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      London – 1815

      “The Disaster” occurred within ten minutes of Miss Verity Barnes and her sister, Miss Honor Barnes, stepping through the doors into Almack’s Assembly Rooms. Vouchers for Almack’s were next to impossible to come by, particularly for the wallflower half-sisters of a mere baron, but admittance to the hallowed halls was as close to admittance to Society—with a capital S—as was possible. The only hope Verity had of making a marriage that would ensure her future among London’s elite was by dazzling at Almack’s, catching the eye of a distinguished nobleman, and charming him into falling in love.

      Which was why it was a complete catastrophe that the musicians would stop playing and the crowd of eager guests would suddenly reach a lull in their conversation at the precise moment that Verity—anxious about whether her twin sister would hear her over the din—raised her voice to say, “Isn’t Lady Charlotte Grey Lord Landsbury’s mistress?”

      The sudden silence deepened. An enormous, doughy lady wearing too much powder gasped. An elderly gentleman coughed. The dangerously handsome man standing beside Lady Charlotte made a sound halfway between a snort and a laugh as he raised a closed hand to his mouth. Lady Charlotte herself turned bright puce, her eyes going wide in furious indignation. And beside Verity, her hostess and chaperone for the evening, her sister-in-law’s mother, Lady Atwell, groaned and said, “I knew this would be a disaster.”

      All Verity could do was stand there with her mouth hanging open, her face burning with embarrassment. She hadn’t meant the comment to come out the way it had. She hadn’t meant for it to come out at all. It was just that the moment she and Honor stepped into the room, arm’s linked, hopes high, the grandeur of the moment had overwhelmed her and the array of the ton’s most prized members had engrossed her.

      Almack’s was the epitome of class and distinction. The chance she and Honor had been given by being granted Strangers Tickets as guests of Lady Atwell and her sister, Lady Pickering, was one that few women of their marginal station were granted. This one night was their grand attempt to leave behind the anxious uncertainty of the position their father had left them in upon his death two years ago. Verity and Honor were the beloved daughters of Lord Richard Halesworth’s second wife, who was no one of consequence herself. And while their half-brother, George, the current Baron of Halesworth, had agreed to keep them in his house and provide for them in the wake of their father’s passing, George’s wife, Anne, was anxious for Verity, Honor, and their younger sister, Sophie, to either marry or retire to a quiet life in the Norfolk countryside with their widowed mother.

      Verity had no intention of retiring to a quiet life. She loved London too much. But neither had she been remotely impressed with the meager marital prospects that had presented themselves to her and her sisters. And yet, The Disaster was not the alternative path she’d had in mind.

      The sudden lull should have come when Verity commented to Honor about the gorgeous gown Countess Cowper was wearing, or when Honor commented back that the men present looked dazzling in their knee-breeches and white cravats. It could even have come as they wondered aloud about refreshments or expressed their gratitude that they’d been granted Strangers Tickets. But no, it had to come at the precise moment Verity implied Lady Charlotte, a woman she barely knew, was of ill-repute.

      “I beg your pardon?” Lady Charlotte snapped in a voice that was taut with offense. “What did suggest I am?”

      Verity’s heart sank to her slippers. “I’m terribly sorry, Lady Charlotte. It was simply a question based on a rumor I thought I heard. Perhaps I was mistaken.”

      “A rumor?” Lady Charlotte’s voice pitched even higher.

      “That is to say,” Verity rushed on, “something I thought perhaps I overheard. Perhaps it isn’t true at all.”

      “Perhaps it isn’t true?” Fury began to overtake shock in Lady Charlotte’s expression.

      “I would never dream of spreading any sort of malicious gossip about a lady as highly esteemed and well-placed as you, my lady,” Verity went on, feeling as though her tongue were a runaway carriage without brakes.

      Lady Charlotte tilted her head up and stared down her long nose at Verity. “I should say not. I have never been so insulted in my life.”

      “What seems to be the trouble here?”

      Verity’s heart sank so low that it felt as though it was on the verge of dissolving into a pile of mud as the Countess of Sefton, one of Almack’s lady patronesses and a veritable goddess of the ton approached the ruinous scene.

      “I’m terribly sorry, your ladyship,” Verity said, stumbling through her words. “There seems to be a misunderstanding about—”

      She didn’t get any further. The countess’s eyes went wide in offense as Verity addressed her. It was only then that Verity realized she hadn’t been formally introduced to the countess. Society-with-a-capital-S was nothing if not militant about propriety and formality.

      “Who is this woman?” the Countess of Sefton asked.

      “She is my daughter’s sister-in-law, Miss Verity Barnes,” Lady Atwell answered in a meek, withered voice—as if she might need smelling salts at any moment. “And the other is her twin, Miss Honor Barnes.”

      “I see.” The countess sniffed and studied Verity and Honor. Verity could tell the two of them were coming up wanting. A blind man could have seen that.

      “The comment was innocently met, I’m sure,” the man standing with Lady Charlotte—none other than Lord Landsbury himself—said. His mouth twitched as though he were having a hard time not grinning, and laugh lines radiated from his dark eyes. He went on to say, “I for one, found the comment charming.” He sent a teasing look Lady Charlotte’s way.

      Lady Charlotte huffed with impatience and shook her head. “You would. I, however, do not.”

      “I thought you were beyond eager to make it known there is a connection between us,” Lord Landsbury went on, his eyes dancing with mirth.

      Lady Charlotte gaped at him, turning her fury his way. “I would thank you not to make the situation worse, my lord.”

      “How could it possibly be worse,” Lord Landsbury said in a drawl, sending a cheeky, sidelong glance to Verity.

      Verity’s squashed heart jumped at the look, and the aching discomfort of the moment seemed to coalesce in a different spot within her person entirely. One she shouldn’t be thinking about at Almack’s. If her cheeks weren’t already hot with shame, they would have blazed at that look.

      Lady Charlotte seemed to notice the entire exchange. Her back went ramrod straight, and she clenched her fists at her sides. “I do not know who this pitiful upstart thinks she is or who admitted her to an establishment as esteemed as this, but I demand she be shown the door at once.” She turned just far enough away from Verity to make it clear she would refuse to acknowledge Verity’s existence for a moment longer.

      “Come now, Lady Charlotte,” Lord Landsbury said. “You don’t think that a chit like this is any sort of competition for you, do you?”

      “Chit?” Verity barked before she could think better of it.

      “Competition?” Lady Charlotte snapped in indignation. “I should say not.” She turned her back further on Verity.

      Lord Landsbury started chuckling outright at the situation. “It seems you’ve had a bit of an unfortunate entrée into society, Miss Barnes,” he said.

      Verity’s eyes went wide over the fact that he’d remembered her name. “It was an accident, I can assure you,” she managed to squeak out.

      “Accident indeed,” Lady Charlotte huffed, darting a venomous look Verity’s way. “If my reputation suffers due to the clumsy slander of a feckless nobody, I can assure you that I will bring a suit against you.”

      “I cannot tell you how sorry I am, my lady,” Verity said, beside herself with misery. She could see her future, and the futures of her sisters, slipping through her fingers like so many grains of sand as Lady Charlotte faced away from her and several of the onlookers did the same. “Believe me, I meant nothing by my silly, ill-advised comments.”

      Lady Charlotte did not reply. Several of the onlookers walked away muttering about disgraceful manners and the laxity of those who were supposed to screen guests.

      “Lady Atwell,” the Countess of Sefton said, clearing her throat. “I suggest that you escort your guests to the door.”

      Verity hung her head in shame. But the situation had only just begun to reach its lowest point.

      “Guests?” Lady Atwell said, blinking and looking this way and that as though searching for someone. “I do not recall bringing guests this evening.”

      “But Lady Atwell,” Honor began, opening her mouth for the first time since The Disaster began.

      Verity held out a hand to stop her, shaking her head. It was over. The night, and their hope for any sort of foothold in Society, was done.

      Without another word, Verity grabbed Honor’s hand and made as swift a retreat from the assembly room as she could. She rushed Honor into the hall, where they retrieved their wraps, then on to the door. She and Honor were intrepid and would be able to find their way home on their own. George’s house in Mayfair was within walking distance, if they failed to hail a hansom cab and were forced to walk, and since their reputations were already in tatters, as long as they walked swiftly, it couldn’t get any worse.

      Just before slipping out the door, Verity glanced over her shoulder at the grand assembly room. Lord Landsbury stood there, watching them with an expression that now bore equal parts regret and amusement. Verity scowled at him, tilting her chin up to show strength. She may have been irreparably ruined in the eyes of anyone who mattered in London, but she was determined to show the irascible lord that she would not be defeated by life.

      Although it didn’t help her nerves when Lord Landsbury raised the punch glass he was holding to salute her. The gesture was so cheeky that she tripped over her own shoes, crashing into Honor, who only barely managed to keep the both of them from tumbling, head over heels, out the door and into the chilly night. The blasted man was too attractive for his own good.

      It was an astounding bit of luck that the Almack’s attendant posted in front of the building hailed one of the waiting hansom cabs and helped Verity and Honor into it before word of The Disaster leaked out and made him unwilling to help. As soon as Verity called out George’s address to the driver and the carriage lurched into motion, she flopped back against the shabbily upholstered seat and groaned.

      “We’re ruined,” she said, hiding her face in her hands. She was too stunned by the turn of events to cry, but her soul was wailing.

      “I should have said something,” Honor said. “I should have come to your aid in some way, but I was terrified.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Verity assured her, reaching for her hand and squeezing it. “If you’d said anything, it would only have drawn you into the heart of the maelstrom.”

      “Perhaps, but I am so ashamed of myself for simply standing there like a dead fish, doing and saying nothing,” Honor insisted. “You’re my sister. I should defend you to the death.”

      “It wouldn’t have done any good,” Verity sighed. “I can’t help but think we were damned before we set one foot inside the assembly room.”

      “Do you think so?” Honor asked, sliding closer to her on the seat and hugging her for comfort.

      “Unfortunately, I do.” Verity shook her head, playing with the strings of her reticule. “I suppose it’s safe to speak this aloud, now that we’re banned from Society in all its glory for good—”

      “Do you think we are?” Honor interrupted.

      “Oh, yes,” Verity said in a dire voice. “Lady Charlotte wasn’t the only one who turned her back on us. The Countess of Sefton gave us the cut direct in front of half the ton. We have been well and truly turned out of London society.”

      “Papa would have been furious with them,” Honor said.

      “Papa isn’t here to make things right,” Verity said, wilting. “And George can barely be bothered with us as it is.”

      The two of them sat in gloomy silence as the cab bounced away from Almack’s, hope, and respectability, and into the dark unknown. Verity could see that traffic in the busy, London streets would be a problem and was unsurprised when the driver called down that he would be forced to take an alternative route to avoid a carriage that had broken down.

      “So I suppose it’s Norfolk then,” Honor said after they’d wallowed in their misery for several silent minutes. “Mama will be pleased to have us.”

      “Norfolk,” Verity groaned. “I don’t think I could stand it. London is my home.”

      “Mine as well,” Honor sighed, squeezing her hand.

      “I think I might go mad if we are barred from ever entering a theater again,” Verity said.

      “Or denied easy access to shops,” Honor agreed.

      “Or separated from our friends.”

      “Do you suppose we will have any friends after this?” Honor asked.

      “Surely, our true friends will continue to know us,” Verity said, then frowned. “Though if word of this evening spreads the way I fear it will, we should expect to be cut by other acquaintances.”

      Honor frowned. “It seems bitterly unfair that the lives of so many should be so intensely controlled by the opinion of so few.”

      It was as if her sister had spoken the truth Verity had long wondered about in her heart. “I agree.” She sat straighter. “Why should our future happiness and our prospects for a comfortable life be determined by a handful of spiteful women? Women who can’t even recognize a foolish mistake for what it is.”

      “I’ve long thought the ton to be a pack of judges and executioners just waiting to lop off the heads of young women like us,” Honor confided in a whisper. “Why should only those of wealth and rank be happy?”

      “Precisely,” Verity agreed, feeling better already. “One does not need a title to be filled with joy at the sight of the first rose in spring. Nor does one need a voucher to Almack’s to find love.”

      “I think we would have an equal chance of being happy in the arms of a clerk as we would in those of a duke,” Honor said.

      “I agree.” Verity nodded. “Why, Aunt Louisa married a ship’s captain in Norwich, and I can’t think of a woman who is more pleased with her lot in life.”

      Verity’s comment was punctuated by a rich peal of feminine laughter just outside of the cab. They had stopped near a theater, presumably to wait for traffic to clear after the night’s entertainment had let out. Verity peeked out the window and spotted a woman dressed in rich, red velvet with feathers in her hair and glittering jewels around her neck and wrists.

      “Is that Mrs. Clawton?” Honor whispered, leaning over her shoulder to look as well.

      “It is,” Verity whispered back, studying the woman.

      Mrs. Clawton wasn’t much older than them. She was perhaps thirty. The bodice of her fine gown was cut very low indeed, exposing a shocking amount of her ample bosom. She wore a touch of rouge on her lips as well. Her gown exposed more of her shape than it hid, and several of the gentlemen exiting the theater or passing by gave her lingering, appreciative looks—none more so than the older gentleman who’s arm she held.

      “That’s Lord Tolliver,” Honor whispered. “Mariah’s father.”

      “I know,” Verity whispered back.

      “It looks as though Mrs. Clawton is still his mistress,” Honor said.

      “I think she must be,” Verity answered. “Mariah says they’re devoted to one another.”

      The cab moved on, but Verity continued to study Mrs. Clawton out the window. She wasn’t particularly beautiful, although she did have something carefree and bold about her that was attractive. Her and Honor’s friend, Mariah, had revealed the whole story about how her father had taken a mistress, and how Mrs. Clawton was far more interesting than her own mother. Mariah had hinted that Mrs. Clawton had been quite free with information that young women destined for respectable society were forbidden to know.

      The cab moved slowly, giving Verity a chance to study more of the crowd leaving the theater. There were half a dozen or more women like Mrs. Clawton on the arms of rich and powerful men, where everyone could see them. They all had a certain luminescence about them. And while Verity wasn’t blind to the respectable ladies who turned up their noses at them, each and every one of the disreputable mistresses and courtesans were smiling as if they’d discovered a secret the ton didn’t know.

      Verity sat back in the cab as it turned the corner and picked up speed. She glanced down at her chest and the much more modest gown she wore. In a sudden burst of inspiration, she tugged the outdated fichu she wore from her bodice, then scooped her hands into her bodice to lift her breasts to the point of peeking indecently from the top of her neckline.

      “What are you doing?” Honor asked.

      “I just wanted to see,” Verity said, letting her thought linger. She thrust her chest out. “Yes, I think I could be bold enough to walk around in public like this.”

      “With any and every man you come across staring at you with interest?” Honor asked.

      Verity shrugged. “Why not? My reputation is already ruined.” She grinned, grabbing her skirt and lifting it to expose her ankles. “It feels rather exciting to be naughty.”

      Honor sent her a flat look. “You’re in a closed cab with only me looking at you,” she said. “I’m your sister. We shared a bed until we were sixteen.”

      “I know,” Verity said. “But think of what just happened. Think of what we’ve just seen.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to stop thinking about it,” Honor said grimly.

      “Which is precisely my point,” Verity said. “The Disaster can never be undone. Our reputations are thoroughly ruined. I doubt anything will salvage them. Neither of us—nor Sophie, I’m afraid—will ever make a good marriage now. Which means we have choices in front of us. Do we run away with our tails between our legs, living out the rest of our lives in boring obscurity in Norfolk or do we make the best of a wretched situation using the tools at our disposal and continue to live lively, interesting lives in the only place we’ve ever called home?”

      Honor bit her lip but didn’t say anything. Verity could tell she wasn’t convinced.

      The cab pulled to a stop in front of their brother’s house and jostled as the driver hopped down.

      “Here,” Verity said. “Here is the test. You asked if I would be able to go out in public like this, with every man staring at me lustfully.”

      “I did,” Honor admitted.

      “Well, here’s my chance to see how it feels.”

      She tugged her skirt up above her knees, exposing the garters that held her stockings up, just as the driver opened the door. Her heart kicked against her ribs and a strange sort of excitement filled her as he reached in to offer his hand. She scooted to the edge of the seat, thrust her chest out, and took the man’s hand.

      “Thank you, sir,” she said, extending a mostly-bared leg to the step.

      The driver’s eyes popped wide, just as Verity thought they would. He raked her with a glance that was utterly inappropriate for a man of his station and a woman of hers, but she attempted to move in a way that would encourage his gaze. She was clumsy about it, of course, seeing as she had no practice whatsoever in moving seductively, but the driver didn’t seem to mind.

      “Oh, dear,” she gasped as she stumbled out of the carriage and straight into the man’s arms.

      The man stared intimately at her breasts. It was just her luck that one of the nipples had popped free of her neckline.

      “How much do I owe you for the ride?” Verity asked, sensing Honor slipping out of the cab behind her.

      “I tell you what,” the driver said, his expression shifted to a lopsided grin. He moved a hand boldly to cup her mostly exposed breast, lifting it out of her bodice entirely and pinching her nipple.

      Verity gasped. She should be terrified of the liberty the man was taking and scream bloody murder, but after the evening she’d had, with her head already swimming with oddities and her future destroyed, all she felt was an oddly pleasant heat forming between her legs.

      That heat throbbed as the driver scooped her other breast from her bodice and rubbed his thumb over that nipple until it was as hard as its twin. He chuckled to himself as he squeezed and played with her breasts.

      Finally, after the most titillating thirty seconds of Verity’s life, he let her go with a sigh.

      “No charge tonight, miss,” he said, humor in his voice. “I’ve never fondled a finer set of tits in me life.” He touched the brim of his hat as Verity stood there, her brow raised in surprise, her breasts still fully exposed, and edged back toward the front of the cab. “You let me know if you want another ride in the future,” he said, then grabbed his trousers in a lewd gesture.

      Verity stood where she was for a moment, stunned. The driver hopped back up onto the seat of the cab. Honor hissed a wordless whisper behind her.

      As the driver pulled away, Verity burst into laughter. She peeked over her shoulder at her sister, then quickly tucked her breasts back into her bodice, wrapping her fichu around her neck for good measure, before dashing with Honor up to the house.

      “Yes,” she giggled as they waited for the butler after ringing the doorbell. “I think I could be quite debauched, if I put my mind to it.”
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      Verity was still giggling like a madwoman as she and Honor burst through the door and down the hall to the small sitting room at the very back of the house that their brother George’s wife, Anne, had granted to Verity and her sisters for their own use.

      “I cannot believe you did that,” Honor said, gaping at Verity. “I simply cannot believe it.”

      “Neither can I,” Verity said, still tingling, from her nipples down to the juncture of her thighs.

      “What did she do?” Sophie asked as Verity and Honor crossed into the sitting room.

      Their younger sister was sitting on the sofa nearest the fireplace with her feet tucked under her, reading a book. Sophie had the same deceptively angelic features that Verity and Honor did, but in a slightly more youthful variation, and with a lighter, chestnut color to her hair. Her face was just a bit rounder and her lips slightly fuller than Verity and Honor’s twin appearance. She looked even more innocently baffled than Honor did as she closed her book and waited to hear what had happened.

      Honor glanced over her shoulder at the open doorway. “Are George and Anne home?” she asked in a conspiratorial whisper.

      “No,” Sophie answered, sitting straighter and leaning forward. Her eyes went bright, as if she knew mischief was in the offing. “They’ve gone to a musical evening at Lord and Lady Northgate’s house. Why are you grinning like that, Verity?”

      “Because I am utterly ruined,” Verity answered with far more excitement than she should have as she flopped into the chair beside the sofa.

      Sophie’s face lit up. “Did you meet a gentleman at Almack’s?”

      “No,” Honor corrected her in serious tones. “She means it literally. She’s ruined. So am I. And I’m afraid you most likely are as well, dear.” She sat much more heavily on the sofa beside Sophie.

      Sophie made a sound of exasperation. “Just tell me honestly what happened. Why are you so glum?” she asked Honor. “And why are you so merry?” She turned to Verity.

      Verity let out a breath and tugged her fichu from her neck. She’d done a poor job of repositioning it anyhow. “Our grand entrance into society lasted all of ten minutes,” she told Sophie. “All it took was ten minutes for me to accidentally ruin any of our chances of a good marriage and a respectable future forever.”

      “But what happened?” Sophie looked ready to reach for a fire iron to thwack Verity upside the head at the way she was prevaricating in telling the tale.

      “She accused Lady Charlotte Grey of being Lord Landsbury’s mistress,” Honor said. “At the exact moment that the band finished a song and the conversation lulled.” Honor sent Verity a look that was equal parts exasperation and sympathy. “Half the room heard it, I’m sure.”

      Sophie clapped a hand to her mouth. “Tell me Lady Charlotte didn’t hear it.”

      “And Lord Landsbury,” Verity said. The mere mention of the lord did odd things to her insides in a way that prolonged the giddy feeling of being fondled by the cab driver. Her imagination quickly conjured up the image of Lord Landsbury, with his impertinent grin, his sparkling eyes, and his large, well-manicured hands, teasing her breasts in the same way as the cab driver. That sent another wave of delicious sensation pulsing to places that polite ladies didn’t think about.

      Then again, she was no longer a polite lady. Why shouldn’t she think about those places as much as she wanted?

      Sophie gaped at her. “I take it Lady Charlotte took exception to the comment?”

      “She was livid,” Honor said, sinking back into the sofa. She grabbed one of the throw pillows and hugged it. “And then our dear sister made matters much worse.”

      “You did?” Sophie asked with a wince, turning to Verity.

      Verity’s cheeks flared hot over more than just her inappropriate fantasies of Lord Landsbury and what he might do with his hands. “I’m afraid I spoke to the Countess of Sefton out of turn,” she admitted. “As well as repeating the rumor that Lady Charlotte might be Lord Landsbury’s mistress.”

      “Lord Landsbury doesn’t have a mistress,” Sophie said, causing Verity to sit up and take notice. “At least, he didn’t last time I spoke with Lady Rebecca about it.”

      “And what does Lady Rebecca know?” Honor asked.

      Sophie sent her a knowing smirk. “Rebecca’s sister, Mary, has a morbid fascination with the underside of the ton,” she said, telling tales on her friends. “She keeps track of all sorts of things. Lady Charlotte isn’t anyone’s mistress either.”

      “Then what made me think the two were connected?” Verity asked. She shifted in her chair to lean against one corner while looping her legs over the arm.

      Sophie tilted her head to the side for a moment of thought. “Lady Charlotte certainly wants Lord Landsbury to declare himself and ask for her hand.” She paused again, then sucked in a sudden breath. “Could you have been thinking of Lady Charlotte Gamble being Lord Launceton’s mistress?”

      A bolt of embarrassment slashed through Verity as she realized her sister had the right way of things. “I’m sure that’s what I meant. Oh, bother.”

      “Well, what’s done is done now,” Honor said. She turned to Sophie. “Lady Charlotte gave us the cut direct.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Sophie said. “At least it wasn’t—”

      “And the Countess of Sefton followed suit,” Honor cut her off. “As did everyone else in the room, once they realized what was going on.”

      “Oh,” Sophie said, her shoulders sinking. “Oh, dear,” she said in a hollow tone, her eyes going wide. “That’s the end of us, then, isn’t it?”

      “It most certainly is the end of us in London society,” Verity admitted. Try as she did, she couldn’t feel morose about it. Her breasts were still tingling and her heart dancing a jig in her chest. It could have been the shock of having her life ruined by The Disaster, but as wicked as it made her, she couldn’t help but feel as though a wide door had opened the moment a much narrower one had been slammed in her face.

      “George isn’t going to be pleased about this,” Sophie said, tucking her legs up under her once more. A horrified expression came to her face. “Anne will be even less pleased. You know she has social ambitions.”

      “If she was serious about those ambitions, she should have held out for an earl or a marquess,” Honor said.

      “She was in love with George,” Sophie argued. “Even if he is just a baron.”

      “That’s something to look forward to,” Verity said. When Honor and Sophie glanced curiously at her, she went on with, “We’re free to marry whoever we want for love now.”

      “If anyone at all will have us,” Honor said.

      “And as I said in the cab, we have the option not to marry at all.” She wiggled her eyebrows and burst into a mischievous grin.

      Sophie glanced between Verity and Honor, then let out another impatient breath. “Really, you’re going to have to tell me everything. I cannot abide this mystery.”

      Honor raised one eyebrow. “Verity allowed the driver of the hansom cab that brought us home to take scandalous liberties with her person.”

      “You what?” Sophie gasped, widening her eyes at Verity.

      “I let him handle my breasts,” she admitted, face going even hotter. “It was rather nice, actually. It made me feel….” She couldn’t find words for the thrill of excitement having a strange man touch her so intimately had sparked in her, so she let out a satisfied sigh instead. “Anyhow,” she went on with a wave of her hand, “the point is that if we are all ruined, why not make the best of it?”

      Sophie stared at her with a blank look. “We are anathema in the eyes of the beau monde, so we should make the best of it by allowing working-class men to fondle our breasts?”

      “No, silly,” Verity laughed. She swung her legs off the arm of the chair and leaned toward her sisters on the sofa. “I let the driver touch me because I wanted to see if it was as unpleasant and horrible as we’re always being told it is when men take liberties with a woman’s person.”

      “And?” Sophie scooted to the edge of her seat.

      “It wasn’t horrible at all,” Verity said, her mischievous grin growing. “In fact, I liked it, and I’d do it again.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Sophie gaped at her, then burst into giggles, her face growing bright pink. Even Honor was loosening up enough to laugh.

      “I think I’d be willing to do more,” Verity went on, feeling so wicked that it made her breathless.

      “You cannot,” Honor began, paused, glanced to the door to be sure they were alone, leaned toward Verity, and lowered her voice. “You wouldn’t allow your flower to be plucked, would you?”

      “If it is as exciting as what the driver did, then why not?” Verity asked with a bold shrug.

      Inside, she quivered with a delicious feeling of pure naughtiness. She could practically hear the fine ladies of the ton falling over with the vapors at everything she was saying. She could imagine them blaming the low birth of her mother—who was the daughter of a respectable baronet, not a dock worker, after all—blaming the laxity of Verity and her sisters’ education and the horrific lack of supervision the three of them had had since their father had passed. But she didn’t care.

      “The way I see it,” she said, growing more serious, “whether we are the pristinely virtuous darlings of the ton or not, we deserve to be happy.”

      “I do agree with that,” Honor said.

      “The upper classes are notoriously hypocritical,” Verity went on. “They feign such perfection and demand unerring virtue in every sort of appearance and veneer, but everyone with half a brain knows that there are more royal bastards than legitimate offspring swanning about. There are more things going on behind closed doors than open ones.”

      “That’s certainly true,” Honor agreed once more. “I believe every word Mariah told us about her father and Mrs. Clawton.”

      “And I believe everything Rebecca’s sister Mary says,” Sophie put in, her voice and expression serious again.

      “The ton itself is full to the brim with liaisons, affairs, and extramarital games,” Verity continued. “Even if we were to find ourselves lucky enough to move up in the world through marriage, what are the chances that we would make a love match?”

      “We would have to in order to marry up,” Sophie pointed out. “There would be no purpose for the gentleman in the marriage if not.”

      “And now I would say there is no chance at all,” Honor said. “Even if a viscount or an earl were to take a shine to one of us, would he have the strength to go against the grain of society by marrying a woman upon whom the ton had turned its back?”

      “No,” Verity and Sophie answered simultaneously, Sophie with disappointment, Verity with impishness.

      Honor and Sophie glanced to Verity in surprise. Verity shook her head, waved away their confusion, and explained. “You saw how jovial Mrs. Clawton and the other women of her ilk looked outside the theater,” she told Honor. “That could be us.”

      “We could be strumpets?” Sophie balked.

      “Yes,” Verity said with passionate excitement. “Men adore ruined women. You saw the way Lord Tolliver and the other men at the theater looked at Mrs. Clawton.”

      “I’m not sure those looks were entirely savory,” Honor said, looking unconvinced.

      “Of course they weren’t,” Verity said. “But did any of those women look as though they were starving or cold or destitute?”

      “No,” Honor answered cautiously.

      “Rebecca’s sister Mary says that Lord Melton’s mistress has a flat of her own in Belgravia,” Sophie said in a whisper. “She says that Lord Melton buys her jewels and silks and furs. They also say that she’s had a bastard child by him, and that the boy is attending Harrow.”

      “Which is precisely my point,” Verity said, sitting back with a grin, as though she’d won the entire argument. “Men lavish affection and material comforts on their mistresses while ignoring their wives. Our reputations have been single-handedly destroyed by one stray comment and the venom of a handful of Gorgons. We are perfect candidates for seeking out lives as the mistresses of powerful men.”

      “Perhaps,” Honor said slowly. “But wouldn’t that simply mean even greater social ruin?”

      “Yes, of course it would,” Verity said. She liked her own idea more and more with every passing moment, and was certain she could come up with a way to answer any argument her sisters threw at her. And she could see from their expressions that they were more than ready to throw.

      “Being a man’s mistress means that you go to bed with him,” Sophie said, darting a furtive look toward the doorway and blushing crimson. “Are you saying we should go to bed with men?”

      “I am,” Verity said with a smile.

      “Men who are not our husbands?” Sophie’s voice rose an octave.

      “They wouldn’t be if we were their mistresses,” Verity reasoned.

      “Men who are married to someone else?” Sophie’s voice was a mere squeak.

      Verity dropped her shoulders, her conscience pricking her at last. “Well, perhaps we should start by seeing out unmarried men to be our protectors.”

      “And how do you propose we find these protectors?” Honor asked. “Men don’t walk about Hyde Park, handing out cards which say they are in need of a mistress to warm their beds.”

      “No, they don’t,” Verity said, sinking against the back of her chair and chewing her lip in thought. “I suppose we would have to be on the watch for men who exhibit signs of wanting to couple.”

      Honor laughed so loud Verity jumped in her chair. “I can’t think of a single man who doesn’t exhibit signs of wanting to couple,” she said. “Even though a respectable woman is not supposed to notice those things.”

      “Then our job should be a simple one,” Verity smiled.

      Honor crossed her arms, looking entirely unconvinced.

      “I maintain that finding a suitable protector will be far easier than we think,” Verity went on. “Have we not been warned by our mothers and chaperones from the time we were girls that men have certain appetites they cannot control?”

      “We have,” Honor admitted reluctantly.

      “And have we not been told that it is incumbent upon a respectable woman to guard against the constant advances of unscrupulous men?”

      “Anne tells me all the time that I shouldn’t be so quick to smile at men,” Sophie said. “Even ones I know.”

      “Precisely,” Verity said. “And can we not all name at least one woman who succumbed to the rogue embrace of an unsuitable man, only to end up married hastily and unadvisedly?”

      “Elizabeth Cunningham ended up married to that barrister after being caught with his hand up her skirt at the Plover’s Christmas ball last year,” Sophie said, proving once again that she knew more gossip than Verity and Honor put together.

      “And from what I understand, Elizabeth is expecting and couldn’t be happier,” Honor admitted.

      “All this is simply proving my point,” Verity said. “Social ruin and being ostracized by the ton does not mean the end of life. Happiness is there to be found for even the most wicked of women. And sexual congress is not nearly as hellish as we’ve been led to believe.”

      “Don’t speak so loud,” Honor hissed, darting a glance to the door. “Anyone could be listening.”

      “We’re going to have to become accustomed to speaking frankly about unspeakable topics if we charge ahead with this plan,” Verity said. “In fact, I’m quite certain we shall all have to learn quite a few things of a heretofore forbidden nature if we plan to make this alternative endeavor a success.”

      “I’m not certain I want to endeavor along with you,” Sophie said, though her eyes told a different story. She raised a hand to chew one of her nails, regarding Verity as though she had transformed into some sort of exciting nymph from the more ribald Greek myths.

      “I’m not certain either,” Honor seconded, sounding even less certain.

      “I propose this, then,” Verity said, sitting straight and holding out her hands as though she were about to make a speech. “I will test the waters for us all. I already have tested the waters, in a way. I allowed the driver to touch me, and not only did I not combust into a pile of lightning-struck cinders, the experience gave me quite a thrill.”

      “For which I still think you’re mad,” Honor said.

      Verity ignored her. “Therefore, I propose that I will strike out in this endeavor first. I shall find a man in need of a mistress, and I shall offer myself to him. Once I have succeeded and he has taken me to bed and used me in the ways a man uses his mistress, I shall report back on the experience and share my knowledge of what it is like and how to go about doing it.”

      “And if George discovers you’ve been offering yourself to a variety of men, he’ll throw you out on the street, disown you, and leave you little more than a penniless whore,” Honor said.

      “No man would ever consider marriage to you, knowing you’d already been had,” Sophie seconded.

      Verity made a face, partly because she was not in a mood to have her exciting plan pooh-poohed, but partly because Honor was right. “No man will consider marriage with any of us already. At least no man of consequence. And if the worst happens, I shall be forced to retire to Norfolk to live with Mama,” she said. “Mama would never turn any of us out for any reason.”

      “She wouldn’t,” Sophie agreed. She turned to Honor. “Even you have to admit that. Verity’s plan does not carry as much risk as it would for a girl without family or friends.”

      Honor made a noncommittal noise.

      “Perhaps, to be on the safe side,” Verity went on, “I shall try my luck with just one man at first. If he fails to take the bait, I shall regroup, rethink the situation, and consider other options.”

      “That sounds more reasonable,” Sophie said. “Rebecca’s sister Mary says there’s a vast difference between a woman who spreads her legs for just one man and one who spreads them for every man who comes along.”

      “She is perfectly right,” Verity said with a smile. “One man it is, then.”

      “And where, pray tell, will you find this man?” Honor asked, one eyebrow arched.

      Verity grinned from ear to ear. She thought of Lord Landsbury’s saucy salute as she and Honor fled Almack’s. She thought of the humor in his eyes as The Disaster unfolded. He’d played a part in the whole thing. One could argue that he bore a certain amount of responsibility for Verity’s ruin. The very least he could do was lend his aid in launching Verity’s new life. She was certain that all she had to do was ask and she’d be on her back in his bed in no time.
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      Thomas Manfred, Marquess of Landsbury, paced the length of his study with a cup of strong, black coffee in hand, a frown etched on his brow. He should have been lounging on the leather sofa with his feet up, reading casually through The Times to catch up on the whirligig of politics, Bonaparte’s troubles and exile, international intrigue, or even London gossip, but all of that paled in comparison to the tiny item he’d read buried deep in the newspaper, under maritime and shipping news.

      “Still awaiting news of the convoy of ships—including Leviathan, Atlantis, Persephone, and Freya—which departed the Indian subcontinent in the autumn of last year. Feared lost at sea.”

      The final words of the notice were what had Thomas pacing as though his life depended on it, because it did. Feared lost at sea. The very idea tied his stomach in knots. He was anxious for the merchants and sailors who might have lost their lives in the briny deep, including his friend and business partner, Sebastian Boothe.

      Why the man had insisted on going with the convoy to India and back was beyond Thomas’s comprehension. Sebastian might not have been a peer, but he was well placed in the business world, thanks to the shipping company his father had established. The man’s fortunes depended on the fickle ocean, but Sebastian always found a way to come out on top. He’d said there was no adventure to be had like that of the men he employed, and that India beckoned him. Now the fool could very well be dining in Atlantis with Neptune himself.

      But there was even more to Thomas’s anxiety than the fate of his friend. The Landsbury fortune had been deeply compromised by his father’s well-intentioned attempts to assist his French friends during the worst days of the Revolution. He’d died with less than a penny left to the family name and unfathomable debts, leaving Thomas to find a way to pick up the pieces and prevent the family from being impoverished. He’d succeeded in inching the family back from the edge of the abyss, which was when Sebastian had made his suggestion.

      “Invest in me,” he’d said. “One successful mission to India to bring back tea, spices, silks, and the like will have you flush with blunt for life.”

      Sebastian was right. Men were making their fortunes speculating on trade throughout Europe. Sebastian had even convinced Lord James Grey to sink money into the enterprise. He’d convinced Thomas to wager almost everything he owned. The entire venture would bear enormous fruit…if the ships returned to London.

      If they’d been sunk, however, Thomas would be as well.

      The subtle sound of Mr. Madison, Thomas’s butler, clearing his throat shook Thomas out of his thoughts and stopped his pacing.

      “Yes?” he asked the grey-haired man.

      “The morning post, my lord.” Madison stepped farther into the room, looking as stiff and proper in his livery as though he worked for the Prince Regent, and handed Thomas a small bundle of letters.

      “Thank you, Madison.”

      Thomas took the letters and crossed to his desk. He set his now cold coffee down as he sat, then sorted through the letters. The ones from his mother and sister could wait. Another letter in a frilly, feminine hand could wait as well. Thomas had a miserable feeling he knew what that was all about.

      It was the plain envelope addressed in immaculate handwriting that snagged his attention. He tore it open, but was instantly disappointed by the contents.

      “Reports from the Brigantine, newly arrived at London Docks, include mention of a sighting of the convoy three months back, shortly before a vicious storm off the coast of southern Africa. Hopes of a safe return for the convoy remain low.”

      Thomas swore under his breath. The Brigantine was the fourth ship to report the late-season storm, but it was the first to specifically mention having seen Persephone’s convoy. It was looking more and more as though his fortunes were at the bottom of the sea.

      He tossed the disappointing letter aside and glanced at the missive addressed in a feminine hand with a grimace. As distasteful as it was, he may have been at the point where it would be necessary to call on his alternative plan for restoring his family’s fortunes. He picked up the letter and slit it open, feeling rather like he was slitting his own throat.

      The letter began without introduction. “Your behavior last night was appalling,” Lady Charlotte’s handwriting told him. “Not only did you leave my side during the night, as I instructed you specifically not to do, you failed to adequately defend my honor when it was thrown into question by that ridiculous upstart. Really, Landsbury, I expect so much better from you. I expect you to declare yourself rather than to laugh at my expense. None other than Lady Stewart questioned your intentions toward me, and within earshot of some of the most notorious gossips of the ton. I expect a proposal within a fortnight or…or I do not know what I shall do.” The letter was signed merely with “C.”

      Thomas sighed and dropped the letter on his desk. Courting Lord Grey’s sister had seemed like a brilliant idea at the time the sly, young lord and Sebastian had approached him with plans for the Indian expedition. Lord Grey had insisted that the Grey family was flush with old money that could never run out, and that Lady Charlotte was entitled to a large enough portion to put the Landsbury fortune back to right, if it should come to it. As no other suitable young woman had caught Thomas’s eyes at that point, he figured Lady Charlotte was as solid a wager as any.

      Until he’d met her.

      Thomas settled back into his chair, lifting his feet to prop them on the corner of his desk with a frown. Lady Charlotte was sour, spiteful, and demanding. Time spent in her company was akin to torture. The way she’d flippantly ruined that poor Barnes girl’s prospects with one turn of her back had probably made her as wet as a Seven Dials tart.

      An unexpected grin came to Thomas’s face. The Barnes girl had been the most interesting part of the interminable evening. His grin grew at the memory of her perfect oval face, her soft lips, her dark hair, and her wide, startled eyes. She really hadn’t known what she’d walked into, but she’d handled it better than most young women would have. Not that she handled it well, of course. She’d made a bad situation a thousand times worse by attempting to defend herself to the Countess of Sefton, but Thomas admired her pluck for trying.

      He’d also admired her derriere as she’d hurried out of the assembly room. She had a lithe figure with just enough curve in all the right places. Even with that ridiculously unfashionable fichu, he’d been able to tell she had astoundingly gorgeous breasts—large and round, but not too large. And the way she’d looked at him over her shoulder as she and her sister were leaving…. Needless to say, he’d had plenty to think about when his hand was around his cock after going to bed the night before.

      It was more than just that, though. He’d never heard of Miss Verity Barnes before. Or her twin sister. Though Verity had far more vibrancy to her than Miss Honor. Some might have trouble telling one from the other, but he’d seen in an instant it was in the eyes and in Miss Verity’s buoyancy. All he’d been able to discover from the other guests at Almack’s was that the Barnes sisters were nobody. That didn’t satisfy his curiosity at all. And he hated it when his curiosity wasn’t satisfied.

      “Madison,” he called, putting his feet back on the floor and standing. He headed toward the doorway just as his butler appeared. “Madison, I need you to find out everything you can about a certain Miss Verity Barnes.”

      “Miss Verity Barnes?” Madison repeated, then executed a half bow. “Yes, my lord.”

      “Find out who her people are, who she is attached to, and where she lives,” Thomas went on.

      “Yes, my lord,” Madison repeated, then bowed again and left the room.

      Thomas returned to his desk and picked up his discarded letter from Lady Charlotte. Perhaps, if he was lucky, Miss Verity Barnes was more than she appeared. She had secured a voucher to Almack’s after all. She couldn’t have been that much of a nobody to accomplish a feat like that. If there was any chance for him to marry someone who could save the Landsbury fortune and who he could actually stand to spend time with, then he should explore those options.

      In the distance, Thomas thought he heard the front doorbell, but as it was the wrong time for calls, he ignored it. Instead, he picked up the letter from his mother, leaned against the edge of his desk, and set about opening it.

      Before he could get through the first, cheery sentence, however, Madison appeared in the study doorway once more, a peevish look on his face, and, to Thomas’s deep surprise, Miss Verity Barnes by his side.

      “Miss Verity Barnes, my lord,” Madison growled.

      “Damn, Madison,” Thomas said, swearing in front of Miss Barnes before he could stop himself. “You are good.”

      “Is he?” Verity asked, blinking at the butler.

      “I would have turned her away, my lord, as she is unaccompanied,” Madison explained with a flat expression, “but considering your earlier request….”

      “Yes, Madison, thank you.” Thomas grinned at the disgruntled man, then turned to study Verity with a different kind of grin entirely.

      “Will that be all, my lord?” Madison asked, peeking sideways at Verity.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Madison didn’t look happy to leave Verity where she was, but he had been trained to turn a blind eye when a blind eye was needed. That included scandalously leaving a young, unattached woman alone in the company of a man, in his house even.

      “Miss Barnes,” Thomas said, throwing caution and formality to the wind and staying where he was, leaning against his desk. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

      Verity blinked, inching deeper into the room. She looked thoroughly out of her depth. She also looked as delicious as a marzipan sweet dusted with sugar. Her gown was a fetching shade of rose that matched her flawless complexion. The bodice was cut low, but Thomas had an inkling that Verity had fastened it so that it would scoop lower, leaving a tremendous amount of her beautiful breasts on display. It was enough to make him think she was deliberately trying to seduce him…except that nothing else about her fit the picture of a seductress. She wore a prim and flowery bonnet—which she removed as she moved forward—the fabric of her gown was sturdy rather than diaphanous, and she didn’t have so much as a hint of cunning in her eyes.

      “Lord Landsbury,” she said, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat, her stiff posture loosening, and, to Thomas’s delight, rolled her eyes. “Well, that wasn’t a good way to start.”

      “On the contrary,” Thomas laughed. “It was as good a start as any.” He straightened and gestured for her to follow him to the sofa nearer the fire. “What brings you to my home this morning?” he asked.

      Verity hesitated for only a moment before walking deeper into the room. Thomas motioned for her to sit, but she didn’t. The only sign that she wouldn’t immediately bolt came when she set her hat on a table. “I’ve come to discuss what happened last night and your part in it,” she said.

      “My part in it?” Thomas fought to hide his grin. She was trying to be serious, he could tell from the grim set of her face. But it was impossible to be serious under such rash and ridiculous circumstances.

      “Yes,” Verity went on. “I may have put a foot very wrong with my comment about Lady Charlotte, but you, sir, made the situation worse.”

      Thomas bit his lip to keep his mirth from overflowing. His heart was doing odd things in his chest as well, but he ignored them. He crossed his arms and stared down at her. “Miss Barnes. You are aware, I trust, of how startlingly inappropriate it is for you to be here, are you not?”

      “It would be inappropriate if I were just another young lady whose reputation risked being ruined by calling on a man unchaperoned,” she said.

      “It would be decimated,” Thomas told her. “Perhaps you should leave immediately so as to avoid the damage. I give my word that I will not—”

      “My reputation is already irreparably damaged, my lord,” she said, raising her voice to interrupt him.

      Thomas’s brow went up. He hadn’t been interrupted or had a woman raise her voice to him since his mother had scolded him when he was in short pants. Coming from a woman as sweet as Verity Barnes, he rather liked it.

      “Your failure to step up and counteract the damage Lady Charlotte Grey caused with her unforgiving comments has led to me, and my sisters, being cut by society,” she said with her head held high. Her posture softened a bit as she went on to add, “Well, I assume we’ll be cut by all society. The Countess of Sefton turned her back on us, and that might as well be a hangman’s noose in the eyes of the ton.” Her shoulders dropped entirely as she finished.

      It was the second time that morning that he’d been accused of failing to defend a woman, but unlike Lady Charlotte’s censure, Verity’s scolding pinched him with guilt. Not that there had been a damned thing he could have done about the situation. He knew as well as Verity what it meant to be given the cut direct by someone as socially powerful as the Countess of Sefton.

      “You are right,” he said in as gentle a voice as he could manage. “Your reputation is ruined. Calling on me alone in this manner won’t damage it further. You were right to come here to scold me. I shall take your words to heart, and I promise you that I will make sure no one learns of the circumstances of your visit. But I do advise you leave quickly and discreetly.”

      “No.” In an instant, Verity snapped straight and stared at him as though he’d offended her all over again. “I did not come here merely to scold you, my lord.”

      “You didn’t?” Damn him, but he was smiling again, even though Verity looked ready to go into battle. But she was too charming in her indignation for him to resist. “Why did you come here, then, if I may ask?”

      She tilted her chin up. “I came here because there is only one course of action left to me.” Again, her bold stance wilted and she bit her lip for a moment before saying, “That is to say, I could retire to Norfolk, to live with my mother near the sea. But that life is so boring, and London is my home. I don’t want to go without the theater or shops or the excitement of the season. And besides, Norfolk smells like fish.”

      Thomas laughed before he could help himself. He cleared his throat and attempted to return to sobriety when Verity glared at him, but that only left him feeling lighter than ever. “I’m terribly sorry for any part I may have played in your disgrace, Miss Barnes, and I assure you that I will do my utmost to make things right in whatever way I can.”

      “Oh, good,” she said, letting out a relieved breath. “I was hoping you would be so easy to convince.”

      Her comment left him just a hair off-balance. “Convinced of what?”

      “That I should become your mistress.”

      Thomas was grateful he wasn’t holding anything or drinking coffee. He would have spit the beverage out at her words. The urge to roar with laughter was as strong as ever, but he was convinced it was desperately important to keep it inside.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked.

      Verity’s cheeks flushed an alluring shade of pink. That, coupled with the suggestion she’d just made, ignited an instinctual reaction that sent his temperature on an upward track and made his breeches tighter.

      “It’s a simple matter of reason,” she went on, though she was having trouble meeting and holding his gaze. “My reputation is destroyed, as you’ve agreed. I have no chance of making a suitable marriage. And while, yes, I could search for a husband amongst a different set of people, even then, my chances are slim. But—” she managed to meet his eyes as she went on, “—it has been my observation that the majority of men of higher society keep mistresses and that those mistresses are well-cared for, well-loved, and that they enjoy most of the delights of the city.”

      “Perhaps,” he began, drawing the word out. He sincerely doubted Verity had the first clue about how many fallen women were passed around from man to man, how the acts they were expected to perform went far beyond what he assumed her imagination could comprehend, and how too many of the jewels that dazzled the darker side of society in their youth ended up as used, sickly, pitiful whores whose lives weren’t much better than the poor wretches who sold themselves on the street.

      “That is why I am here, my lord,” she went on, full of confidence once more. “You played a part in my social demise, therefore I insist that you play a part in restoring me to happiness and comfort.”

      He arched a brow. “You think that becoming my mistress will provide you with happiness and comfort?”

      “Of course.” She blinked at him as though he were the one talking nonsense, not her. “You are a gentleman, are you not?”

      “Yes,” he answered slowly.

      “And as a gentleman, you would never allow a woman to suffer any physical harm, correct?”

      “Correct.” Thomas had the feeling he was being backed into a corner.

      “And I certainly don’t find you physically repulsive,” she went on.

      “You don’t?” His grin was back in spite of the sinking dread in his gut.

      “I find you quite handsome, actually,” she said, eyes lowered, blushing harder than ever. “I certainly wouldn’t mind you putting your hands on me.”

      Blood rushed through Thomas at the suggestion. He needed to get a handle on his instincts before they caused him to do something both he and Verity would regret.

      Although, perhaps that was the key to convincing Verity to forego her mad and dangerous scheme. She was clearly an innocent. He very much doubted she had the first clue what it meant to be a mistress. He doubted she knew the first thing about what sex was and how it was accomplished.

      He let himself grin freely and stepped toward her, fixing her with as wolfish a look as he could manage. The moment she felt the heat of his lust directed toward her, she would squeal in fright and flee from him, he was sure.

      “All right, then,” he said with a purr in his voice. “If you do not think you would mind my hands on you, then I have no objection to putting them there.”

      He reached for her, sliding his arm around her waist and tugging her firmly against him. She gasped, but she made no attempt to struggle or yank away. On the contrary, her eyes lit with excitement as she glanced up at him.

      “If you think you have it within you to be my mistress, then who am I to argue?” he asked, doing his best to make his tone as lascivious and, hopefully, intimidating to her as he could.

      “I’m glad you see things my way,” she answered in a breathless, trembling voice.

      “Oh, I do, love.” He dropped his hand to her backside, cupping the delicious curve of her flesh and kneading it.

      Only, instead of pushing her into fright, his cock leapt in anticipation. Damn, but he wanted her. His mind instantly conjured all manner of images of Verity in a variety of poses, and in every one, her sweet face was contorted in sinful ecstasy.

      It wasn’t at all what he hoped would happen. He attempted to gain the upper hand once more by pressing his growing erection against her hip, convinced it would be precisely what she needed to buckle and run.

      Instead, she gasped, “Oh.” Her chest rose and fell with rapid, shallow breaths, testing her bodice’s ability to keep her breasts contained.

      Her breasts. Surely that would frighten her into abandoning her plan and leaving.

      “You appear to be constricted,” he growled, sliding his hands up her sides to toy with the edge of her neckline. “I can do something about that.”

      He burrowed his fingertips under her neckline, first nudging her cap sleeves off of her shoulders and taking her stays with them, then tugging her entire bodice down. Her soft, flushed breasts sprung free, their nipples already tight and dark with anticipation.

      But instead of screaming and crying and rushing to cover herself, Verity drew in a breath that thrust her breasts toward him. The pulsing urge to mate with her flared hard within him. He closed his hands around her breasts, testing their weight and raking his thumbs across her nipples to bring them to even tighter points.

      In the back of his mind, he knew he was supposed to be deliberately terrifying her with sensuality in order to send her on her way, but that thought was secondary to the need to taste her. He needed to see if she was as sweet as she looked. So he brought his lips first to her shoulder, and then bent so that he could close his mouth around one of her nipples.
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      Verity made a sound like nothing that had ever escaped from her lungs before as Lord Landsbury—she supposed she should call him Thomas, seeing as he was ravishing her—closed his mouth around one of her nipples. The sudden feeling of being enclosed in wet heat and the irresistible tug as he sucked had her lifting to her toes to sway closer to him. At the same time, her knees felt as though they might give out entirely. Thomas’s mouth was a thousand times more wonderful than the cab driver’s rough hands.
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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