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With four brothers dead and in their graves, Phineas Leopold Duncombe, the ninth Duke of Mayne, had reason to wonder if he would be next. As he walked along King Street in St. James, he took care to look up, lest an errant piano crash onto his head. He kept one eye on the street at all times, vigilant in case a horse bolted and an out of control carriage flattened him. And he was mindful of where he stepped. He’d never heard of quicksand in London, but considering his family’s luck, one could not be too careful.

He sighed with relief when he reached the Draven Club. Porter, the Master of the House, greeted him, taking his overcoat. “Your Grace, nice to see you back,” the silver-haired man said. “May I offer my condolences on the passing of your brother.”

“Thank you.” Phin’s gaze swept about the familiar wood-paneled vestibule. The large chandelier overhead illuminated a suit of armor on one side of the room and Scottish broadswords on the other. Directly opposite him was a large shield bisected by a medieval sword. Phin didn’t need to move any closer to know fleurs-de-lis embellished the sword’s pommel and a skull was at the cross guard. Around the perimeter of the shield, eighteen fleurs-de-lis symbolized the men of the troop who had died during the war. Phin was one of the twelve to come home.

“Is Lieutenant Draven here?” he asked, referring to the leader of the troop.

“Not yet.”

Phin started toward the winding staircase carpeted in royal blue, Porter followed, his wooden leg thumping as he moved. “Do you want dinner, Your Grace?”

“No, but I could use a drink. I have a rather distasteful errand to complete and could use fortification.”

“I see. I have a French brandy from ninety-five saved for just such an occasion.”

“Perfect. I’ll be in the reading room.” Phin climbed the stairs to the small room with bookshelves on three sides. A large hearth dominated the fourth side and a fire blazed within. Phin settled into one of the large leather armchairs set before the fire, leaned his head back, and closed his eyes. The wings of the chair were so large, he was all but obscured. He didn’t bother to light a lamp as he didn’t intend to read. He wanted time to think. He’d been in the country with his grieving mother and sisters for three weeks. He’d had barely a moment to himself. Not since his brother Richard had turned up dead on Christmas Day.

Happy Christmas, Phin thought. You are the Duke of Mayne. Worst Christmas present he had ever received.

But finally, he had quiet, peace, solitude.

“What are you doing back in town?”

Phin’s eyes opened at the man’s voice, though he managed to avoid jumping with fright. It took him a moment before he placed the drawl and the slight sarcastic tone. “Fortescue?” he asked, though he was almost certain he’d guessed correctly.

Stratford Fortescue, with his high forehead and piercing blue eyes, leaned forward from the chair on Phin’s left.

“Duncombe. No, wait. You’re Mayne now. Congratulations, Duke. And here we all thought you were expendable.” He was referring, of course, to one of the reasons the men of Draven’s troop had been chosen to join what amounted to a suicide team. They were the best and the brightest, but also younger sons who were considered expendable.

“It turns out I’m surprisingly indispensable.”

Fortescue raised a brow. “I’m still dispensable.”

“Congratulations?”

“That was my line. What happened to this brother? Did he drown?”

Phin wished Porter would hurry with that drink. “That was the fifth Duke of Mayne.”

Fortescue didn’t say it, but Phin knew what he was thinking. Everyone said the dukedom was cursed. How else did one explain the early demise of so many Dukes of Mayne? There was Phineas’s brother Phillip, the fifth duke of Mayne and the one Fortescue referenced. Phillip had drowned in a pond on the family estate in West Sussex. The boys had swum there as children hundreds of times.

“He fell on ice then? Or was that the sixth duke?”

“It was the seventh. The sixth was killed in a duel.”

That had been George. Admittedly, the sixth Duke of Mayne had had a bit of a temper, so his untimely death was not wholly unexpected. But how did one explain the death of the seventh Duke of Mayne, Ernest? Ernest was a quiet, cautious sort of fellow. He’d died after falling on ice and hitting his head.

“What killed the eighth?”

Richard. The Idiot, as Phineas thought of him. “It seems my brother Richard was so drunk he fell off his horse on the way to the family pile. According to the coroner, he hit his head and died instantly.”

All unfortunate, premature, accidental deaths. Bad luck, Phin’s brother-in-law John had said when they’d found the body. Bad luck for Phin as now the curse had fallen on him.

“Curious.”

Phin looked at Fortescue. “Do you think so?”

“Four older brothers and four early deaths. It is curious. You don’t think so?”

Phin sat back in his chair. Herein lay the problem. He did think the deaths strange, but he couldn’t put a finger on any reason to believe them anything other than accidents or the result of poor choices.

“You asked why I’m back in Town.”

Fortescue sipped his drink. “It was a rhetorical question. I assumed you wanted to escape your mother and sisters.”

“There’s that, but I also want to question the woman who was with my brother the night before he traveled to West Sussex.”

Fortescue narrowed his eyes, looking every bit the strategist, which had been his assignment in the troop. “Was she the last person to see him alive?”

“No. He stopped at a farmhouse to visit our neighbors. The ladies there are quite... friendly to gentlemen. But they’ve lived on that land for decades. They’re a bit loose with their charms, but they’re harmless.”

“You questioned them, of course.”

“Until they were brought to tears. They said he was perfectly well, although exceedingly drunk, when he left them for Southmeade Cottage.”

“If you believe the ladies, the circumstances seem relatively straight forward.”

“I know.” So why was he here?

“And yet, the lady who was with him the before he left for West Sussex might have information you haven’t taken into consideration.”

Fortescue had vocalized Phineas’s own thoughts. “Exactly. I shouldn’t leave that stone unturned.”

“Who is she?” 

“They call her the Wanton Widow.” Phin had seen her only once, and the image of her was burned into his mind. “Do you know anything about her?”

“No.” Fortescue looked almost disappointed that he didn’t have any information.

“I do.”

Phineas did jump now then turned in his chair to stare at the chair on his right. Colin FitzRoy leaned forward, his dark curls falling over his forehead.

“How long have you been sitting there?” Phin demanded.

FitzRoy seemed to ponder this question. “Longer than either of you.”

Phin looked to his left. “Did you know he was there, Stratford?”

“No. He must have disguised himself as a chair.”

“I don’t need a disguise. You two are wholly oblivious.”

Porter entered with the bottle of brandy and three snifters on a silver tray. He set the tray on the table beside Phineas. “Anything else, Your Grace?”

Phin gestured to the brandy. “Three snifters?”

“In case you would like to share.” He turned and left them.

Phin poured three fingers for Fortescue and three for FitzRoy. FitzRoy waved it away, so Phin took it. The brandy was smooth and had an earthy flavor.

“You asked about the Wanton Widow.”

Phin stared at FitzRoy, a burning beginning in his chest. He’d felt this burning before, the night he’d first seen her. “You know her?”

“We’re not acquainted, but I know of her.”

“Go on,” Phin said, the burning cooling a bit. Must have been the brandy, he decided.

“She married the Earl of Longstowe twenty-five or more years ago. My grandfather had dealings with him and always said he was the worst sort. It gave him pleasure to be cruel. When the earl died, no one could blame the countess for seeking a diversion or two.”

“But this is the ton,” Fortescue said darkly.

FitzRoy eyed him. “So they did blame her. Thus, the sobriquet.” 

“Her standards can’t be very high if she took Richard to her bed,” Phin said, annoyed at how much that one fact bothered him. “I don’t necessarily think she had anything to do with his death, but I’ll feel better having spoken to her.”

Colin met his gaze with light green eyes framed by dark lashes. “Is that what you’ve told yourself?”

Phin finished his brandy. “Explain.”

“She’s a beautiful woman.”

The burning in his chest began again. “And?”

“Maybe you hope to take her to bed.”

Phin laughed, but the laugh sounded false even to him. “I don’t want Richard’s seconds.” He turned to Fortescue for support, but the man was eyeing him curiously over his snifter.

Phin rose. “It’s late. I should go.” 

As he stalked toward the door, Colin called after him. “A word of advice?”

“I don’t need your advice on women.”

FitzRoy put a hand to where his heart should beat. “Ouch,” he said without emotion. “Lady Longstowe is not like the debutantes your mother foists upon you at dinner parties. She won’t be awed by your title or your money.”

“Good. I’ll like her all the more for it.”

An hour later, after summoning his carriage and braving the cold again, he peered out the window of the conveyance and studied the cold, barren streets of Mayfair. The ton was in the country for the Christmas holidays, and the town houses were shuttered and dark on this late January evening.

Phin sat back, disliking the pretension of the Mayne ducal coach, but with four older brothers dead in less than a decade, his mother had asked him not to risk riding in the dark on horseback. What she did not say was, “Don’t give the curse a chance at you, dear.” But that’s what she’d meant.

After all, a tree branch might fall on his head, killing him instantly. Or perhaps a deranged squirrel would attack him. Did squirrels hibernate in the winter? Phin had no idea. He felt like he’d been losing his mind for the past three weeks. He couldn’t even walk to his club without fretting about falling pianos.

The coach slowed and stopped in front of a modest town house on the outskirts of Mayfair. The address was still fashionable, but Phin knew the property would lease for far less than its sisters in Berkeley Square. Still, the building was well-maintained. With all the coal in use in Town, it didn’t take long for the limestone buildings to become gray with soot. But this house was white, which meant the paint was fresh. He also noted the windows were clean, and the walk had been swept free of the leaves and trash that tended to gather when the winds kicked up as they had lately. He thought he saw a curtain on the ground floor twitch, but other than that, the house looked quiet.

The coach door opened, and a footman lowered the steps. Phin could have jumped out easily, but he was the duke now. He was supposed to act ducal. And so he made use of the steps and, holding his hat on his head so it wouldn’t blow away, made his way to the door. His solicitor, who Phin paid to gather information, had said Lady Longstowe was in Town. Her knocker was still in place, so Phineas had reason to hope his visit tonight would prove fruitful. A proper duke would have sent a note to the lady requesting a meeting, but Phin hadn’t wanted to give the lady time to think of answers to his questions. He hoped to surprise her and observe her reactions. It wasn’t that he did not want to give her a chance to reject the meeting. No one would dare turn down an audience with a duke.

Except someone unimpressed by dukes.

Damn Colin.

Phin turned to look back at his coach. The footman looked quickly away, pretending he hadn’t been watching him. He was being ridiculous. Of course, she would see him. He had legitimate questions. He didn’t know what, precisely, they were, but they would come to him. Because he hadn’t come to seduce the countess. He didn’t want to seduce her at all. He knew many beautiful women, and he wasn’t impressed by a woman like her.

Before he could knock on the door, it was opened by an elderly man with only one good eye. Phineas looked into the cloudy blue of the other eye then at the sharp blue one fixed on him. “Yes?” the butler said, peering down his long nose at Phineas. “Were you planning to knock? I’m too old to stand here all evening.”

Phin ignored the insolence. The man did look like he was about to fall over. “I’m here to see Lady Longstowe.”

“She’s not expecting you.” The butler began to close the door, but Phineas stuck his boot between the door and jamb. The old butler looked feeble enough that Phineas could have pushed inward on the door and knocked him over, but that wouldn’t have been very ducal.

“If you would be so kind, please tell her I’m here and ask if she’ll see me.” He held out his gloved hand, his cream-colored calling card extended between two fingers. The butler took the card reluctantly, looked closely at the writing with his good eye then at Phineas then back at the card. “Tell her I apologize for arriving unannounced. It’s a matter of some urgency.”

“Very well.” The butler opened the door enough that Phin could squeeze into the foyer. “Wait here.” Taking a cane from where it rested against a wall, the butler hobbled away.

Interesting. A butler with one good eye and a bad leg. He’d thought Lady Longstowe a widow of some means, but perhaps he’d been incorrect if she could not afford a more proper servant. He made a mental note to have his solicitor look into it. He’d never had a solicitor before. The man came with the ducal title, it seemed, but Phineas was finding him quite useful.

He looked about the vestibule with curiosity. He’d expected the house to be, if not gaudy, overdone. After all, the countess was known as the Wanton Widow. The term wanton was not usually applied to a woman with good taste, but Phin could find nothing in what he saw to disapprove. The foyer was lit brightly by two wall sconces. It was neither too big nor too small, and it was furnished with a small table topped with a silver dish, no doubt for calling cards, and a stand for coats. There was no chair about, and Phineas deduced callers were not usually left to stand in the foyer waiting.

“Oh, there you are!”

Phineas looked up to see a girl—no, a woman—of indeterminate age descending the steps rapidly.

“Crotchett told me we had a guest, but I didn’t know it would be a gentleman. He should not have made you wait here.” She stopped before him and looked up. He was a man only a little taller than average, but this woman—the housekeeper, he assumed—was the size of a child. The height of one of his young nieces. “Let me help you with your coat, my lord.”

Phineas removed the garment, and she reached for it then brought it to the coat rack, where she managed to hang it high enough so it didn’t touch the floor. Phineas had the urge to help her, but he did not think his offer of assistance would be welcome. She then took his scarf and hat and bade him to follow her.

“I am Mrs. Slightley. The missus is ornamental. I’ve never been married. I don’t know why Crotchett didn’t show you to the drawing room. He’s been in a foul mood the last ten years.”

Phineas stifled a chuckle. He liked her pleasant demeanor much better than the dour butler. “Did something happen ten years ago?”

“Oh, no!” Mrs. Slightley waved a hand then opened the doors to the drawing room. “I just didn’t know him before that. I suspect he’s been in a bad mood all his life.” She put a finger to her lips. “But don’t tell him I said that. Now, I’ll fetch tea, and you make yourself comfortable. Her ladyship will be down shortly.”

Phineas turned from the center of the drawing room, where he was contemplating which pale blue seat to take. “She will see me then?”

“I can’t think why not. You’re a far sight more handsome than that stack of books she spends all her time with.”

Phineas inclined his head in thanks. Mrs. Slightley closed the doors, and he heard the patter of her feet as she rushed off to fetch tea. The Wanton Widow spent her spare time not in illicit trysts but reading? What had she seen in his idiot brother?

Phineas looked about the drawing room. Like the foyer it was well-appointed. The furnishings were modest but attractive. There was a pianoforte in one corner by the windows and a grouping of chairs in cream and pale blue in another corner near the hearth. A few paintings of seascapes hung on the walls. He didn’t recognize the artist, but they were attractive enough.

Phineas took a seat beside the hearth, which had been banked but still gave off some warmth, and decided this was not at all what he had expected. The Wanton Widow did not appear very, well, wanton. But then just because she had good taste in household furnishings did not mean she was not a libertine who was free with her favors. Not to mention, he had met her. That wasn’t entirely accurate as he hadn’t been introduced to her, but he had locked eyes with her and felt...the effects of too much alcohol, surely.

He doubted she was even as beautiful as he remembered. Regardless, the fact was he had not traveled all this way to admire Lady Longstowe. He had questions, damn it. He wanted answers, and the best way to accomplish that was to speak to the woman directly. He didn’t want to take her to bed. She probably had the pox.

The door opened, and Phin jumped up as the pox-ridden woman herself was there. Phin had a moment to think she looked quite well for a woman suffering from the pox.

“Lady Longstowe, the Duke of Mayne,” the butler said as though the words required tremendous effort. Phin felt his knees buckle and wished he could sit down.
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“Thank you, Crotchett.” Lady Longstowe stepped into the drawing room and walked directly toward him. The room seemed to tilt, and Phineas shifted to maintain his balance. He hardly had time to find his bearings and then she was before him, grasping both his hands in hers. He looked down at them. She wore gloves, and he desperately wished he could touch her bare skin.

“Your Grace, I am so sorry for your loss. Your brother’s death was quite a shock to me. How is your family?”

He looked almost directly into her eyes. He hadn’t realized she was so tall, only a few inches shorter than he. Phin also hadn’t expected her to be so gracious. He’d arrived unannounced, interrupted her evening, and she did not seem annoyed in the least. Finally, he found his voice. “They are as well as can be expected. Thank you for inquiring.”

“Please sit down. I’ll ring for tea.”

“Your housekeeper has already gone to fetch it.”

“Oh. You met Mrs. Slightley?” She hesitated for a moment before taking a seat across from the chair he’d occupied. She obviously expected him to mention the housekeeper’s diminutive size.

“I did. She seems quite capable.”

She offered a slight smile and sat, gesturing for Phin to follow. For a long moment, they sat in silence. Phineas knew he should say something, but seeing her again made his head spin. The first time he’d seen her, he’d had several glasses of champagne, but he had no such excuse tonight. No excuse for the way his chest tightened and his breaths came short when he looked at her. She looked much as she had that first night. Her auburn hair was swept off her face in a simple style that highlighted her bright blue eyes. Her skin was pale, and now that he was closer he saw she had a few freckles scattered over her nose and cheeks. She was dressed in a simple blue gown with a high neck that did not reveal her bosom, but he remembered it well enough from the ball where he’d first glimpsed it. A man didn’t forget something that magnificent.

She was older than he. At least ten years and possibly more. There were faint lines at her mouth and eyes, but they didn’t diminish her beauty or his attraction to her. An unwanted attraction that apparently had nothing whatsoever to do with too much drink. But he could, and would, ignore the attraction and press on.

“Again, I am sorry about your brother,” she said, finally breaking the silence. Phin felt like a fool for allowing it to go on so long. “I am sure it must have been a shock to your family.”

“Yes, well, we have become used to the shock, I’m afraid.”

“Your family has suffered more than its share of tragedy.” She offered him a sad smile, but he could see in her eyes the beginnings of confusion. She really did not know why he was here.

“I called on you tonight, my lady, because I wondered if you might answer a few questions for me.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly with suspicion. “Of course.”

“Thank you.” How to begin? Phin cleared his throat. He had studied law at Oxford. He could ask a woman questions, even a beautiful woman. “What was the, ah...nature of your relationship with my brother?” His voice sounded bitter, and he felt surprisingly bitter. He’d never envied Richard anything until he’d seen his brother with the Wanton Widow.

“The nature of my relationship with your brother?”

“That was my question.”

For a moment, she hesitated and Phineas wondered if she might refuse to answer the question. And then she said, stiffly, “I danced with the late duke at Lady Houghton’s ball. That was the nature of my relationship.”

Phin blew out a breath. “Come, my lady. Even I know it was more than that. I saw you with him.”

Phineas would not have been surprised to look behind him and see someone had opened the window, letting the January air inside. The room was suddenly several degrees colder, as were Lady Longstowe’s icy blue eyes.

“Are you implying that—”

The door opened again, and Mrs. Slightley pushed the tea cart inside. “Here we are then,” she said in a cheery tone that did nothing to dispel the chill in the room. “A bit of tea and those ginger biscuits you like so much, my lady.”

“That will be all, Mrs. Slightley,” Lady Longstowe said when the tray was beside her chair. As she didn’t reach for the tea pot or make any move to offer her guest tea, the housekeeper hesitated.

“Do you want me to pour, my lady?”

“No, thank you.”

Mrs. Slightley gave Phineas an assessing look and then walked slowly out of the room. She closed the door behind her, but Phin would have wagered a fiver she was on the other side, listening.

“Why don’t we dispense with the pleasantries,” Lady Longstowe said, flicking a hand at the tea tray and the biscuits, which did look rather appetizing. “What exactly do you wish to know, Your Grace?”

“I want to know what my brother’s last hours were like. I want to piece them together.” He stood. “I didn’t want to be the duke, but I am, and I suppose I want to understand why.” He hadn’t meant to tell her all of that or any of it, and he closed his mouth and paced away to stare at the polished wood of the pianoforte.

“And why would I know anything about your brother’s last hours?”

Phin was facing away from her and resorted to the childish gesture of rolling his eyes. He turned, leaning against the piano. “Lady Longstowe, I know your reputation. My brother knew your reputation. When I left the ball, you and he looked quite friendly, and he did not return until dawn the next morning. Are you saying he did not leave the ball with you?”

She sat so straight Phin’s shoulders actually ached for her. It couldn’t be comfortable to sit so stiffly. “What does it matter what I say? You have made up your mind.”

“I want the truth.”

She blew out a breath. “No, you want confirmation.”

Phin pushed away from the instrument. “Are you saying you did not take my brother to your bed?”

She sat very still, and Phin began to wonder if she would not answer. Worse, he began to wonder if this wasn’t the question he’d wanted answered all along. Really, how could she know anything about Richard’s last hours? But when he thought of her with Richard, the burning in his chest began again. He hadn’t been able to escape it every time he thought of her. He was angry that Richard, the Idiot, had bedded her. Because Phin had wanted her as he’d rarely ever wanted any other woman.

Too late, he realized coming here had been a mistake. FitzRoy was right. He had come to seduce her.

And she knew it.

As he watched, she seemed to change. The stiff posture melted away, and she leaned casually on the arm of her chair. Her mouth, which had been tight with what he’d thought was indignation, softened. Her eyes lowered then looked up at him from under her auburn lashes. “Is that why you came?” she asked—no, it was more of a purr, actually. Her voice had become lower and lusher and she spoke slowly. “To hear all about what I did with your brother? In bed?” She rose and walked toward him, her hips swaying in a manner he had difficulty tearing his gaze from.

“Not those details necessarily.” He had to clear his throat as his mouth had gone dry. He should leave. Now. He should go. But how could he walk away from a woman who could move like that?

She stopped before him, standing far closer than was necessary. He tried to step back, but the pianoforte stood behind him. “I read he was found in West Sussex on the twenty-fifth of December. Our”—she lifted her hand and placed a finger lightly over the top button of his waistcoat—“night of sin took place in the early hours of December twenty-four.” Her finger trailed down to the next button. He should remove it, but he couldn’t seem to move. Or breathe. Or look away from her lush mouth.

The way she’d said sin had caused a flash of heat so strong he’d thought he might ignite.

“You’re not a suspect.” His voice was little more than a rasp.

“Then perhaps you came because you were curious.” She looked up at him as her finger trailed to the next button, coming increasingly closer to his waist and his burgeoning erection. “Perhaps you want a sample of what I gave your brother.”

He shook his head.

“No.” She licked her lips. “You don’t want me to take you in my mouth?” She lowered her finger again, and he was painfully aware of how close her hand was to his erection. “You don’t want to slip between my thighs with that hard cock until you’re sated and spent?”

He swallowed. “That’s not why I came?” It sounded much more like a question than he liked.

She stepped back, and her eyes were icy again. All the sensuality of a moment ago was gone with a chill. “Then why did you come, Duke? Did you want to see if I was really as wanton as my sobriquet suggests? Were you curious about my house? Perhaps I would have naughty toys about or lascivious paintings. You could gossip about me at your club and tell everyone how you bent me over a chair and—let’s see—” She put a finger to her lips, considering. “Are you the sort of man who would say he ‘rogered’ a wench or do you prefer ‘fuck’?”

He moved away from her then, his face hot and his head spinning.

“You don’t like me saying that. Only men can speak like that, and we ladies are supposed to pretend we don’t know what you are talking about. You may not know why you came, Your Grace, but I do. And I don’t care if you are the king himself, you’ll never see my bed chamber.”

“That’s not why I came!” He was lying. She knew it and so did he. Phin felt more like a scolded schoolboy, and he knew he deserved to feel far worse.

“No, you came to ask me questions.” She rolled her eyes as though this was the silliest thing she had ever heard. “I won’t answer them. I’ll have Crotchett show you out now.” She started for the door, walking rigidly now and showing none of the grace she had earlier.

“I can send the magistrate to ask you.” Phin didn’t know why he said it. Perhaps he disliked having been so thoroughly thrashed.

She paused and looked back at him, and he felt his face redden. It was a childish thing to say, and he was ashamed to have thrown the threat at her. She was obviously not a woman to be threatened.

“Go ahead. I am not afraid of magistrates or dukes nor do I care what Society says about me. When you have faced real demons, all other threats seem paltry in comparison.” She swept out in a swath of watery blue silk.

Phineas stood in the empty drawing room for several more seconds then, without waiting for the butler, left the chamber behind, and made his way down the steps to the ground floor. He found his coat and hat where the housekeeper had put them and pulled them on hastily.

But not hastily enough.

The housekeeper hurried down the steps. Phin held up a hand. “No need to throw me out. I am leaving.”

“Good.” Mrs. Slightley stopped at the base of the stairs, arms crossed and brows lowered. “I can’t say what I want being that you’re a duke and might throw me in the stocks—”

“The stocks? I wouldn’t throw an innocent woman in the stocks.”

“Good. Then I’ll say you should be ashamed of yourself.”

Phin finished buttoning his coat and set his hat on his head. He wasn’t ashamed of himself, but he didn’t feel exactly proud at the moment either. He opened the door. “Good night, Mrs. Slightley.”

“It was a good night until you made my mistress cry.”

Phin turned around. “Made her cry? Lady Longstowe is crying?”

“What do you care?”

“I don’t.” Phin stepped outside and flinched when the door slammed behind him.

He walked to the waiting coach, keeping his head down to avoid the bite of the wind. Once inside the coach, he directed the coachman to drive to the City and the office of his solicitor, then he poured himself another brandy and determined not to think of Lady Longstowe again.

Which was easier said than done. Because he did care.

He cared that he had upset her. He cared that he had made a fool of himself.

He cared that she was right. He had come out of curiosity and out of lust. He did have an interest in his brother’s last hours, but all evidence pointed to the fact that he’d spent the evening before Christmas with one of the Johnson sisters at a farmhouse not far from Southmead Cottage. The magistrate had spoken to the Johnson girls, and they’d confirmed he’d been there and left quite intoxicated. The next day he’d been found dead.

Lady Longstowe was most definitely not a suspect. Nor were the Johnson girls. Nor was anyone as The Idiot could, and obviously did, manage to get himself killed all on his own.

And though Phin had all of this information at his disposal, there was one fact of which he was not certain. Had his brother gone to bed with Lady Longstowe?

It didn’t matter. It was irrelevant. Yet still, he’d wanted to know.

And now he knew.

Or did he?

Before he could pour more brandy, the carriage stopped, and he descended again to enter his solicitor’s establishment. It was a tidy building on Gresham Street, an area of the city known for housing financial establishments. It was late, but Phineas had been solicitous of his man’s time and sent a note earlier in the day informing the man he was coming. It was more than he’d done with lady Longstowe.

A clerk greeted Phin as soon as he entered and showed him to the office of Mr. Clarence Moggerton. When Moggerton stood and shuffled around his desk to shake Phin’s hand, the duke had a moment to reflect that Clarence Moggerton, unlike Lady Longstowe, was exactly what he’d expected. Moggerton appeared ageless with his white hair, his rheumy eyes, his large spectacles, and his black clothing. His hand, when Phin shook it, felt frail, the skin papery. “Good evening, Your Grace.” Moggerton spoke as though with some effort, his voice sounding like he had not used it in the last decade.

“Good evening.” Phin removed his hat and took the seat Moggerton offered.

“May I congratulate you on your elevation to the title of duke?” Moggerton said.

“No, you may not,” Phineas answered, making Moggerton’s eyes widen behind the spectacles. “I want no congratulations or condolences. I’m not here for that.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Moggerton lifted a stack of ledgers, the weight of which seemed more than he could manage. He slid them across his desk so they resided in front of Phineas. “Here are the estate accounts from the last three years, as requested. I have placed Southmead on top and then the other estates underneath in descending order of size. Would you like some tea or perhaps something stronger before we begin?”

Phineas stared at the ledgers. He had asked Moggerton to give him a full accounting of the dukedom. He wanted to know what debts he owed, what his holdings were, which were profitable and which were not. Moreover, he wanted to know how badly Richard and George had depleted the family coffers. He’d always received his allowance on time, and neither his mother nor unmarried sister complained at not receiving theirs, but that did not mean he was a wealthy man. Peers often mortgaged property or lived on credit to afford the appearance of having more blunt than they knew what to do with.

“No refreshments for me, Mr. Moggerton. Begin.”

Moggerton went about his task with alacrity, and Phin tried to listen, he really did. When he heard nothing to alarm him and more to reassure him, his thoughts wandered. They wandered right back to Lady Longstowe. What was it about her that made him want her so desperately? Even when he’d known she was playing the role of temptress, he couldn’t seem to tamp down his arousal. He’d liked that she put her hand on his waistcoat. He’d wanted her to touch him all over, to touch his bare skin. He’d wanted to touch her.

Clearly, she was disgusted by him. But why should she be disgusted by him and enthralled by Richard? Unless she hadn’t slept with Richard? Had he merely assumed because she was called the Wanton Widow, she offered her favors to every man?

“Mr. Moggerton,” Phineas said, interrupting Moggerton’s droning on about the prices of wheat. “What do you know about Lady Longstowe?

Moggerton looked up from the documents before him, his eyes magnified by the spectacles he wore. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace.”

“Lady Longstowe. What do you know about her?”

“I have never heard of the woman, Your Grace.” Moggerton took a piece of foolscap and dipped his pen in ink. “What would you like to know?”

Phineas stared at the pen suspended above the paper. What did he want to know? Everything, truth be told. But hadn’t he already invaded the woman’s privacy enough? What kind of man continued to investigate a woman who had made it clear she disdained him? Phin had never wanted to be the Duke of Mayne, and now that he was he would not abuse the title by sending his lackeys to spy on an innocent woman.

Phin sighed. Richard had always called him Perfect Phineas. It was difficult being so perfect all the time. “On second thought, Moggerton, I don’t want to know about the lady.”

Moggerton, obviously used to the vacillations of the upper classes, merely set his pen down and waited patiently for further instructions. “Certainly, Your Grace.”

“Indeed, I would like to hear more about that estate in—er, the country. Do enlighten me further.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Moggerton shifted to look at his stack of documents again. “The estate yielded quite a supply of corn and wheat, but the barley harvest was not what it once was...”

Phin looked down at his waistcoat—the garment the Wanton Widow had touched—and resigned himself to never seeing her again.
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Three
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“Why on earth would you call on him?” Lady Buntlebury asked the next day. After a sleepless night Annabel, Lady Longstowe, had called on her friend and related the story of the visit of the Duke of Mayne, then told her friend the idea that had kept her awake most of the night. “He is a pompous ass—a handsome pompous ass, but you and I know appearances can be deceiving.”

As if to punctuate this point, the sound of raucous male laughter rose from the dining room below where Mary said her husband and his friends had been playing cards for the last eighteen hours. Lord Buntlebury had been handsome when he was younger. Mary had fallen head over heels in love with him. But he’d turned out to be interested in little other than cards and drink, and Mary was glad to stay in Town where she could spend as little time with her husband as possible.

“I am not deceived by his appearance,” Annabel said. “I know exactly why he called on me yesterday.”

The duke might have told himself he had questions about his brother, but the way he’d looked at her was unmistakable. She knew lust when she saw it.

“Did he really think you had something to do with his brother’s death?”

Annabel offered a delicate shrug. “No, but he did believe I took his brother to my bed.”

“That lout!” Lady Buntlebury set her tea cup down with enough indignation to cause it to rattle. “Why would you want such a man?”

“Because I’m the Wanton Widow.”

Mary sighed. “That old scandal? I doubt anyone even remembers how it began.”

Annabel agreed. She’d made mistakes when she’d been young and newly widowed, and though no one might remember what exactly she had done, her reputation would never recover. She knew men called her the Wanton Widow. She didn’t care—unless they came to her door, sat in her drawing room, and threw it in her face.

The new Duke of Mayne had surprised her with his visit. She had, of course, read of the death of his brother and been saddened, but not surprised, by the news. The family was probably better off with that member of the family out of the way. She didn’t know the new duke, but he couldn’t have been any worse than his brother, who’d stepped on her toes and leered at her bosom while dancing with her at the Houghton’s ball.

Except she realized she did know the new Duke of Mayne.

As soon as Annabel had walked into her drawing room, she realized she knew the ninth Duke of Mayne by sight. He’d been at the Houghton ball, and she’d locked eyes with him. He was a handsome man, with his honey colored hair and green eyes. He was slim and fit and had an easy smile. She imagined all the ladies were in love with him. She herself had admired him, but in the way one admires an actor on stage or the husband of a friend. He was not for her. He was a young man, barely thirty if she had to guess, and she would be fifty in a few years.

He was not for her.

And then he was in her drawing room, and he made her so angry that she wanted to shock him. She’d shocked him—at least she thought she had—but she’d shocked herself too because she’d almost wanted to take the little act she played further. She’d been tempted to kiss his full, soft lips and reach between his legs to feel the hard outline of his erection.

He might have told himself he came for answers about his brother, but he wanted a closer look at the Wanton Widow. Perhaps he even wanted her to show him just how wanton she could be. But Annabel had no interest in tutoring boys in the art of bedsport.

“I assume you sent the impudent boy away with a scolding.” Mary lifted her tea cup again.

Annabel sipped her tea. “Something like that.”

“Then I don’t understand why you think he will help you.”

“I don’t know if he will, but it’s not as though I know any other dukes. I need a man with some power and weight behind his name to get the answers I’ve been seeking all these years.”

And that was the idea that had awakened her in the middle of the night. The Duke of Mayne might be able to help her. Since the earl had died, she had made a point of never asking any man for help. But now she had run out of options. Her stomach tightened at the idea of putting herself at a man’s mercy, especially a powerful man like a duke. But what other choice did she have? And if she did not, what would become of Theadosia? What had become of Theadosia?

Mary ran a hand over the soft fur of the little pug asleep on the settee beside her. The dog snorted and went back to sleep. “He will want some form of payment,” Mary said, her eyes on the dog.

Annabel had thought of this as well. She knew how the world worked and what men wanted from a woman. “I imagine he will.”

“And you’re prepared to give that to him?”

Annabel’s chest tightened. She did not want to offer herself to him as payment for his help, but she had nothing else to persuade him. He didn’t need her money or her title. “It’s not as though I’m a virgin or I haven’t done whatever he might ask before.”

“Yes, but you said—”

Annabel raised a hand. “I know what I said, but I don’t see another way.” She gave her friend a faint smile. “And as you said, at least he is handsome.” Though that really did not matter. She had said she would never lay with a man she did not want again. She’d spent years in a marriage where her body had not been her own. She never wanted to give up control of it again. But she could bear it for Theadosia.

“When will you go?” Mary asked.

“This afternoon.”

Mary rose and went to her friend, clasping Annabel’s hand. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I have to do something,” Annabel whispered. “I can’t let her think I’ve abandoned her. What if she is suffering? What if the place where she lives is horrible?”

Mary squeezed her hand. “You’re right, of course. Send for me if you need me tonight.” She cleared her throat. “After.”

“You don’t have plans?”

Mary rolled her eyes. “I can cancel them. Buntlebury will no doubt be sleeping off the excesses of last night and today. Send for me if you need me.”

***
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ANNABEL WORE A GOWN the color of sunset. Red was far too obvious a choice for seduction and black would only highlight how much older she was than the duke or make him think of mourning. The bright orange with tulle at the shoulder and hem was striking but not gaudy. The bosom was round but showed only a hint of décolletage. The skirt was slightly fuller than the current style, but then Annabel had come of age when fuller skirts were fashionable, and she still preferred them.

As she stepped out of her carriage and released her footman’s gloved hand, she looked up at the imposing edifice of Mayne House, the town house of the Duncombe family. She was not expected and as far as she knew, neither of the duke’s sisters were in residence. Propriety dictated that she should not be alone with a man not her husband or close relative. Her breach of propriety would not be lost on Mayne.

She was counting on that.

As she started for the front door, she touched her head to adjust her hat then realized it was evening and she hadn’t worn a hat. Her auburn hair was secured loosely at the back of her head in a sophisticated chignon. She could release it by pulling just a few pins free. She didn’t know why she should be so nervous. It wasn’t as though she was some young, ingenue walking into the lion’s den. She knew exactly what she was doing and why.

And she didn’t have to go through with it. She was not desperate, though it did feel like the duke might be her only hope. No one who had been willing to help her these last twenty years had possessed enough clout and authority. The few she encountered who did have those qualities had not been interested in her plight.

But her knees shook and her heart thudded and her hands in her gloves felt moist. She was thankful she had not eaten, for she would surely cast up her accounts if she had anything in her belly. Taking a deep breath, Annabel knocked on the door then lowered her hands and smoothed her pelisse over her skirts. The pelisse was white, and she thought it an amusing contrast to her scarlet reputation.
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