
  
    [image: Only Rakes Would Dare]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Only Rakes Would Dare by Charlie Lane

      

      

      Published by WOLF Publishing UG

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2022 Charlie Lane

        Text by Charlie Lane

        Edited by Chris Hall

        Paperback ISBN: 978-3-98536-079-6

        Hard Cover ISBN: 978-3-98536-080-2

        Ebook ISBN: 978-3-98536-078-9

      

      

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, brands, media, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner.

      Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      
        
        All Rights Reserved

      

      

      This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        WOLF Publishing - This is us:

      

        

      
        Two sisters, two personalities.. But only one big love!

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Diving into a world of dreams..

      …Romance, heartfelt emotions, lovable and witty characters, some humor, and some mystery! Because we want it all! Historical Romance at its best!

      

      Visit our website to learn all about us, our authors and books!

      

      Sign up to our mailing list to receive first hand information on new releases, freebies and promotions as well as exclusive giveaways and sneak-peeks!

      

      
        
        www.wolf-publishing.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Charlie Lane

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Debutante Dares Series

        In the glittering ballrooms of Regency London, a group of unconventional debutantes is turning heads and breaking hearts. The Debutante Dares series follows these audacious young ladies as they defy societal norms, challenging the ton's most eligible bachelors to fall madly in love. Get ready for a whirlwind of passion, wit, and scandalous romance that will leave you breathless.

      

      

      
        
        #1 Daring the Duke

        #2 A Dare too Far

        #3 Kiss or Dare

        #4 Don't You Dare, My Dear

        #5 Only Rakes Would Dare

        #6 Daring Done Right

      

        

      
        Christmas novella: A Very Daring Christmas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        July 10, 1819

      

      

      The girl at the pianoforte in the abandoned music room missed more notes than she hit, and Lady Edith Evans’s heart pinged with each sad sound. The girl had played no better an hour before when the room had been filled to bursting, and every one of its occupants had glued a polite smile on their faces in an attempt not to offend the girl’s father, a powerful duke. But political power did not guarantee musical talent for one’s offspring.

      Edith cringed and whipped away from the crack between the doorframe and the door. She pressed her back against the wall. She should shake the sour notes from her ears and move along, find her friends, finish the evening, and return home to her bed. The girl did not wish an audience, and with good reason.

      Yet, each missed note drew Edith in, set surety about her shoulders. The girl played to punish herself. Edith often acted with the same motivation though it carved her out, left her a howling hollow cavern.

      She had two options. Leave the girl alone and to her misery or see if she wanted help. Companionship. A listening ear that would not—a bang of ivory, metal, and fingernails—cringe.

      Edith slipped through the door and stepped into the light. She cleared her throat.

      The playing stopped with a crash of flat and sharp notes. A gasp played percussion.

      “Oh! Lady Edith!” the young girl said. “I did not know you were there.”

      “I just now appeared. Through the door, of course. As is the, ah, usual way.” Edith rocked back on her heels and tried her best not to roll her eyes. She’d caught the girl reliving her horrid performance, yet she felt caught herself. “I wasn’t hiding.”

      The girl melted, her shoulders slumping forward and curving her delicate body into a sad C. “Everyone should be hiding. Their ears, that is.”

      Edith sailed across the room and joined the girl on the bench. “Lady Marigold, is it?” A debutante of tender age. She had to be no more than eighteen.

      The girl nodded.

      “How long have you been playing?” Edith danced her fingers across the keys, lighting the air with a wispy spark of melody.

      “Just a year,” Lady Marigold said. “I did not wish to perform tonight, but my father insisted.”

      Edith sighed. “Fathers. What do they know? A more ignorant lot you cannot find.”

      Lady Marigold snorted, the shortest piggy sound before her hands flew up to hide her glee.

      Edith zipped her fingers in the opposite direction, striking the keys with more confidence. She knew about fathers from experience. Her own thought of her as little more than a doll to dress up and move about, then discard if she lost her shine, her usefulness.

      A melody meant to lift the girl’s spirits, and her own, floated up and frolicked in the candlelight.

      Lady Marigold dropped her hand, closed her eyes, and leaned into the melody as if into a fresh breeze. “Your playing is perfection, Lady Edith.”

      “It should be. I’ve been playing since I could walk.”

      “Truly?”

      Edith shrugged, placing both hands on the keys and launching into a true song. “So they tell me.” When they told her anything nice at all. Her fingers listed into a haunting rhythm or two before she pulled herself up out of it and bounced out a popular ballad.

      Lady Marigold hummed along.

      “You have a fine singing voice. You should ask your Papa to let you sing at these events instead of play.”

      “He says everyone has a voice, but only the exceptional can play an instrument with skill.” The light drained from her, and the hum hopped away from her lips. “I am not exceptional.”

      “Poppycock!” Edith’s fist pounded into the keys, creating chaos.

      Lady Marigold flinched, but Edith would not be soft. She took the girl’s shoulders in her hands and turned their bodies till they faced one another.

      “Do not say that again.”

      “I—”

      “Promise me, Lady Marigold. Believe in your exceptionality. Especially if no one else will.”

      Lady Marigold nodded, her energetic agreement bouncing her tea-colored curls about her face. She pulled from Edith’s grip and shook her skirts. “Thank you. I think.” A true grin. “Yes. Thank you.”

      Edith turned back to the keys, her arms like heavy ropes at her sides. “Keep practicing. You’ll improve.”

      The girl nodded and dashed from the room.

      Empty. The room. Edith.

      Why was she here? Oh, not just in this room, but at this musical, finishing out the Season as if nothing were wrong. When everything was. She’d no proposals. No prospects. No pride.

      She’d lost that when she’d set her cap after a man in love with another woman. When she’d tried to seduce him, multiple times, and failed. No man wanted her. Not even the terribly nice ones.

      The Season existed to find girls like her husbands. Well, perhaps it existed for political purposes, but the only part of it most truly cared about was the marriage part. The Mart. And in that, despite her privileges of birth and beauty, she’d failed. Due, no doubt, to her native imperfections. She’d insisted Lady Marigold retract her words—I am not exceptional. Yet, she could not keep from saying the same about herself. Difficult to be exceptional when you are dispensable.

      “Ha.” A breathy laugh that didn’t even waver the candles on the candelabra nearby. Not even her breath registered her existence. Ha.

      She’d learned to play to please her father. He didn’t notice. She’d learned to fight to please her brothers. They did not care. She’d fallen in love to please Lord Escher, the only man who’d given her a kind word. He’d married another woman.

      Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed it down. It sat like sour milk in her stomach.

      It was not all bad, though. The man’s new wife—Katherine—had found Edith some friends, a duchess’s sisters, no less. And Edith’s ill luck in love had helped her find her purpose.

      Live for herself and never wed. See! Suitors and proposals hardly mattered. She did not need them. Did not want them. She’d lived most of her life with little love. She would do well the rest of her years without it, too. From now on, she lived by no man’s rules. She did what pleased her, not what pleased others.

      She turned and glowered at the candelabra, heaved in a breath, and set it free. Three candles swooshed into darkness. See. She did live. Now even the candles knew.

      She lifted her arms through air grown heavy as molasses and let them hover just above the ivory. She closed her eyes and felt in her fingers for the right song to fill her up. Because a chance encounter with a fellow debutante had set her darkness howling.

      Ah. Only her favorite Dalayrac would do. It always lifted her spirits, no matter how low they drooped. She lowered her fingers to the cold, satin keys, took a sustaining breath, and sent her heart spinning into space.
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        * * *

      

      The woman at the pianoforte in the abandoned music room hit each note with perfect precision, and Griffin stepped out of the shadow-dark hallway into the ill-lit room to hear her better. Spellbound, despite not wanting to be.

      Lady Edith had played with just such perfection earlier in the evening before the assembled guests, but now she played with absolute passion as well.

      He was helpless to draw away, though passion would always be his enemy. He should not have sought her out, but he’d not lately been able to go more than a week without her tripping through his mind, braids black as champagne-shined Hessians streaming down her back in all her defiant girlhood glory. A memory of their childhoods. The woman who had sat like a rare stone at the pianoforte earlier this evening, cold as winter glass before the ton, had been no girl, but she had retained all her defiance, had honed it to a sword’s edge in womanhood.

      Earlier in the evening, he’d thought her a diamond, sharp and glistening. Now alone with her, he thought her a sparkling array of gems, an explosion of colors reflecting the very light of her soul.

      To say Lady Edith was spirited was a gross understatement. The woman was a force. The playful melody she pinged out on the pianoforte jigged up to him and, as if he were a May pole, traipsed about him.

      Her rhythm picked up pace, the jolly jig becoming a frantic swirl of notes, of emotion.

      Griffin rocked from foot to foot. He should leave. It seemed a private moment between herself and the music and whatever drove her. And he was a foreign thing to the forces that moved her, to the blatant emotion pouring from her.

      But when her body began to quake from her playing, her eyes closing and tendrils of her hair falling from its prim coiffure, he took root. No more capable of moving than the oak in the garden square outside his town home. Its branches sometimes were caught up in the dance of a heavy wind, and so, too, had Griffin been caught in the trance of her heady play. ‘Twas a dangerous net she wove around him. One that sat lightly over his skin but burned his flesh.

      He was a master at building ice walls, though. So, he settled himself into the snow of his own heart and built them high and thick so no heated net could crack or melt them.

      She missed a note, and that seemed to dislodge laughter from her throat. She tossed it at the ceiling somewhere above the candlelight, and it terrified the candles which flickered at her glee. She was raw emotion, not merely freely given but impossible to contain.

      His ice-hard walls melted to slush. Bereft of his fortifications, his legs gave way, and he lurched forward until he grabbed the back of a chair, nearly toppling it over with the force of his weight.

      Her mouth snapped closed, and her head snapped forward, her gaze finding him in a sharp instant. But the flesh of embarrassment did not creep onto her cheeks at being caught. Her eyes narrowed, and she stood slowly.

      “Lord Eastern? Is that you?”

      He pulled a breath of air glimmering with candlelight into his lungs and made a small circle around the chair until he could sit in it. Horribly rude to sit before a lady, no matter how long he’d known her, but if he stood much longer, his shaking legs would give away his crashing heart. And he must appear calm, collected, unaffected. Always. Must rebuild his walls of ice.

      She picked her way around the pianoforte and stopped several rows of chairs away from him. A hand reached out and caressed the curve of the back of one. Gloveless.

      He would have expected those hands to be long and graceful, pale and pretty, manicured and missish. They were not. They seemed made for practical use. Long, yes, but strong and agile. The perfect sort of fingers to bring a man—no.

      Hell. Not a productive thought, that. He slammed a heavily fortified castle gate constructed of freezing icicles down on the burning image in his mind.

      “Lady Edith,” he said, “I did not mean to disturb you. I heard your playing, and I—” He snapped his teeth together to stop his words. He could not very well say he had been on the hunt for her, and her playing had given away her location. He could not say he had known she had been the player without seeing her sitting at the piano. No one else played with such precision and passion. Two things that should have dueled with one another instead of becoming companions, as they did when her fingers fit against the keys.

      He swallowed and lowered his gaze to his lap. “Your playing is superb, and I am sorry to have disturbed you.”

      She sat two rows away in a spindly chair. Her skirts, the color of fresh cream, draped about the chair legs, hiding them, making her appear a perfectly positioned statue, a Pygmalion come to life.

      “You have not disturbed me at all. Should I apologize for my harridan’s laughter, or will our previous acquaintance absolve me of my sins? You have heard me laugh loud and long enough to know it is a fault of mine I’ll never conquer.”

      “Do you remember when Crawford fell in a pile of cow dung?”

      “Face first.” She laughed again, reviving the girl who had flung her mirth loud and open toward the heavens, who’d clutched her stomach with the force of her shaking hilarity. “You just chuckled a bit. Always in control.”

      Not always. “Your laughter is no sin, Lady Edith, and your playing is a delight to listen to.” He shifted. How best to ask the questions he’d sought her out to ask. He’d held them at bay, but his curiosity had grown the size of London itself. Now he needed answers.

      She blushed, dropped her gaze. Her fingers wriggled in the folds of her skirts. “Thank you, my lord.” She wrinkled her nose. “My lord sounds too formal for a man I share a cow dung memory with. But we are different now and must abide by certain rules we could formerly ignore.”

      “Yes. We are different. But your playing is the same. Sublime.”

      She met his gaze directly and held it steady. “You should not be kind to me. I might become attached.”

      A curious statement he wished to dissect. But he had other intentions. “May I ask you a question?”

      Her eyes glinted blue and sharp. “A question? Yes, I suppose so. Do your worst.”

      “Do you… how have you been Lady Edith?” Entirely wrong question. He’d mucked it up before he’d even begun. Like getting the first step of an equation wrong. He couldn’t backtrack this, though.

      “Oh. Marriageable, so they tell me. But my lack of proposals would suggest otherwise.” A brilliant smile.

      An incomprehensible answer that made five of two and two. And it sent an odd assortment of emotions catapulting over his carefully constructed ice walls—pity, relief, and… yearning? He tossed that last one back over.

      He cleared his throat and dove back in. He’d get four from two and two this time. “You have heard of Lord Escher’s marriage?”

      She tilted her head, and her lip quirked in amusement. “Yes. Of course. I attended the wedding.”

      Excellent knowledge, that. He must soldier on. “Forgive me for asking such an awkward question, but do you have any particular relationship with Lord Escher?”

      She blanched, and her hands clenched her skirts as if clinging to the edge of a cliff. “We used to be engaged. Until his sister’s scandal. Now I would count him as a friend. His new wife, too. They both… they did me good recently. Why do you ask?”

      Because Lord Escher had been hunting to find Lady Edith a husband a month or more ago. And Griffin wanted to know why. He’d applied for the marital position himself. He needed a wife, and Lord Escher’s matchmaking attempts for Lady Edith had offered an option Griffin was familiar with.

      And attracted to.

      He’d always thought her lovely in that vague sort of way in which one admires a beautiful piece of art. But looking at her, the word marriage in the shadow-heavy air between them, gave him a different view, one likely shared by the suitors of the ton. A delicate profile and skin with a hint of sun-kissed gold to it, even in the darkened room. Tight curls that tumbled in every direction, black as ink, as obsidian, as the deep bottom of a wind-still lake. He could not see her eyes well, their precise color, but he did not need the high, unclouded sun at noon to know they were a startling blue, like the reflection of light inside a diamond. Sloping shoulders and a more than ample bosom he should not be looking at. He averted his eyes.

      How the hell did she have no marriage proposals? Even more curious, why was a man unrelated to her, a former betrothed, attempting to find her a suitable partner? Made no sense. A puzzle indeed. And Griffin had never been able to let go of puzzles until every bit fit perfectly, until every question had a logical answer.

      Which brought him back to Lord Escher. Why had the man been matchmaking for Lady Edith? And so covertly? That was a father’s duty. Something had happened, and Griffin’s curiosity gnawed over that something like a bone.

      “And you are well?” he pressed.

      “Am I well?” She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and rolled her eyes toward the night sky of the high ceiling. “Hmm.” She let go of her lip and beamed at him. “I can affirm that, at this very moment, I am well enough. And how are you, Lord Eastern?”

      An unexpected inquiry. A retreat, too. Was she unwell at other moments?

      Lady Edith perused the outlines of his face with a look of thoughtful curiosity, both emotions completely authentic. It worked like an ice pick through his walls, startling the truth out of him.

      “I am sick of rakes, Lady Edith.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair and lengthened one leg before him with a sigh.

      Silence, then a gentle chuckle. “Pity that.”

      “And why do you find it pitiful?”

      She pulled herself up tall and smoothed her skirts. “I am a rake. I wouldn’t tell you, but we’re old friends.” She shrugged one elegant shoulder up and down, and the gentle moment shook the ice-pick hole in his walls to the size of a damned cannon ball.

      He narrowed his eyes. “You are a woman and cannot be a rake.”

      “Call me rake-ess if you like, but the truth remains. I have raked a time or two in my day.” Did guilt or amusement tug the corner of her lip up ever so incrementally?

      “If you think yourself a rake, Lady Edith, you do not know the meaning of the word.” Not as he did with a father and a brother who’d consigned their lives to hell and dragged everyone else along with them.

      A mask fell over her features. “You’re right, of course. I tease. Tell me. Why do rakes displease you so?”

      He stood, nearly knocking the chair over in his haste.

      She reached out with seeking fingers, a golden slither of an arm that near glowed in the gloom. “I have annoyed you. I do apologize, but… I do not know why I apologize. I did not mean to. Annoy you, that is.”

      “Rakes are selfish, Lady Edith, and driven solely by selfish passions. Even into early graves.”

      Her hand flew to her mouth, dropped as slow as time back to her lap. “Your older brother’s death.”

      Damn, but she was sharp and quick.

      “I know I should not ask,” she said, “but I find myself unable to stop. Did… raking… kill your brother?” She threw her hands in the air with a tiny growl. “I am sorry. How intolerably rude of me.”

      “Thank you for your rudeness. No one asks about my brother. Often, it’s as if he never existed. As if I had been born heir, instead.” And fighting his brother had made him the man he was—cold, logical, a protector instead of a villain.

      “I do not think I ever met him. How is that when you and I have known each other for so long?”

      “We know one another through our mothers. Ralston was my father’s shadow at all times.” The man and boy a single entity, always sneering at Griffin. “My parents were mostly estranged, and my mother preferred not to speak of it. I also preferred to leave the matter in the city, especially when we were visiting Apple Grove House.” The country seat of Edith’s father, the Earl of Westgrove, had seemed an idyll, a heaven on earth comprised solely of the elements in their purest forms—sun, water, earth, and once a bonfire to light the star-sparked black sky.

      “That explains it, then. I am sorry, though, for your loss.” She picked at the half-moons of her fingernails. “I have repaid your kind compliments with grief. Not well done of me at all.” Her nails disappeared into her palms, knuckles fading to white. Surely, she bit red curves in her hidden skin. Punishment for imagining she had hurt him?

      He risked a trembling hand between the ice bars to soothe her. Nothing worse than a woman taking fault onto herself when it was not her own to carry.

      “I think,” he said before he had quite formed the idea, “I would rather sit and listen to you play all day than do anything else.” He stifled a groan. What a syrupy thing to say. She’d think him bluffing. Or flirting. And no matter what he’d thought about marrying her a month ago, he knew now such a relationship could never come to be. He wasn’t looking for a woman like her.

      She flushed, and her mouth stretched wide with pleasure and pride. “Thank you. I do not often receive compliments.”

      Impossible. “A shame.”

      She shrugged.

      He had the squirming desire to do something, anything to make compliments mundane instead of unusual, but such kindness might be misinterpreted by a chit who opened conversations by stating her marriageability.

      He could no longer stay. Their conversation had sizzled the air with danger and cracked his ice too close to the core.

      He stood. “It was lovely to listen to you play once more. And to… chat.”

      “Indeed, my lord, and what an unusual chat it was.”

      He bowed and swept from the room.

      Her voice chased him down the hall. “Let us not go years without speaking again, my lord.” A light chuckle, only the whisper of which reached his ears.

      He kept his steps sedate, polite, proper, but he felt like he was fleeing. He had need of a wife, and he now saw Lady Edith would never do. As good for him as fish for a man with a gouty leg.

      She was filled top to bottom with passion, and passion only led to rakish behavior. He certainly could never marry a woman who claimed to be a rake herself. Too spirited. A force he could never conquer.

      And if there was one thing he would never be in his life, or willingly bring into his life, it was a rake. They caused too much damage. To themselves. To everyone around them.

      It was good he’d sought her out this evening. He’d experienced without a doubt the fact that she was unsuitable for him. Edith woke up his sleeping heart like a melody in the morning. Some other woman would do much better. A man made of ice could never guard himself against a summer sun. He married to clean up a tattered title, not to fall in love.
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      Edith could not decide what baffled her most about Lord Eastern. He’d appeared like an apparition of the past and disappeared just as quixotically. He’d asked ridiculous questions, dangerous ones, too, and kept a calm, placid mask fixed over gentle, handsome features all the while. Even his hair could be considered calm, though its color hinted at hidden chaotic depths. The deepest auburn, perfectly tamed into the most suitable, fashionable cut. He’d seemed strung tight as a bow, yet something—a deep warmth, perhaps—in his dark gray eyes, almost black, had hinted at a playful nature.

      “A conundrum.”

      “There you are!” Lady Sarah Hampton stood in the door frame where Lord Eastern had disappeared. “It’s so dark in here? Come join the crowd.”

      Edith left the music room behind at Sarah’s side. “I was playing.”

      Sarah’s pretty features screwed into a moue of disgust. “Again? When no one is forcing you?” She wrapped her arm through Edith’s and patted her hand. “But you do enjoy it, so I suppose it’s as well. Was that a man I just saw sauntering from this room?”

      Edith laughed. Lord Eastern? Sauntering? Never. “Yes. Our mothers were friends long ago, and he used to traipse the fields with The Brutes.”

      “Your brothers are brutes, but he did not seem one. Seemed more of a… cat. Yes. Decidedly feline.”

      “I think you’ve the right of it.”

      Sarah’s elbow dug into Edith’s ribs. “Is he a… likeable sort of fellow?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is he… likeable?” She waggled bright red eyebrows over blue eyes.

      “And by that, you mean marriageable.”

      “What else would it mean?”

      Many other things, actually. She’d not thought much about marriage in his presence outside of her initial pronouncement. Self-deprecation had become a habit, a throw-away verbal habit. Insult herself and laugh a bit. Somehow, it made her feel easier. At first. Then it lingered, festered.

      “You tease, Sarah. Tell me, how many suitors have you seriously entertained this Season?”

      “I’m not officially out. I do not have to entertain any.” Her sly smile somehow made her curls glow a brighter red. “Now, is the auburn-haired Lord Eastern a strawberry or a cheese?” She wrinkled her nose. “He seems an ice to me.”

      “And you seem a nodcock, comparing men to foods.” She softened her words by squeezing her friend’s arm closer to her side. “He is a bit of an ice. But a strawberry one, I think.”

      Sarah stopped their rapid march and swung around to face Edith. “You do find him likeable!”

      Edith snorted, walked past her friend.

      Sarah caught up in a few swift steps. “For who does not like strawberry ices?”

      “Hm. He’s an odd one. Even as a child. Quiet and contemplative. The most serious young boy I’d ever met. Quite the opposite of me, in fact. And quite the opposite of my brothers, who were supposed to be his chums.”

      “Well, that says nothing but good things about him. Your brothers are buffoons.”

      Edith laughed. “Do not let Xavier hear you say that. He’ll throw you over his lap and tan your hide.” Her oldest brother had no patience for most people, most especially Edith’s new friend.

      Sarah shivered. “King of Brutes, he is. Do not worry, I’ll keep my distance. You’d best be careful, too. You know how likeable men make you.”

      Silly as a goose. “I will not let a few compliments turn my head this time.” Or her heart. “He does worry me, though.”

      Sarah linked their arms once more. “Oh?”

      They reached the end of the hall and stepped into a parlor where the guests who had not left after the musical entertainment milled about, gossiping.

      “Mmm.” Edith spied Sarah’s older sister Pippa hiding behind a potted plant and drew them both toward her. “I think he might know about my… unfortunate actions earlier in the Season.”

      Sarah’s eyes widened. “No! Did you hear that, Pippa? He knows.”

      Pippa had been studying a painting across the room, her eyes hazy and her shoulders curved inward. She seemed to shrink from the room, taking sanctuary in the painted world. “No. I am sure he doesn’t. Not a one of us has said a whisper about it.”

      The sisters knew of Edith’s recent bout with insanity. She could hardly call it otherwise. Why else did a proper young lady sneak into a gentleman’s coach, or his bedroom, and try to seduce him?

      Edith gathered the other woman closer, tightening the circle and lowering her voice. “He asked pointed questions about my connection to the viscount, Lord Escher.”

      Pippa frowned. “That is worrisome. Do you think he’ll speak of it to anyone?”

      Strawberry ices were cold but sweet.

      “No, I do not think he will.”

      “Then why would he mention it to you?” Sarah asked.

      Edith shook her head. “I do not know. But I will keep my distance. Do not worry.”

      “Edith.” A shadow consumed their hiding spot.

      “Damn,” Sarah hissed. “Go away, Lord Flint.”

      “Sarah!” Pippa squeaked. “Be kind. And polite.”

      Edith peeked out from behind the potted plant. “Brother. How delightful you’ve joined us.”

      Xavier’s perpetual frown marred what could have been a handsome face. Even features, a thick head of dark hair, and hazel eyes. That frown, glower really, sliced the handsome right off his face making him craggy.

      “Why are you hiding, Sister?” he snapped. “And with such foul-mouthed company? Yourself excepted, Lady Philippa.” A deep bow.

      “The company your sister has chosen”—Sarah stepped forward to meet him in height and haughtiness—“is far superior to the company she was born into.”

      Edith stepped between them and waltzed her brother out of the corner.

      He glared over her head at her friend.

      She pressed her fingertips into his chest. “Do you have a reason you’ve come searching for me?”

      “It’s time to leave,” he said, his voice the rumble of an avalanche.

      “Excellent!” Edith had learned to be chipper enough for all her growly brothers. “I am feeling a mite tired. I will meet you at the coach.”

      He turned without a final word and left.

      Edith reached out and took Sarah’s hands in her own. “You are my very own knight in shining armor, protecting me from my insupportable family. Thank you.”

      Pippa’s gaze returned to the painting across the room. “It would be better if you could do it without spearing Lord Flint with fatal glares, though, Sister.” A pause. “Do you think we can leave yet? It grows insupportably crowded.”

      Sarah linked her arm through her sister’s. “You’ve become insupportably grouchy since returning from Scotland. Perhaps you should return.”

      She blinked, looking away from the painting. “I plan to.”

      Sarah wrapped her free arm around Edith. “I do not care if embraces in public are unacceptable behavior.”

      Edith squeezed back. “The most daring girl in the ton.” She pulled away.

      Sarah winked. “Will you be at my sister’s soiree tomorrow?”

      Edith nodded. Months ago, attending one of the duchess’s soirees had been her first step into a different life, and she would miss it once the Season ended, and her family returned to their estate. She would be alone again, and she did not like the way that felt.

      As she left the parlor, a shock of auburn hair caught her attention. And then, as if he felt her studying the contours of his face, Lord Eastern’s gaze bore into hers.

      Her heart stuttered. No good, that. Her last obsession, with Lord Escher, had begun with a compliment and a smile.

      Of course, Lord Eastern’s compliment had not come with anything so mundane as a smile. He’d said the words in complete seriousness, his face stripped of all emotion. He’d rather sit and listen to her play than do anything else in the world. Eyes placid, mouth a smooth line, jaw relaxed. Strangely, the lack of emotion had lent more power to his words than a mere smile would have.

      She did not wish any man to have power over her anymore, to disdain her, or pity her when all she did was love.

      She ripped her gaze from his and tripped from the room. When she found the coach, her father, Xavier, and her second eldest brother, Crawford, had already settled into it. The three men, large and annoyingly muscle-bound, took up too much space in the small confines of the coach. They could be the same man at different stages of life. The black sheen of Crawford and Xavier’s hair snowed at the temples on her father’s head. And only Xavier’s eyes lacked the cold blue glint in her father and Crawford’s gazes. All three men wore mouths tight with disapproval, too—Crawford’s settled on his pointed chin, Xavier’s in his worried eyes, and her father’s in the weight of his thick, fuzzy eyebrows lowering like storm clouds.

      As a combined force, they stole all the air, and their gazes fell on her as heavy as their bodies did on the conveyance.

      “Do look elsewhere,” she snapped, settling into a corner.

      “I didn’t see a single gentleman talk to you tonight,” her papa said.

      The coach rolled forward.

      “In fact,” her papa continued, “you disappeared.”

      “With a fellow?” Crawford asked.

      “No, not with a fellow. I was assisting another young debutante.”

      Crawford sniffed. He still had a hint of boyishness about him, and it made his disgruntled affectation seem a game of pretend, the boy acting a man.

      

      No need to tell them about Lord Eastern. Their exchange had been so innocent, so unusual, she did not know quite what to do with it herself yet.

      Her papa leaned forward, tapped her knee. “We do not bring you to these events so you can sneak off on your own and hide, Edith. That gown, our London house—everything takes money—all of it to launch you into your life.”

      “Into a man’s life,” she mumbled.

      “It is all the same.” Papa’s arms exploded out to the side and smacked Crawford in the face.

      “Ow!”

      Papa patted Crawford on the head. “Apologies, my boy.”

      Her brother’s face squirmed into a scowl, and he grumbled, “It is fine, Father.”

      Edith stifled a laugh.

      “A woman’s life,” her papa said, “starts with marriage, and she lives for her husband. To provide him heirs, to provide him spares, to provide a comfortable web to catch him when the claws of old age gnaw on his bone and muscle.”

      A poetic sentiment for a horrid idea. No wonder her mother had borne seven children only to die in childbirth. She’d lived and died for her husband, providing that web to cradle him in his old age, and she’d never even gotten the chance to grow old.

      And if Edith married, she would never get one, either. But her father grew impatient. He had expectations, and she did not meet them.

      “How many events remain in the Season, Edith?” her papa demanded.

      Precious few.

      “Not enough to secure your future,” he continued.

      “Why must I marry?” she demanded.

      “It’s what’s done! And you deserve the joy that comes with being a wife and mother.”

      “You wish me joy in life.” She very much doubted that.

      “Of course, Edith.”

      His version of joy felt like shackles to her.

      Crawford leaned forward. “What if I get one of the fellows to take her on?”

      “Fellows?” Xavier grumbled.

      “One of the gents from Cambridge,” Crawford clarified.

      Xavier’s face grew more cliffs. “Your friends?” Thank goodness her eldest brother’s tone conveyed the revulsion gathering in Edith’s chest.

      “Yes, my friends,” Crawford sneered. “Several of them owe me. Gambling debts.”

      “Not a bad idea, Crawford.” Papa stroked his knuckles down his jaw. “We would hold a little something over the man to ensure he goes through with it.”

      “You all act as if I’m faulty.” Edith sat on her hands. Her ire burned her, muscle, bone, and nerves, and she did not know what she would do if she let her hands free. Jump from the carriage most likely. “As if a man would take one look at me and run the other direction.”

      Papa sliced her clean through with one gem-hard glance. “That might be the case, Edith. You have not inspired anyone so far this Season.”

      “It is my first.” And she’d let it be known from her very first ball that she was taken. A lie she’d believed but that would never have been true with Lord Escher in love with another woman. She dug her fingernails into the sensitive backs of her thighs and clung to the pinching pain.

      “You’re too old for a debutante to begin with,” Papa said. “Not the freshest on the Mart this year.”

      “I can’t help that my mother died after nine months of struggle, which I helped her through.” Tried to, at least. In the end, nothing in the world could have kept a woman who’d lost that much blood. “Then when time came to put aside mourning, you found me a husband and told me I no longer needed a Season. Then you refused to let me marry that man. So here I am, three years later, when I was already on the upper end of acceptable as far as age goes for a debutante. Two and twenty, unmarried, and on the shelf. And I’d rather remain there than marry one of Crawford’s sniveling friends who will drive us into poverty with his gambling debts before we’re even married.”

      Her father did not seem to hear her. “You’ve got looks, confound it. You’ve got breeding. I do not understand what the fellows see so wrong with you.”

      “They can tell she’s difficult,” Xavier said. “And she does not associate with the correct people.”

      “What is that?” Papa’s head swung back and forth between Edith and Xavier. “Not associating with the right people?”

      “That Lady Sarah,” Xavier replied.

      “A duchess’s sister, Son. Stop being so high in the instep.”

      Xavier melted into the corner of the coach and kept his silence.

      Good. She had no desire to hear what he had to say about her friends. He could sit on a pitchfork for all she cared. Xavier knew how to act with his heart. He simply chose not to most days.

      “I think,” Papa said, “it is Edith’s bearing. Yes. Men can look at her and tell she’s difficult.”

      “That’s what I said,” Xavier mumbled.

      “I’m not difficult!” Edith shouted. Her hands bolted out from under her, but she did not quite know what to do with them, so she wrapped bone-white fingers around the edge of the seat.

      “A daughter who was not difficult would never say she was not. She would say, ‘Yes, Papa, you are right. I should try to be an easier person.’”

      Edith snorted. She had spent so many hours and days and months, even years of her life attempting to be the type of daughter he wanted, the type of sister that would make her brothers proud. Thankless and impossible task, that. She might as well roll a boulder up a hill over and over again, day in and day out.

      She tired of boulder rolling.

      She pulled up tall and clutched her cloak about herself. “I shall be as difficult as I please.”

      “See!” Papa’s hands flew wide again, smacking Crawford in the face.

      “Ow!” Crawford rubbed his nose.

      “Scoot over there,” Papa said. “You hover much too close.”

      But Crawford already pressed entirely against the wall.

      Papa returned his attention to her. “Do not speak like that to your father, Edith. What would your mother say?”

      “She’d say you deserve it.”

      “Edith!” A pall dropped over her father’s face. “I think you’ve the right of it, Crawford. We need help if we’re to get her married. Do talk to that friend of yours.”

      “Do not talk to that friend of yours.” Edith’s voice rose to the upper reaches of mezzo forte and threatened to range higher.

      The men winced.

      She did not care. “I do not know your friends. I will not marry a man I do not know. I will not even entertain the thought.”

      “The ladies consider him a handsome fellow,” Crawford said, as if other ladies’ opinions would make everything perfectly all right. “Don’t worry over that.”

      “I am, in fact, not worried over that.”

      They blinked at her.

      Of course. What else could a lady worry over but the handsome curve of a suitor’s profile? “I am worried he is a drunkard or a fool or both. I am worried he will prove a brute like all of you.”

      Xavier rolled out of his corner. “Edith is right. We cannot hand her over to a man none of us but Crawford knows.”

      Papa’s lips pulled back as his eyes flicked toward his younger son. “True.”

      Crawford’s face soured. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I don’t think it’s complimentary to me.”

      Papa turned to Crawford. “Invite this fellow to the house. After the Season. We do love our Edith, after all, and she should not have to face a betrothal to a man she does not know.” He folded his hands in his lap. “We, as her protectors, should be careful to make sure she does not end up with a man who will abuse her.”

      This was an improvement, but a waste of time as well. “Please do not invite him to the house. I have no desire to become further acquainted with him. I will not marry him.”

      “No, no. No disagreement. It’s a good idea.” Papa threw an arm wide toward Crawford, wagging his finger.

      Crawford flinched and ducked, just missing a finger to the eyeball.

      “Invite the fellow, Crawford,” Papa said, “Invite more fellows. Everyone who owes you blunt and needs a wife. And I will… I’ll make a list of all the eligible gentlemen I know who are willing to accept a woman like Edith. If Crawford’s friends do not take the bait, or if we happen to find them disagreeable, we will have other options to fall back on. Either way, Edith, you must marry before the end of this year.”

      “But why? Am I a burden to you?”

      “No. Of course not.” Her father huffed three times in a row, a sort of laugh. “We barely notice you’re there.”

      Cut, that did. “Then why must I marry?”

      “Because you are a woman, and that is what women do. Let us have no more disagreeable discussion of it. And when Crawford’s friend—”

      “We don’t even know his name,” Edith said.

      “When,” Papa continued as if never interrupted, “Crawford’s friend attends us at the estate—”

      “His name is Philip Parket, Lord Croakly,” Crawford said.

      “Croakly?” Xavier said with a shiver of disgust. “Good God, I almost wish we find him horribly disagreeable. I do hope the other men you invite are more happily named.”

      “No one cares about his name, Crawford.” Papa swung a disappointed glare from his second son to his first. “Xavier, stop caring about his name. His name does not matter so long as he helps Edith take her rightful womanly place by a man’s side.”

      “No one cares what I want?” Edith hissed.

      The carriage stopped, and Crawford hopped out before he could have his eyeball poked or his face slapped one more time.

      Her father stood but stopped right before her. “And what is it you want, Edith?”

      To be loved, actually. Only that. To be seen and loved despite her faults. An impossible request.

      “See, you cannot answer my question because, without a husband to guide you, you cannot know what you want.” He patted her shoulder. “This is the way of the world, Edith, and you will be happier when you accept it. Now”—he tweaked her nose—“no more being difficult. Smile and nod and hook some man’s attention and secure your future.” He stepped out of the carriage.

      Only she and Xavier remained, and Edith might never move again. Her feet had become stones, and her heart a frantic fluttering bird inside a cage.

      The carriage shook, and her brother stood. He disembarked and held a hand out to help her do the same. “Father speaks too harshly.”

      She took his hand, though she did not feel his skin or warmth, his callus or bone. Whether she touched skin or only glove. How could she feel when all had fallen numb?

      “Edith,” Xavier continued, “don’t you want your own life? Your own house?”

      She let him escort her inside.

      “I know you do not delight in keeping company with your brothers all the time. You could find a husband who pleases you, one who understands you in ways we do not. You could be happier than you are right now.”

      “I am happy.”

      He grunted. “Always were a horrid liar. How many times do I have to tell you, if you’re going to lie, you have to sell it? You must use the right tone. Believe it yourself as you say it.”

      They stood below the staircase, and he took one of her hands in both of his. They were big and strong—and gloved. He had always been her favorite brother.

      “Do not worry, Edith. I will make sure the man you marry is not a bore or a bad man. I will not let that happen to you. But you know as well as I that your chances for happiness are better if you choose the fellow yourself. Don’t let”—he shuddered—“Crawford choose for you. Or Father. Ugh.” He patted her hand and hunched his shoulders as he bounced up the steps and out of sight.

      She followed him, trudging at a more sedate pace, lugging her stone feet up each step. Find her own husband before the Season’s end or marry someone of her father’s choosing. Not a choice with a victory for Edith. Not one she’d ever wanted to make. But not one she could now avoid. No escape.

      She might as well find her own fellow. But who? And how in such a short time?
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      Griffin stood outside the family townhouse. It looked as ordinary as any of the others surrounding it, but there might as well have been looming clouds and rumbling thunder. A few bats hovering nearby. The house had always been a place of nightmares for him.

      He reached down and placed his hand atop Bonny’s head and scratched the silky fur between his ears, taking comfort from the dog’s patient presence. “You ready?”

      The dalmatian looked up at him, panting. He nudged his head into Griffin’s leg and rubbed. As good an answer as any.

      They stepped forward together.

      Inside, darkness draped the halls like a mourning shroud. An empty tomb for the dying Marquess of Hartfield. Embarrassed by his deterioration, his father only allowed a few to visit him as he lay dying in a room of shadow and memory. His doctor, a footman, Griffin’s mother, and Griffin.

      Not that Griffin often came when his father demanded it. He strode up the steps now only because his mother had asked him to. She’d poured the sorrow of her pale blue eyes into him over tea yesterday afternoon, so now he knocked on the door.

      He took a deep breath and looked to Bonny. She’d turned still as stone. Not even her usually exuberant tail vaulted back and forth.

      “Me, too, Bonny. Me, too.”

      He knocked.

      Silence. Then, “Enter.”

      He did, snicking the door closed behind him once Bonny had snuck through.

      “Did you bring that dog?” The words, grated against a failing throat, dissolved into a coughing fit.

      Griffin stood at the end of the bed in silence and waited until the coughing stopped and his father’s breathing returned to normal.

      Bonny answered for herself, jumping on his father’s bed and lying atop of his legs. His father’s lips twitched in a temporary smile, then flattened into his usual line of misery. “Took you long enough,” he said. “Ungrateful.”

      Griffin? Ungrateful? Perhaps. Because all he’d ever been given was neglect and mockery. He wasn’t fool enough to feel grateful for that.

      “How are you feeling today, Father?”

      “I’m dying. How do you think I feel?”

      He could not add the title of liar to his father’s many sins. At the very least, he’d always sinned openly, truthfully.
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