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        She’s a walking scandal

        Clare Handleton was ruined years ago and has borne the consequences ever since. Branded as "Scandalton" by the ton, she has long since stopped caring about Society’s fickle rules. Now, at twenty-nine, she’s mastered the art of slipping past her mother’s scrutiny, appearing unfazed by it all. But when the dangerously handsome Marquess of Trentham crosses her path, he stirs something she thought long buried.

      

        

      
        He’s a scandal magnet

        Ashford Drake, the Marquess of Trentham, is the very definition of devil-may-care. He’s made it known, even in the presence of the King, that marriage is off the table for him. Why would he want to continue his hated father’s legacy? So when his sister’s intriguing friend catches his eye, matrimony is the last thing on his mind.

      

        

      
        Have they both met their match?

        Thrown together during the London autumn season, Clare and Ash's paths cross at a notorious pleasure club. They strike a deal: no strings attached, no emotions involved. But what happens when breaking their own rules becomes inevitable?
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        Surrey, October 1818, The Duke of Southbury’s Country Estate

      

      

      Wearing nothing but her chemise and a silk dressing gown that clung to her body like mist, Lady Clare Handleton moved soundlessly down the dim corridor. The chill of the marble staircase seeped into her bare feet as she descended, her fingers trailing absently along the polished banister. The weight of silence pressed against her, heavy and familiar. Darkness swallowed the grand foyer, broken only by the pale glow of moonlight spilling through the high windows. Her breath was steady, her pulse an old, familiar drum against her ribs.

      She had grown accustomed to moving in the dark, and she knew these halls. She was in her dearest friend’s country home, after all. Meredith Brooks and her husband, Griffin, the Duke of Southbury, were two of her only friends. They had stayed loyal when all others had long since disappeared.

      The grand foyer stretched before her, awash in silver moonlight, its vastness making her feel small. But she ignored the sensation, as she always did. Pushing forward, she made her way down another long corridor and slipped through Southbury’s study door with the ease of someone who had spent years mastering the art of going unnoticed.

      Not that she cared whether she was noticed any longer.

      She closed the door with careful precision and crossed to the sideboard. The crystal decanter gleamed in the soft light, and without hesitation, she lifted it, pouring two fingers of the duke’s finest brandy into a heavy glass.

      The first sip burned, a slow, spreading warmth winding through her. She exhaled, long and leisurely, letting her head tip back as the tension in her limbs melted away. Her unbound blonde hair cascaded past her waist, and for the first time that day, she allowed herself the illusion of peace.

      Until a voice shattered it.

      “Couldn’t sleep?”

      It was a deep, male voice. Rich, husky, sinful. Unmistakably amused.

      Clare didn’t startle. She had mastered the art of concealment years ago—never let them see, never let them know.

      She forced her eyes open, turning toward the voice with deliberate slowness, as though she had all the time in the world. Another trick she’d mastered over the last eleven years.

      The study was steeped in shadow, but she knew instantly who he was. And it wasn’t the duke.

      The voice was too smooth, too practiced in the ways of troublemaking.

      She took a step forward, and as she did, the moonlight shifted, revealing him.

      Ah. So it was him.

      Plenty of trouble. Or could be, depending on how this conversation unfolded.

      Ashford Drake, the Marquess of Trentham and Meredith’s older brother, sat there. His tall, muscled form sprawled with the kind of ease that suggested he belonged anywhere he chose. The sharp cut of his cheekbones, the knowing tilt of his lips—everything about him radiated mischief, barely concealed beneath a veneer of aristocratic boredom.

      And damn him, he was watching her with a look she felt.

      “You?” she asked, lifting her glass to her lips again, meeting his gaze without hesitation.

      Trentham unfolded himself from the chair with the effortless grace of a predator stretching after a long, indulgent rest. In a few unhurried strides, he stood before her. Close enough that she could smell the faint trace of his expensive cologne and something even more arousing beneath it—something undeniably male.

      “Something like that,” he murmured, his voice roughened by amusement.

      Before she could react, he plucked the glass from her fingers, the heat of his touch lingering against her skin. He lifted it to his lips, taking a slow, deliberate sip as he held her gaze.

      “This is Southbury’s finest brandy,” he noted, his voice all lazy observation.

      “I know,” she replied. “That’s why I wanted it.”

      A slow grin curved his lips. “Does he know you’re here?”

      “Does he know you’re here?” she countered, arching a brow at him. She’d long ago stopped answering questions simply because they were asked. Another art.

      Trentham laughed—low, quiet, and far too pleased.

      “Don’t you know?” she mused, stepping just a fraction closer, her voice dipped in the kind of defiance that had earned her her reputation. “You’re speaking to Lady Clare Handleton, better known as Scandalton.” There. That should tell him how little she cared for rules.

      “Oh, I’m well aware of who you are,” he murmured, tilting his head. “But that doesn’t explain why you’re here. A woman whose name is already whispered in scandal should be a touch more careful, don’t you think?”

      She eyed him up and down. Oh, no. Not him. He couldn’t be smug. The man was far from a saint himself.

      But let him think her reckless. Let him think her ruined beyond repair. “Your thought process is flawed,” she informed him. “Because one of the very few perks of being well and truly ruined is the freedom to do precisely as I please.” She lifted her chin in the air and narrowed her eyes at him. She took another sip of brandy.

      Trentham pressed his lips together, as if suppressing a smile. He liked that. She could see it in the way his gray eyes sparked with something dangerously close to admiration. She had a feeling he’d only said what he had to see her reaction. She would never back down in the face of judgement. She had far too much experience with it.

      “What are the other perks?” he asked. His voice was softer now, more curious than mocking.

      She blinked. A small crease formed between her brows. “Pardon?”

      “You said one of the few perks,” he reminded her. “I’m intrigued. What are the others?”

      For the first time that night, Clare hesitated. He had caught her off guard. And worse—he had amused her.

      A slow, knowing smile played at the corner of her lips.

      “You’re very interested in my ruination, Lord Trentham.”

      His eyes darkened slightly, the humor still there but laced with something heavier. Something unreadable. “I’m interested in a great many things.”

      She refused to let herself react to the way he said it. Instead, she reached for her glass again, but he pulled it away, held it just out of reach. Then he took another sip before handing the glass back to her. Their fingers brushed—brief, fleeting, sending an unwanted shiver up her spine. She could only hope he hadn’t noticed. That sort of information in the hands of a man like Trentham could be dangerous. It occurred to her that she’d never seen him like this. They’d never been alone together. Ash was normally the center of attention at every party. The devil-may-care charmer who held court with plenty of brandy and plenty of beautiful women fluttering about him. And Clare was the precise opposite. She rarely appeared in Society these days. And when she did, she’d made it a habit to stick to the sidelines, the shadows, where fewer people would see her. Where fewer whispers would start.

      It was off-putting, being the sole focus of his attention here alone in the dark. Off-putting and…exhilarating.

      “You’re down here in the middle of the night,” he continued, tilting his head. “Which tells me you have some regard for propriety, or you’d be here in the middle of the day.”

      Her smile faltered, just for a second. He was astute. Perhaps more astute than she’d ever given him credit for. The man was beautiful, tall and muscled, with thick dark hair and steely gray eyes. A sharp jaw and a mouth so perfect it looked as if it had been carved from stone. A man so handsome was not usually clever as well. She supposed it had been a fantasy of hers, knowing him all these years, and assuming he was little more than a feast for the eyes.

      “You could be here in the middle of the day,” he said, watching her. “Why aren’t you?”

      That was an excellent question.

      One that had little to do with scandal—and everything to do with the truth she wasn’t willing to speak aloud.

      Because it wasn’t the thrill of rebellion that kept her awake at night.

      It was loneliness. It was restlessness.

      And it was the man standing right in front of her.

      The Marquess of Trentham—the one man who had always made her feel something other than numb.

      But she wouldn’t tell him that. She refused to.

      Instead, she took another sip of brandy and let the slow burn of it fill the silence between them. Then she looked up at him with a slow, wicked smile.

      “Because, my lord,” she murmured, handing him the glass, “some things are best done in the dark.”
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      Ash shifted his stance, letting the cool weight of the crystal tumbler rest against his fingers as he studied her.

      Clare Handleton.

      His sister Meredith’s closest friend and the woman every debutante in London had been warned not to become.

      She stood before him, golden hair tumbling in wild, untamed waves down her back, her light-pink dressing gown slipping off one bare shoulder, revealing a thin white chemise beneath. She should have looked vulnerable like that, standing barefoot in the duke’s study, drinking stolen brandy in the middle of the night. But vulnerability wasn’t something Clare wore. No, she draped herself in defiance like the finest silk, her chin lifted, her mouth curved in an insouciant smile.

      Ash had always known Clare Handleton was trouble.

      She wore it like a crown, carried it with the kind of effortless grace that made people forget she hadn’t chosen this reputation—it had been thrust upon her. She’d been ruined eleven years ago. Ruined and shunned. A terrible fate for a debutante. And instead of trying to claw her way back into Society’s good graces, she had simply shrugged, smirked, and made sure she had the last laugh. Which meant she had courage. Courage and an insolent streak. Who wouldn’t admire such a woman?

      Scandalton, the ton had named her.

      She didn’t mind that moniker either, apparently. She’d just reminded him about it, actually, as if she couldn’t care any less.

      Even now, standing in the dim glow of moonlight, barefoot and draped in nothing but silk and shadows, she looked completely at ease. As if this were her kingdom, and he was the one trespassing.

      God help him, he liked that about her.

      He liked a lot about her, actually. Her attitude, her demeanor, her…beauty. And she truly was a beauty. Tall, lithe, with blonde hair and dark eyes that shimmered with amusement and sparked with defiance. He’d never been alone with her before. Never had reason to. But tonight he was noticing her in a completely different way. That nearly see-through shift she was wearing didn’t help matters. Her body looked as if it was made for a man’s hands, and her face was equally gorgeous, with high cheekbones and long black lashes.

      And despite her reputation, Meredith would not be so close to her if she wasn’t a good sort. Loyal. Steadfast. Clever. And witty. All things his sister valued in her friends. All things Meredith was herself.

      Ash eyed Clare up and down. It was a pity what had happened to her. And damn unfair if you asked him. Women couldn’t make the same mistakes men did. The consequences were far different.

      Everyone in the ton knew what had happened. Clare had been ruined, discarded, left to rot in the margins of polite Society. Some whispered in pity, others in scorn. But Clare? She only ever smiled in that slow, wicked way, as if she were in on a joke no one else understood.

      But Ash understood. He was only too familiar with the disapproval of the ton. Only he’d courted it. Wanted it. To the great concern of his beloved sister, he’d created a reputation for himself that left much to be desired. If Clare was a walking scandal, then Ash was a scandal magnet.

      Yes, he and Scandalton had something in common all right. And here they were, alone in the dark, drinking stolen liquor like two people who didn’t belong anywhere else. And honestly, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so intrigued by a woman.

      Clare lifted her gaze to his, her eyes glinting like polished amber in the moonlight. “Don’t you know my story, Trentham? I’m damaged goods.”

      Ash took a deliberate sip from the glass he’d stolen from her, savoring the way her lips parted slightly in surprise. “You’re nothing of the sort,” he said, voice low and certain. “And I know the Earl of Marsden. He’s the biggest ass I’ve ever met.”

      Something flickered in her eyes. Not gratitude, not exactly. More like…acknowledgment. A sharp glint of respect, maybe.

      “That sounds like him,” she murmured. “Though I wasn’t aware that everyone knew his identity.”

      “The ladies may not, but I assure you the gentlemen do, and we’re all itching to club Marsden in the head given the opportunity.”

      “Really? I never knew. I’d like to join that hunting party.”

      She was so damn close. Her breath brushed his skin, laced with brandy and something softer underneath—something sweet he couldn’t name but suddenly wanted to taste.

      Ash exhaled slowly, willing himself to keep his hands right where they were. Off her.

      If Meredith hadn’t been hosting this house party, Clare wouldn’t have been invited. If Meredith weren’t the sister of a marquess and a duchess in her own right, half the ladies in attendance would have refused to come, just to avoid breathing the same air as Lady Clare.

      But Meredith was Meredith. And Scandalton was Scandalton.

      It would have been easier if she were a naïve, wide-eyed debutante. If she batted her lashes and blushed prettily at his attention, like the rest of the ladies in attendance at this house party that his sister had insisted he attend. Because then he could have stolen a kiss and convinced himself it was harmless.

      But Clare wasn’t innocent.

      And for that very reason, he would never dishonor her like that.

      Not her.

      Not after what she’d been through, after the way the disapproving ton had already stripped her of everything and left her with nothing but her pride and that sharp-edged smile.

      Damn it all though—he wanted to kiss her.

      “I’m sorry for what happened to you,” he said, his voice rougher than he intended. “The earl wasn’t worth it.”

      A crack of laughter escaped her, sharp and unexpected. “How well I know it.”

      She turned, crossing the room to the darkened window. Her fingers glanced along the pane.

      Ash watched her, the tension in his chest settling into something heavier.

      She wasn’t a woman who needed apologies. She’d been through hell, and she had come out the other side, chin lifted, daring the world to try again.

      But that didn’t mean she didn’t deserve one.

      There was only a sip of brandy left in the glass. He downed it before stepping toward the sideboard. “Refill?”

      She shook her head. “I should get back to bed. Mama sometimes checks in on me. If I’m not there, she’ll assume the worst.”

      Something about that struck him harder than it should have. The thought of being watched, judged, found lacking. He knew it well. He hadn’t felt it in years, but he knew it.

      And he hated that she still had to feel it.

      She moved past him toward the door, and before he could think better of it, his hand shot out, fingers closing gently around her wrist.

      She froze. Turned her head slowly, her sharp, assessing eyes locking onto his. “Yes?”

      Ash didn’t let go. “Meet me here again,” he said, surprising even himself. “Tomorrow night. Another drink.”

      Where the hell those words had come from, he had no idea. All he knew was that for the first time in years—hell, perhaps ever—he was looking forward to something.

      She had to say yes. She had to.

      Her gaze narrowed. “You think I’ll be an easy conquest, my lord?” Her voice was light, teasing, but underneath it was something jagged. Something raw. “The once-used woman couldn’t possibly refuse?”

      His grip tightened—not enough to hurt, just enough to make sure she was listening. “Nothing like that,” he said, fiercer than he’d meant to. “I promise it’ll just be drinks. Just talking.”

      And he meant it.

      That was what shocked him the most. He actually wanted to talk to her.

      Clare studied him for a long, stretched-out moment. Then, slowly, she smiled. The kind of smile that made men make mistakes.

      “Pity that,” she murmured, the edges of her lips curving slightly in the smallest semblance of a grin.

      Then, before he could react, she slipped free and disappeared into the darkened corridor.

      Ash stood there, staring after her, bemused.

      Pity that?

      Did that mean she wanted more than just talking? She hadn’t answered him. Would she come back?

      He arched a brow and refilled the empty glass. There was only one way to find out.
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      “Clare? Are you listening?” Meredith’s voice cut through the loud voices in the breakfast room the next morning.

      She glanced over at her friend and forced a smile to her lips. “What was that?” she asked, proving undeniably that she had not been listening.

      “I asked if you would like another scone,” Meredith replied.

      “Oh, yes, please. I’d like as many scones as possible,” Clare said with a laugh, holding up her plate while Meredith plunked another scone upon it. Then she pushed the pot of cream toward her.

      The food here was excellent, far better than what she and Mama had in the countryside. It was one of the reasons Clare had agreed to attend this house party. That and the fact that the whole purpose for the party had intrigued her from the moment Meredith had conceived of it. They were all here for one purpose and one purpose alone—to find a wife for Ash.

      Oh, Clare had no illusions that she would be the chosen bride. Far from it. At nine and twenty, in addition to being a scandal-ridden ruin, she was a confirmed spinster, but it didn’t keep her from morbid curiosity.

      Ash had been a dashing figure in her life for over ten years now, ever since she and Meredith had become close friends during their debuts. He was always up to something, always the subject of an interesting tale. Once, Ash had famously announced to the King that he would never take a wife. And his exploits through the years certainly seemed to reinforce his claim. He was as scandal-ridden as Clare herself. Though as a man and a peer, he could get away with it.

      And he never seemed to give a toss what rules he broke or what Society thought of it. They were cut from the same cloth, the two of them. She’d always known it. But last night had been the first time she’d had a chance to see it so closely. There had been a comradery between them last night, unspoken though it may have been. She’d felt it…and she guessed Ash had felt it too.

      “Will you go riding with us later?” Meredith asked, causing Clare to pause in adding a ridiculous amount of cream to her scone.

      She nearly choked. “Certainly not. I highly doubt the other young ladies and their mothers would appreciate my presence.”

      “I don’t see why not,” Meredith replied, rubbing a hand atop her expanding belly. Meredith was expecting her first child in February. This house party had been planned to take place before her confinement. She was in a race against time to find a bride for her unwilling brother. “Given my condition, I’ll be in the open carriage. You may ride with me.”

      Clare reached out and patted her friend’s hand. Meredith was fierce and loyal and wonderful. Clare was fortunate to have such a steadfast friend. But even Meredith’s patronage couldn’t keep the debutantes and their mothers from whispering behind their hands and their fans when Clare was around.

      Even now, as they sat at the breakfast table, there were multiple pairs of eyes trained on her. Meredith didn’t always notice, but Clare never missed it. She’d learned to live with the jibes and the gossip over the years. Had even learned to pretend to ignore it all. But she’d never learned how to keep it from bothering her.

      Which was one reason her encounter with Ash last night in Griffin’s study had so thoroughly surprised her. First, she was not aware that Ashford Drake even knew her name, let alone was “well aware” of who she was. When he’d said those words, she’d nearly melted to the floor in a puddle. And then he’d gone on to apologize to her for how she’d been treated by the ton and even added a bit of scorn for Marsden.

      It had all been quite shocking, really. But none of it was as shocking as his proposal that they meet again…tonight.

      She’d tossed and turned all night, unable to sleep for thinking about it. She’d challenged him, asking him if he thought she would be an easy conquest. Which honestly wasn’t fair. But she’d learned through the years that most men she encountered in dark rooms alone were quite willing, if not eager, to present her with a scandalous proposal.

      For all that Ash was known for his outrageous behavior, Clare had no indication that he was a lout. Meredith adored him, and the only conduct Clare had seen from him through the years had been nothing but honorable, if high-spirited. Still, she had to be certain that he wasn’t asking her to return, hoping for a quick swive in the study. Because as handsome and charming as he was, that certainly wasn’t going to happen.

      Not that it wasn’t tempting.

      He’d surprised her further by insisting that he only wanted to talk to her. No one wanted to talk to her. Ever. Meredith, Griffin, Griffin’s younger sister, Gemma, and Gemma’s new husband, Lucian, the Duke of Grovemont, were her only real friends. But Ash had seemed truly sympathetic last night.

      It made her want to see him again. It made her want to talk to him. Only she must tread carefully. Under her mother’s watchful eye, any slight misstep was cause for dramatics, and Mama had a penchant for waking in the middle of the night and checking in on her daughter. An exceedingly unpleasant and unfortunate habit.

      Clare sighed and took another bite from her scone. As enticing as it was to contemplate another late-night, brandy drinking session with Ash, she had best not tempt fate. Her reputation had not survived her first scandal. A second one would be certain to ruin her forever.
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