, but mean-spirited. Do you take pride in that, man?’” 

	Waverly chuckled at the anecdote until he caught Smythe’s frosty glare. “Well, ah, not the sort of thing to repeat, I imagine,” he mumbled sheepishly.

	Sheffield shrugged. “I have become used to tales of my father’s doings.”

	Waverly breathed a sigh of relief. “I would think so, especially after that episode last year with the blonde from Covent Garden.”

	“The earl’s easy prey for the gossips,” Smythe broke in. “I think he enjoys the fuss he stirs up.”

	“Undoubtedly,” Sheffield said with a smile. “That is half the fun for him. Unfortunately, his increasing efforts to top himself are leading him—and, consequently, me—to ruin.”

	“What’s to be done?” Smythe asked.

	“You can’t lose Grayhaven!” Waverly moaned.

	“I have no intention of forfeiting Grayhaven,” Sheffield said.

	“You have a plan!” Waverly said with a gasp.

	“What is it?” asked Smythe skeptically.

	“My friends, congratulations are in order,” Sheffield said, leaning back in his chair to watch their faces. “I am getting married.”

	“Really?” Waverly asked in astonishment.

	“You mean it,” Smythe said.

	“Of course, I mean it,” Sheffield said. “And why should I not wed? I am more than of age. It is time I got some heirs.”

	“From your smirk, I imagine the poor wench is comely,” Smythe said. “Who is she?”

	“Someone with piles of money,” Waverly said.

	“Yes,” Sheffield said. “My future bride is blessed not only with beauty, but with a fortune, too.”

	“Good Lord, man, not Caroline Bridgeman,” Smythe said, starting forward in his seat.

	“No.”

	“Arabella Russell,” Waverly said. “She’ll make a sweet little bride for you!”

	“No,” Sheffield said. “You are both wrong. Have you no eyes, gentlemen?” He smiled, remembering the last time he’d seen his future viscountess. “I speak of none other than Melissa Hampton.”

	Waverly’s hopeful expression faded away, while Smythe laughed scornfully. “The Lady Disdain?” Smythe asked, shaking his head. “If that’s your scheme, you might as well put up the estate. You’ll get nowhere with that one.”

	“Why?” Sheffield asked. Was she promised to another? He felt a stirring of something indefinable, along with a sharp stab of possessiveness. He’d never even met Miss Hampton, and yet, he already thought of her as his wife. The others on his list were unacceptable, while something about Miss Hampton made her the right one. The only one. 

	“Why?” Waverly said. “She has turned down half the fortune hunters in Town and scared away the rest with her sharp tongue. She’s a termagant!”

	“As though you would know,” Smythe said, dismissively. “I cannot vouch for her disposition, but she has not received the title Lady Disdain for her warmth.”

	“How intriguing,” Sheffield murmured, raising a forefinger to rub it thoughtfully against his chin. Pleased that no one else had claimed Miss Hampton’s hand, he had no doubts about his own chances of success. The news that his quarry had discerning tastes just made her all the more desirable.

	“You can remove the smug grin from your notoriously charming visage,” Smythe said. “Despite your reputation among the fairer sex, this is one female you will fail to win, I’ll wager.”

	“Would you?” Sheffield asked, with a lift of his brows.

	“Oh, no,” Smythe said, shaking his head. “I won’t rob you of funds you do not have.”

	“I’ll wager!” Waverly said.

	“Remember that unlike my father, I never make a bet unless I am certain of the outcome,” Sheffield said. 

	Waverly snorted. “So you may think. But I say you will never have the lady’s affections.”

	“And if I wed her?” Sheffield asked.

	“Even if you don’t have a feather to fly with, her family might not refuse a future earldom,” Smythe said, sending Waverly a warning glance.

	But Waverly would not be dissuaded. “I did not say I would wager against the marriage. It is the lady’s heart you must win,” he said slyly. “If she has one.”

	“Well?” Smythe asked, looking from one man to another.

	Sheffield grinned. “Bring on the betting book,” he said. “But hurry, my friends. I must rush, if I am to make Almack’s before they close the doors.”

	“Almack’s?” Waverly asked, as if horror-stricken.

	“Why, naturally,” Sheffield said. “Where else am I to be introduced to my future bride?”

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Melissa Hampton lifted her head at the sound of the knock on her bedroom door. Frowning at the intrusion, she closed the novel she was reading and slipped it under a cushion. As usual, she had been so engrossed in the story that she had lost all track of time. Glancing at the clock, she realized that she was still seated at the dressing table where the finishing touches had been put to her glossy, dark hair a good half hour before.

	At her word, one of the new maids, Ann, entered and bobbed her head. “Pardon me, miss, but your mother is ready to leave.”

	“Tell her I will be down shortly,” Melissa said, hiding her irritation at her mother’s summons.

	“Pardon me, miss,” Ann repeated nervously. “But she told me not to come back without you.”

	Melissa quelled the temper that flared at this announcement. The maid’s downcast eyes showed her embarrassment at her task and made it painfully clear she was new to the Hamptons’ London town house.

	The girl would become accustomed to such duties soon enough, if she stayed with the household. It wouldn’t be long before she joined the other servants in complaining of her overbearing mistress, Mrs. Elinor Hampton. But for now the girl was shy and confused. Having no desire to make her life more difficult, Melissa set the maid at ease with a smile and rose to go with her.

	They left Melissa’s rooms and walked along the upper gallery, past her mother’s newly purchased paintings, a motley assortment of landscapes that appeared to have been chosen for their blandness rather than their artistry. Each time Melissa passed by, she missed the fine works her father had owned, which had been sold after his death.

	The sight of the inferior art only heightened Melissa’s annoyance with her mother. It was beyond vexation to be dragged about like a child by a servant. If her father could only see her now...

	The thought brought a smile to her lips, for Melissa realized that if summoned by Elinor, her father would simply have gone to the top of the staircase—probably without his neckcloth or in some other state of undress—and good-naturedly shouted down that he would be along in his own time. His behavior, unseemly by Elinor’s standards, would have distressed her into silence. The late Henry Hampton had handled his wife with ease, ignoring her dictates. 

	Melissa, on the other hand, was taught to obey but rebelled, and mother and daughter were always at odds. They were very different, which Elinor could not accept. She seemed determined to force Melissa into her own image, even though that was impossible. 

	“Ah, there you are, my dear,” Elinor said, slipping on her gloves as Melissa approached. A small, trim woman, Mrs. Hampton managed to mask her innate strength with a fragile femininity. Her dark hair, shot through with gray, framed her face in tight curls, and her lips were lightly rouged.

	She usually swathed herself in laces and ribbons, and tonight was no exception. Melissa frowned at the mass of white ruffles around her neck and the large bows that adorned the short, puffed sleeves of the jonquil-yellow gown. Melissa decided that her mother resembled a giant daffodil.

	In contrast, Melissa’s own ice-blue gown, with a single bright ribbon beneath the bodice, looked positively austere. Elinor hated it.

	“Not that blue again,” Elinor said. “You look like a simple serving maid.” Elinor scowled and sighed. “Naturally, it’s too late for you to change now.”

	Melissa smiled to herself, pleased that her novel had provided an unintentional reprieve. But her pleasure was short-lived.

	“Now, hurry, or we shall be late to Almack’s.”

	Melissa sighed, but held her tongue until they were ensconced in the quiet of the coach. “Again, Mother? We have been there constantly since you obtained the vouchers, night after night, and it is plain—” She stopped short of saying that they simply didn’t fit in, for she had no desire to wound her mother, only dissuade her from her course. “It is plain that we are not the same sort of people.”

	“The only thing we lack is a grandiose title, and we shall have one,” Elinor said with quiet vehemence. “Your father’s wealth will see to that, provided you put forth some effort to secure a husband.”

	It was an old quarrel between them, and Melissa made her usual protests. “But what do we need with a title or a husband who is bought and paid for? We have more than enough money to live as we wish. We could take a house in Bath. You used to enjoy visiting there.” This was a new suggestion, and Melissa held her breath.

	“Your father did not accrue his fortune only for us retire to Bath as nobodies,” Elinor said sharply. “Now, please, Melissa,” she said, her voice soft once more. “You know how I dislike your constant arguing.” She raised her handkerchief to her throat as though she would swoon from distress.

	Melissa knew that possibility was very unlikely. But she promptly closed her mouth, resigned to another night at the Marriage Mart.

	Alighting from the coach in the soft glow of evening, she glanced with loathing at the plain brickwork of the building. Inside, she caught sight of a new face—some young thing from the country, no doubt, who stood enraptured by the tedious proceedings. Bad food, bad dancing, and bad company, Melissa thought as she made her way through the crowd. Then she mentally chided herself for being petty.

	“Miss Hampton, how lovely to see you.” A low voice sounded at her elbow, and she turned to see one of her so-called suitors, Lord Richard Grimley. The second son of a marquis, Lord Grimley could boast of impeccable bloodlines dating back to the fifteenth century and was related in some way to half the noble houses in Europe.

	However, he was a second son, without the prospects of his elder brother. Having no desire to live in reduced circumstances or be anything other than a man of leisure, he was searching for a rich wife, and everyone knew it. Had she the nerve, Melissa could have told him that he was wasting his time with her. Elinor had her mind set on a title, and nothing less. 

	But Lord Grimley was far too full of himself to conceive of such a notion, so he condescended to speak to her, never dreaming that she hated every moment they spent together as much as he must. The man didn’t even bother to hide his attitude, for his scowl suggested he was confronting a fish in a condition of advanced decay. Perhaps it was the set of his nostrils...

	“Would you care for some refreshment?” he asked.

	Melissa shook her head, knowing full well that he would fetch nothing himself, but demand someone do his bidding. Experience told her that he would not even hand it to her, and Melissa suddenly realized that in their several encounters he had never touched her.

	The revelation was not that surprising since he seemed to view her as some sort of leper. And yet he sought her out, presumably with marriage in mind. Melissa shook her head at the thought of spending a lifetime with such a man. Although she held no girlish notions about love matches, even members of the ton strove for amiable alliances. Not Lord Grimley, apparently. She could guess what would be in store for her as his wife. She would be installed in some ancient, crumbling and isolated estate while he returned to London to squander his newly acquired fortune.

	Melissa shook her head and silently thanked Betsy Belmont for imparting some knowledge of the world to her. As one of the older girls at Miss Hempford’s School for Young Ladies, Betsy had taken the young and dewy-eyed Melissa under her wing. What illusions Betsy had not dispelled with her candor had disappeared long ago.

	With a sigh, Melissa returned her wandering thoughts to the present and Lord Grimley’s perusal. Perhaps it was the argument with her mother, or her general annoyance with Almack’s, or unexplainable sour spirits, but Melissa’s patience with his posturing was wearing thin. His ill-disguised look of distaste suddenly irritated her to the point of speech. “It is not catching, my lord,” she said, snapping open her fan.

	“Eh?”

	“It cannot be passed from one person to another like a plague,” she said, fanning herself.

	“What’s that?” Lord Grimley asked, looking peevish.

	“Why, the taint of business, my lord, or money made from trade.”

	Lord Grimley’s mouth opened and closed as he digested this bit of information. Melissa wondered whether too much inbreeding in these nobles had reduced their intelligence to the level of a lapdog’s. Then she watched his chin twitch as he began to grasp her meaning.

	“You will excuse me,” he said. Barely nodding her way, he moved across the floor toward a young blonde who had been making eyes at him.

	Good riddance, Melissa thought, pleased at having delivered herself so easily from his company. There was nothing like honesty to drive these aristocrats away, she noted wryly. Unfortunately, the exchange, repeated and distorted, would probably find its way back to her mother, and her momentary victory would result in another battle at home.

	Dismissing that unpleasant thought, Melissa turned toward the entrance and began observing the new arrivals and mentally commenting on each one. It was a game that helped her pass the time. 

	Her gaze lighted on Mr. Van Heusen, and her lips softened. Now there was a fellow after her heart, a nice old gentleman who made a point of dancing with all the young ladies, no matter how plain or unpopular. Melissa included herself in both groups, so she had benefited from his kindness. As she watched, he stopped to speak with the Granger girls, tall, bony females who must surely find it difficult to sell themselves as future brides.

	Melissa felt sorry for the sisters, though she knew her sympathy would not be welcomed. If she were to approach either one, their large, horselike mouths would curve in contempt. For despite their homely appearance and less-than-ample dowries, the Grangers could boast of good lineage and a father who had never lifted his finger in aught but leisure.

	Melissa’s father, on the other hand, had delved into trade to improve his lot, if not his social standing. A younger son of a younger son, he had provided well for his family and hadn’t cared a fig for those who looked down their noses at such business dealings. 

	Although Melissa tried valiantly to be just as careless, she was finding the behavior of the Grangers and the Grimleys and their ilk difficult to accept, especially when she had no yearning for such company. Meanwhile, Elinor blithely ignored such snubs, declared Melissa too sensitive or too imaginative, and forced herself on Society.

	“Miss Hampton.”

	Melissa felt a chill at the back of her neck—her usual reaction to Lord Bainbridge, a gouty old letch who considered himself one of her suitors. Unfortunately, he was an earl, and that found him some favor with Elinor.

	“Good evening, my lord,” Melissa said, looking down at the man who was several inches shorter. She wondered, not for the first time, if what graced his head was some sort of false hair or just the strangest-looking coiffure she had ever seen.

	There was a furor at the door, thankfully drawing away Lord Bainbridge’s attention, and Melissa realized the excitement was due to the arrival of a new gentleman, a young man, probably in his mid twenties. Tall, blond, and broad-shouldered, he was elegantly dressed in a claret coat and buff pantaloons that fit him very well, but he didn’t preen like a dandy. Nor did he hold himself aloof like so many of the noblemen who disdained Almack’s. In fact, he greeted those around him with an easy grace, flashing a grin that seemed to charm all and sundry. 

	Seizing upon this new entry into the Marriage Mart, mamas pushed their daughters forward, while the older ladies, married and unmarried alike, preened and cast sly glances his way.

	Melissa felt a stirring of her own, which she told herself was disgust at the sickening display of avarice. She also told herself the fellow wasn’t appealing. His hair was a little too tousled, his smile too ready, his manner a little too familiar.... 

	“Humph! He’s looking cheerful for someone who’s done up,” Lord Bainbridge muttered.

	“Who is it?” Melissa asked, her gaze lingering on the new arrival.

	“Viscount Sheffield. His father just lost his inheritance,” Lord Bainbridge said. “There will be no more high living for him unless he has a scheme to right things.”

	Melissa did not comment, but studied the viscount now with curiosity. He held himself with confidence, moving smoothly through the crowd as though he hadn’t a care in the world. It was hard to believe that anything was threatening his life of luxury and, she assumed, excess.

	While she watched, the viscount leaned forward to speak to a young woman. Then, as if suddenly aware of Melissa’s scrutiny, he paused and looked up. Across the room, through the press of people, he gazed directly at her and smiled.

	Melissa immediately dropped her eyes and colored with embarrassment at having been caught staring. She glanced quickly at Lord Bainbridge, whose attention seemed fixed on the viscount, then down at her feet, until the high-pitched cackle of Bainbridge’s laughter made her lift her head.

	“Well, my dear, I think I know how he plans to extricate himself from his financial problems,” Lord Bainbridge said, and Melissa drew in a sharp breath.

	The viscount was heading straight for her. 

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three

	Lord Bainbridge’s laughter trailed off when he realized that the young and handsome viscount might interfere with his plans. As an earl, Bainbridge had considered himself above the rest of Miss Hampton’s suitors, despite the chilly reception she had given him thus far. 

	His hopes rested not with the girl herself, but with her mother, for if what he heard about Mrs. Hampton were true, she would happily exchange her daughter for a title. And Bainbridge liked the idea of a luscious young wife. Plus, there was something about the girl’s coolness that attracted him.

	Perhaps it was the idea of warming her up, but her famous disdain did little to discourage him. And, although not desperate for funds, he could put the chit’s fortune to good use. After all, he was maintaining three residences, two mistresses, and one of the finest stables in England. And the costs of all were rising.

	So Bainbridge watched the viscount approach with a frown, wary the young man would beg him for an introduction. Of all the cheek! Bainbridge glared at the fellow in an attempt to ward him off.

	“Ah, Bainbridge! Where have you been keeping yourself” Sheffield asked, flashing a grin that was lost on his lordship.

	“Right where I should be,” Bainbridge said, hoping that his lack of cordiality would drive the viscount away. But Sheffield simply smiled and moved closer to Miss Hampton.

	“Well, it is good to see you so well—and sprightly. And your lovely companion,” Sheffield said, looking the girl up and down, “I don’t believe I know her.” 

	“This is Miss Hampton,” Bainbridge said begrudgingly. “Miss Hampton, Viscount Sheffield.” He noted with some satisfaction that Miss Hampton looked as pained as he felt by the introduction.

	Although not exactly pained, Melissa was less than thrilled to be facing yet another fortune hunter.

	She was also trying to slow the beating of her heart, which seemed to have accelerated alarmingly. She told herself that she had greeted more handsome men, but had she? She frowned, trying not to look directly into his eyes, which seemed to be only a shade less golden than his hair.

	Instead, Melissa focused on the top of his head, where his locks presumably were trained to perfection into one of the latest modes. What were they calling it now? The Tousle? The Grecian? She had little interest in the fashion foibles of her own gender, let alone those practiced by the men. That Lord Sheffield engaged in those foibles did not recommend him.

	Neither did his parentage. Melissa might not know either of them, but she was aware that Sheffield was the son of the Earl of Graystone, a notorious rake and gambler who apparently had just lost the family fortune. That explained the viscount’s sudden desire to meet her, and the knowledge dampened her clamoring senses. 

	 For, in the end, he was no different than all the others. Whether he was Adonis or Hephaestus, he wanted her money and was not interested in anything else about her. Melissa summoned her usual cool nod.

	“It is a pleasure,” he said. His voice was low, mellow, and hinted of good humor, as though he might be a friend, not a seducer. 

	But Melissa knew better. 

	And then his gloved fingers took her own. Contrary to the reassurance in his tone, the warmth of his touch disturbed her, spreading heat all the way down to her toes. The unexpected sensation threw her off balance, and she stepped back a pace. Frowning, Melissa waited for him to kiss her hand. But instead his eyes met her own, holding a question in the hazel depths.

	“Have we met before?” he asked.

	“No,” Melissa managed to answer. She looked pointedly at the fingers that still grasped her own, eager to reclaim them. What ploy was this?

	Finally, Sheffield released her hand and straightened. “Oh, I thought perhaps we had.” His mouth curved upward so slowly that Melissa found herself watching in fascination as a rueful smile bloomed on his handsome face.

	Flustered, Melissa assumed her usual distant demeanor, hoping to draw the conversation to a close. “I assure you, my lord, that if we have, I cannot recall the incident.” 

	Sheffield shrugged slightly, then gazed directly at her, his eyes sparkling. “Oh. I assumed that I had done something to merit my poor reception.”

	The comment was so unexpected and audacious that Melissa nearly laughed. But she caught herself, wary of some new tactic. Did the viscount hope to disarm her into handing over her father’s fortune?

	“But perhaps you greet all of the gentlemen you meet with so little charity,” he said. He tempered his accusation with a smile that told Melissa what made him such a favorite of Society. He could ooze charm from every inch of his attractive body.

	But she was not a noble lady eager for a tumble or a green girl ready to faint at the attention of a handsome rogue, and she would have none of it. Already she had listened to Lord Grimley’s condescending twaddle and suffered the company of Lord Bainbridge. She refused to be insulted by a man with whom she was not acquainted. But mindful of her audience, she swallowed the setdown that sprang to her lips.

	“I see that I have vexed you beyond words, so that when I ask you to dance, you will be unable to deny me,” Sheffield said, inclining his head.

	Melissa nearly rolled her eyes at that witticism, but before she could comment, Lord Bainbridge spoke.

	“I beg your pardon, but Miss Hampton is promised to me,” he said with a smirk.

	Melissa glanced down at him in surprise, for she recalled no such promise. Next to Sheffield, the little man looked even more grotesque, and the thought of bearing his touch made her skin crawl.

	“Sorry, Bainbridge, but he who hesitates is lost.” Sheffield tossed the phrase over his shoulder as he led Melissa onto the floor.

	Again, she had to swallow a startled laugh at the viscount’s audacity. But her amusement was not shared by Bainbridge. The look on his face sobered her, though her partner paid him no heed. 

	“Ah, Bainbridge,” Sheffield said, inclining his head in the direction of the glowering earl. “I’ve always wondered if that is his real hair.” 

	This time Melissa could not contain her laugh.

	“That’s better,” Sheffield said. His hazel gaze moved over her features familiarly, and when he took her hand in the dance she felt an almost overpowering heat. An unaccustomed flush climbed her cheeks, and she turned her head away, her smile fading.

	Sheffield effected a sigh. “The chill has returned. Tell me, my dear Miss Hampton, what have I done to earn your ill will.”

	Melissa eyed him appraisingly as she debated her answer. Unlike most of Society, he seemed to have a predilection for the truth, so she was tempted to give it to him. Although she dared not call him a fortune hunter to his face, why not share her opinion of him and his fellows? Because he can ruin you socially, whispered a tiny voice that she refused to heed.

	“I harbor no more or less ill will toward you than the rest of the ton’s so-called gentlemen: pampered, ill-mannered popinjays who drink to excess and behave badly while holding themselves above all others,” Melissa said in a mild tone. But she regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. She never revealed anything of herself at these gatherings, maintaining a stiff facade for her own protection. What made her think she could speak out of turn to a nobleman?

	Melissa had always been too outspoken, and now she would bring the wrath of Society down upon their heads. If she lost the precious vouchers for Almack’s, her mother would have her head...

	But just as Melissa was imagining the worst, Sheffield laughed. Like so much about him, it took her by surprise, being free and easy and full of amusement that rang true. The very sound made Melissa’s heart feel lighter—and not only with relief. It was the kind of sound someone might court just to hear it again and again.

	“I’m afraid you have me where my birth is concerned,” Sheffield admitted. “But I believe my mother would have argued over the charge of poor manners. She did try her best.” He shook his head ruefully. “And I am as far from a spendthrift as you will find. My deft juggling of the family accounts would qualify me for any financial position in the nation,” he said with a wry smile. 

	His self-deprecation and witty banter were such a far cry from most at Almack’s that Melissa felt her precious guard slipping. Might she enjoy herself here, if only for a moment?

	“But I protest that you could be just as pampered and ill-mannered,” Sheffield said. Then he bent his head close—too close for propriety—to whisper in her ear. “And if you’re inclined to drink to excess and behave badly, I’d be happy to join you.”

	Melissa drew back in shock, appalled by such familiarity and, even worse, by the implication of his words. Her dance steps faltered, and only the smooth movements of her partner urged her into motion again. Indeed, only her awareness of her surroundings kept her from escaping his hold to stalk away. 

	She was accustomed to the veiled insults and insinuations of Society and dealt with them with an icy calm. But this man had lulled her into complacency and then completely discomposed her. In an effort to regain control, she kept her eyes fixed on his fashionably-tied cravat and refused to respond. 

	“Now I’ve annoyed you again,” Sheffield said. “You’ll have to forgive me, for I thought we might share the same sense of humor.”

	Melissa tensed. Had he been teasing her? Perhaps under different circumstances, if she hadn’t been so shocked and angry, she might have laughed at his devilish suggestion. But no decent woman engaged in such intimate exchanges, spoken even in jest. And just because Sheffield acted differently from the other fortune hunters did not change the fact that he was one of them. She would do well to remember that.

	“My lord, if you will please excuse me, I feel a headache coming on,” Melissa said as soon as the waltz came to an end. She walked past him, her head held high, but he appeared neither hurt nor offended by her blatant effort to escape his company. Rather, he gave her a bold look, and she could have sworn that his lips were twitching.

	“Shall I fetch you some refreshment?” he asked. “An ice might improve your health.”

	Melissa shook her head.

	“If you sit quietly, you might recover,” he suggested. He made as though to lead her to a quiet resting spot, but she turned away.

	“Perhaps the exertion of the dance has taxed you,” he said, hovering over her like a persistent fly. Was he mocking her by being overly solicitous?
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