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Chapter One


Miss Stevenson’s Seminary


“The Young Ladies’ Eton”


Queen Square, London


September 14, 1776


By her fourteenth birthday, Lady Boadicea Wilde had wished for a best friend on weeks of first stars. She had created a wishing stone by dunking it in milk under a midnight moon. When that didn’t work, she had decided that perhaps fairies preferred adult beverages, so she stole into her father’s study and dunked the stone in a decanter of brandy. She had written down her wish and burned the paper in the nursery hearth so it flew up to heaven.


Unfortunately, she’d forgotten to open the flue, so smoke filled the nursery. She had been punished by being confined to bed, where she watched her younger sister Joan and stepsister Viola cuddle on the nursery sofa and whisper secrets to each other.


It was all her father’s fault.


Dukes’ daughters, especially those who lived in huge castles, had no chance to meet prospective friends. They were kept in the country like potted violets, waiting for the moment when they would be paraded in front of the world and promptly married off.


From what Betsy could see, her father was her stepmother’s best friend. Only a girl with eight brothers could sympathize with the revulsion that swept over Betsy at that thought.


Friends with a boy.


Never.


Boys smelled and shouted. They thought nothing of tossing water over one’s head, pulling hair, and passing wind deliberately.


How could a boy possibly understand how she felt about life? She longed for a kindred soul, a girl who would sympathize with the unfairness of having to ride sidesaddle, and not being allowed to shoot a bow and arrow from horseback.


A few years ago, when her brothers Alaric and Parth had announced they wanted to visit China, her father’s eyes had lit up, and a whole meal flew by talking of three-masted schooners and mountains of tea. True, the duke had forbidden the voyage until the boys were older, but he’d laughed when he discovered they’d sailed off anyway.


If she ran away to sea? The idea was unthinkable.


If her wishing stone had worked, she’d be living in a place where girls were allowed to wear breeches and travel wherever they wished.


Lying in bed after her fourteenth birthday party—attended by five brothers, since Viola and Joan were recovering from the chickenpox—Betsy realized that if she wanted a girlfriend, she had to take matters into her own hands. She had wished for a friend before blowing out the candle on her birthday cake, but inside, she no longer had faith.


Magic had proved ineffective, if not irrelevant.


Yet there is more than one way to skin a goat, as the family coachman had it. It took three months of coaxing, pleading, and outright tantrums, but finally Betsy, Joan, and Viola were taken to the very best boarding school in England, an establishment run by Miss Stevenson, who had the distinction of being the daughter of a viscount.


As they walked into the imposing building, Betsy struggled to maintain ladylike comportment. She couldn’t stop the giddy smile that curled her lips. When a maid arrived to escort her to the wing for older girls, she hugged her father and stepmother goodbye and danced out the door, leaving them to mop up her stepsister Viola’s tears.


Viola was shy, and afraid to live away from home, but as Betsy heard girls’ laughter from behind a closed door, her heart swelled with pure joy. She was finally—finally!—where she was meant to be.


“You will share a parlor suite with Lady Octavia Taymor and Miss Clementine Clarke,” the maid assigned to escort her said. “Each of you has your own chamber, of course, and your maid will attend you morning and evening. You may become acquainted with Lady Octavia and Miss Clarke over tea.”


Betsy’s heart was beating so quickly that she felt slightly dizzy. Clementine was such a beautiful name, and hadn’t Octavius been a general? Octavia was named after a warrior, just as she was!


The parlor looked like a smaller version of parlors at Lindow Castle, tastefully furnished with a silk rug and rosy velvet curtains. A table before the fireplace was set with a silver tea service.


Betsy’s eyes flew to the two girls who rose and came to meet them. Clementine had yellow ringlets and a pursed mouth like a rosebud; Octavia had low, dark eyebrows and a thin face.


“Your name is so pretty,” Betsy told Clementine, after the maid left.


“I wish I could say the same for yours,” Clementine said, sitting down with a little smile, as if she were merely jesting.


Betsy blinked. “Boadicea is certainly unusual,” she said hastily. “I prefer Betsy.”


Clementine’s nose wrinkled. “We have a second housemaid who used to be called Betsy. My mother changed her name to Perkins.”


Betsy couldn’t think what to say. “I see,” she managed, her voice coming out flat and strange.


“Please, won’t you sit down, Lady Betsy?” Octavia asked, gesturing toward a chair.


Betsy sat. “Have you been at the seminary for some time, Lady Octavia?” she asked.


“Clementine and I have been the only parlor boarders since—” Octavia began.


“I have every expectation that my mother will fetch me away within the week,” Clementine said, interrupting.


“I see,” Betsy repeated, fighting to make her voice cordial. It was ridiculous to feel shaky and a little frightened. This wasn’t the way she had imagined her first encounter with possible friends, but Clementine was only one person, and there was a whole school of girls to meet.


“Do you?” Clementine demanded.


“Are you good at maths?” Octavia put in, her voice rather desperate.


“No, I am not,” Betsy said. “I am sorry to hear that you are departing, Miss Clarke. Is the parlor too small for three of us?”


Clementine snorted.


“The meals are frightfully good here,” Octavia said, her voice rising.


“My mother will travel from the country to fetch me as soon as she learns of your arrival,” Clementine said, ignoring Octavia. “I sent her a message yesterday.”


Betsy had the horrible sense that she’d somehow strayed into a nightmare. She took a deep breath. “Why are you so impolite, Miss Clarke?”


Clementine pursed her lips tighter than nature had made them, and then opened them just wide enough to speak. “No one can blame a child for her mother’s lascivious nature, but it would have been more agreeable if His Grace had thought how unpleasant it was for young ladies of quality to share a chamber with someone who . . .”


“Who?” Betsy prompted.


“Is bound to have inherited her mother’s sinful inclinations,” Clementine said, her eyes shining like greased blueberries.


Betsy stared back in horror. Of course Clementine knew that the duke’s second duchess—her mother—had run away with a Prussian count when Betsy was a baby. But no one had ever spoken of her mother so demeaningly—nor implied that she, Betsy, would inherit a penchant for debauchery.


“Clementine!” Octavia protested, adding, “You are being frightfully ill-bred!”


Clementine turned toward her. “I’m merely repeating what scientists have proved, Octavia. Strong attributes are always inherited, just as when racehorses are bred for speed. You could call it destiny, but it’s really science.”


“I don’t believe it,” Octavia said stoutly.


But Betsy’s brother North was fascinated by horse breeding and gave near-nightly disquisitions on which traits were making themselves known in the ducal stables. Betsy knew, better than most ladies, that traits were indeed inherited.


A strange tingle coursed through her body, as if a wall had opened, revealing something frightful behind it, something she’d never imagined. Her Aunt Knowe had never allowed the second duchess’s children to become embittered about their mother’s absence.


“Your mother didn’t belong in a marriage to your father,” Aunt Knowe often said. “Thank goodness, she recognized it, because it allowed the duke to find Ophelia.”


Family lore had it that the ink on the divorce decree wasn’t dry before Aunt Knowe ordered her brother off to London to find a third duchess. Since Betsy adored her dearest papa, her darling stepmother, and even those annoying brothers, she had never given the matter much thought.


Yet it seemed that other people—all of polite society, or so Clementine Clarke was shrilly declaiming—had given her mother’s circumstances a great deal of thought.


“There is no need to be rude,” Octavia said.


“Everyone thinks it,” Clementine said, her eyes sliding over Betsy, nose still slightly wrinkled, as if Betsy were a piece of spoiled mutton.


“Are you saying that every girl in this school will think that I am lascivious because my mother was unfaithful?” Betsy asked, just to be very clear.


Octavia turned a hot pink and closed her lips tightly.


“Will think?” Clementine retorted. “They do think, and so does everyone else important.”


Betsy tried not to hear her harsh breath echoing in her ears. Her father was important, but he must not know, because he never would have left her in a den of lionesses.


She almost jerked up from her chair and ran for the door. Perhaps the ducal coach was still at the curb. Or Miss Stevenson could send a groom to the townhouse and they would return and take her and her sisters away.


“Everyone says that the second duchess was never, shall we say, unsullied,” Clementine said. “Your mother gave the duke a son—though my mother says one has to question his bloodlines—and she was dallying with the Prussian well before you were born.”


“My brother Leo is not illegitimate,” Betsy said, her voice thick with disbelief and horror. “And neither am I!”


Adulterous mother or no, Betsy stemmed from a long line of dukes, and she was named after a great female warrior. She listened to Clementine until she didn’t care to listen any longer.


Then she rose to her feet. “You are quite despicable,” she said, controlling her temper as Aunt Knowe had taught her. “Petty and small-minded. I shall not share a parlor with you.”


Clementine laughed shrilly. “You should be grateful to sleep in the attic! You’re no more than a by-blow, who will be lucky to marry a squire. It would take a miracle for you to attract a spouse from the peerage.”


Betsy snatched up a glass of water from the tea tray and dashed it into Clementine’s face. “I am a duke’s daughter,” she stated, enjoying the way Clementine’s starched curls wilted onto her shoulders like yellow seaweed. “I have never heard of your family. Clarke?” She curled her lip and said the first consciously nasty thing that she’d said in her life. “I gather you had an ancestor who was a clerk? How amusing to meet you.”


Sobbing loudly, Clementine flung herself out of the door.


“Are you going to throw water at me as well?” Octavia asked, her eyes rounded.


“If you say anything unkind about my mother, I shall dump that pitcher of water over your head,” Betsy said. “In the middle of the night. I am trained in the art of war.”


“I shan’t say a word,” Octavia said hastily. “I don’t like cold water.”


Betsy stared at her. Octavia’s face wasn’t piggish like Clementine’s.


“I apologize for Clementine’s rudeness,” Octavia said. She glanced at her fingers twisting in her lap and then looked back at Betsy. “She’s frightfully bad-tempered and considers everyone beneath her. She only allowed me to share the parlor because Miss Stevenson said that she would have to leave the school otherwise. I like your name.”


“Boadicea was a warrior queen,” Betsy said. She was trembling a little.


Octavia bit her lip. “You’ll need that here,” she said slowly. “The girls aren’t always terribly nice.”


Betsy sat down.


“We’re supposed to be learning history and the like,” Octavia explained. “But in reality, it’s all about marriage. Sometimes the only conversation at supper is about how many proposals one should get during one’s debut. Clementine’s parents have three houses, but that’s not enough, of course.”


“She’s afraid she won’t have any suitors.”


Octavia nodded.


“If all those girls believe that I won’t have any suitors,” Betsy said, “I shall prove them wrong.” The sick feeling in her stomach was replaced by a red-hot bolt of fury. “I shall have more marriage proposals than anyone.”


“I have no doubt,” Octavia said, looking rather awed.


BOADICEA HAD COME surprisingly close to winning her rebellion against the Roman invaders, according to the expert on military history the duke had hired to teach all his children, girls included.


By June, three years later, when the time came for Betsy to debut . . .


She won.


She came, she saw, she conquered.


Veni, vidi, vici, to quote another warrior, Caesar.


By October 1780, Betsy had received—and refused—proposals chaperoned and unchaperoned, in her father’s study, in a gazebo, in an alcove at Westminster Cathedral.


She had turned down four peers and fourteen untitled gentlemen, which said something about the paucity of English titles, or the relatively lenient standards of the gentry compared to the aristocracy.


The biggest fish of all—a future duke—had so far eluded her, but she had the feeling that the deficit would soon be mended.


She was standing in the midst of a costume ball being thrown at Lindow Castle for the wedding of her brother North when her aunt Knowe loomed up at her shoulder.


“Ah, Betsy! I must ask my dear niece to escort Lord Greywick to see the billiard table that just arrived from Paris.”


Betsy looked up—and up. The future Duke of Eversley stared down at her.


Did she say that she’d won the battle?


Battles are only won when the biggest fish of all is in one’s net.


She smiled.




Chapter Two


Lindow Castle


A Costume Ball in Honor of the Marriage of Lord Roland Northbridge Wilde to Miss Diana Belgrave October 31, 1780


Only one gentleman had found his way to the billiard room from the ballroom at Lindow Castle; most revelers were too busy flaunting their charms or their costumes to search out a chamber containing little more than a walnut gaming table and a few armchairs.


Since the castle was larger than most garrisons, no music could be heard in the corner where Lord Jeremy Roden—late of His Majesty’s Royal Artillery—sat with his legs sprawled before him, one hand clenched around a glass of whisky.


Which left the other free to irritably prod his halo back in place.


It was composed of stiffened wire supposedly holding up a circlet covered with spangles and brilliants. In his case, the wire wasn’t doing its job, and the damned thing listed to the side like a sailor whose pecker wasn’t up to shore leave.


Lady Knowe had decreed that all uncostumed guests, which included most of her own nephews, would accept a halo or suffer the consequences. In the resulting plethora of noisy angels thronging the ballroom, no one’s curious eyes had noticed that his halo was attached to a bandage wound around his head.


If he were the grateful type, he’d be grateful.


Hell, he was grateful.


He hadn’t been looking forward to explaining that the bandage hid a nearly healed bullet wound—fired by the bride’s mother, no less. The poor woman had been dispatched to a sanitarium, and the wound was almost healed.


Unfortunately, the bandage was doing a rotten job of hoisting his halo over his head: Dancing turned from tiresome to mortifying with a limp circlet bobbing next to his ear.


What’s more, merely being in a ballroom thronged with angels made a man think hard about war and its damned inconveniences. If he’d died in the American colonies, would an angel have swooped low over the battlefield and caught up his sorry soul?


Not bloody likely.


He took another swig of whisky, telling himself that he wasn’t the only man in that ballroom who didn’t deserve his sanctified millinery.


The Wilde men had been blessed with beauty, wits, and brilliance—but angelic they were not.


Any more than he was.


Guilt echoed in the void where his soul used to be, and he upended the glass, pushing away the stab of remorse that had become his hourly companion. The whisky scorched down his throat, though (alas) his mind was clear, and his fingers didn’t have the slightest tremble.


Liquor stopped doing its job long ago, but it turned out to be an excellent shield against polite society. He plucked up the glass again, relishing the way the last few drops burned his tongue. Perhaps he should try—


The door swung open and he heard a man say, “After you, my lady.”


Jeremy shoved his chair farther into the shadowy corner. No one would find his way to this room to play billiards; chances were good he was about to have a front row seat on a visit to Cock Alley, played out on the duke’s precious billiard table. Who was he to deny them an audience?


His glass empty, Jeremy was reaching for the bottle when the lady in question replied, “My skirts are caught on the hinge, my lord; would you be so kind as to disentangle me?”


Jeremy slammed back in his chair, eyes narrowing.


Lady Boadicea Wilde.


The wildest of the Wildes, the duke’s eldest daughter—who strangely enough demanded that everyone call her Betsy.


A ridiculous name for a woman who could shoot the cork out of a bottle from a galloping horse . . . according to her brothers, at least.


Outside the door, a rustle of silk indicated that her escort was doing his best to free her. She must have forgotten to turn sideways. Betsy’s skirts were wider than most doors, and her wigs were always lofty. Tonight her wig was adorned with a halo, which made her taller than most men.


The last was intentional, to Jeremy’s mind. She liked being taller than her feckless suitors.


Betsy was the only Wilde whom Jeremy couldn’t tolerate. Unfortunately, given that she had an unhealthy obsession with billiards and this room had become his refuge, he had seen all too much of her during his two-month stay at Lindow Castle.


She was damned rash, coming here, a distance from the ballroom, with a man. Just like a Wilde, actually: arrogant to a fault, but in an effortless way that simply expected that lesser mortals would bow to their status.


He’d bet a mountain of ha’pennies that no chaperone had accompanied them.


She didn’t understand the way men thought about women. The “gentleman” she was with could be planning to compromise her reputation.


Or worse.


Blood roared through his body, a flood of pure anger chasing away the guilt that was his usual companion. It wasn’t the first time Betsy had inspired that reaction. Around her, he tended to be too irritated to think about the fate of his platoon.


He might not actually be a Wilde, but her older brother North was his closest friend in the world. He would protect her reputation and person in North’s stead.


He flexed his fingers, looking down at fabric straining over the unfashionable muscle that bulged in his forearm. North’s primitive solution for Jeremy’s malaise—to give a fine-sounding title to his sorry existence—was to force him on horseback every day. No matter how much he drank the night before, North shoved him up on an unruly steed. Consequently, he had twice the muscle that he’d had three years ago, when he’d cut an elegant figure as an officer.


“That’s it,” Betsy exclaimed. “Oh, thank you so much!” She never bothered with such gushing charm around him; they had silently agreed, soon after meeting, that they were oil and water and she would extract no proposal from him, no matter how brilliantly she smiled.


She murmured something else, and it struck him that Betsy might have planned an assignation. Perhaps she had a lover, who had arrived from London in the mass of guests invited to the ball.


His jaw clenched.


Hell, no.


Boadicea Wilde was not going to throw away her virtue on his watch.


“Your skirts are free, Lady Boadicea.”


Whoever he was—and his voice sounded vaguely familiar—the man was not her lover. He didn’t know his proposed bride well enough to realize how much Betsy loathed her given name.


Wait.


He did know that voice. They’d been at school together, a lifetime ago.


Betsy walked into the room. From Jeremy’s shadowy corner, she seemed to glow under the light of the lamp hanging directly over the billiard table.


She was outrageously beautiful, like all the Wildes: wide eyes, white teeth, thick hair. Beautiful girls were everywhere, but Betsy’s unconscious sensuality? That was matchless. She relished life, and it showed.


The other day some fool described her as prim and proper. Jeremy had had trouble not curling his lip.


Did they not see who she really was?


She turned up the lamp that hung over the table until it illuminated a pool of spotless green wool walled by gleaming wood. Then she turned about, leaning against the table.


Jeremy couldn’t see her suitor, who still stood in the doorway.


With an impish smile, Betsy spread her arms. “Here you see my father’s billiard table, newly arrived from Paris. A walnut body and bronze motifs in the shape of the Lindow shield, repeated eight times. My stepmother chided my father for extravagant trimming, but His Grace is fond of decoration.”


The gentleman chuckled and stepped into the light. “The table is exquisite, but not as beautiful as the woman standing beside it.”


Jeremy sighed. His old school friend should be ashamed of that lame compliment.


Likely agreeing with him, Betsy ignored it. “I was very fond of our old billiard table, but this is more fitting for a castle.”


“You play billiards yourself?”


He sounded surprised rather than critical, which boded well for his courtship.


“My whole life,” Betsy said. “My brothers spent a great deal of their time here. I used to stand on a box to see the play; the table looked like a green ocean.”


“I spoke to your father, Lady Boadicea, and he agreed that I might ask you for the honor of your hand in marriage.”


This was fantastic. Jeremy had a front row seat on a proposal, and he could mock Betsy about it for weeks.


Her suitor didn’t kneel.


Thaddeus would never kneel.


The man currently asking Betsy to marry him was Thaddeus Erskine Shaw, Viscount Greywick.


Duke of some damned place, someday.


Something pinched deep in Jeremy’s chest, and he narrowed his eyes. Oh, hell no. Whatever that emotion was, he didn’t like it.


Wouldn’t accept it.


Her Grace, Betsy the Duchess.


Sounded good.




Chapter Three


L ord Greywick, the honor is mine,” Betsy said, allowing her gloved hand to rest in his.


“That sounds very much like a preface to a refusal,” the viscount replied, which showed him more observant than most of her suitors, who generally looked stunned, as if they’d never considered the possibility that she might refuse them.


After all, they had weighed her mother’s scandalous behavior and her possible illegitimacy against Betsy’s beauty, dowry, and exquisite manners. To a man, they judged themselves prescient, even liberal, to ask for her hand at all. They thought her fortunate to receive a proposal.


They couldn’t believe it when she rejected them.


She paused for a second, questioning this particular decision. Viscount Greywick was tall and very handsome, with hazel eyes and cheekbones that came straight from some ennobled ancestor.


Her father liked him.


Her brothers liked him.


Aunt Knowe trusted him. She’d waved her hand and sent Betsy off with Lord Greywick without the faintest concern. Actually, since she sent them to the billiard room unchaperoned, she probably wanted Betsy to marry him.


Putting her family’s approval to the side, the viscount had no need to marry for her dowry or her status, so presumably he wanted her. He wasn’t lustful, precisely, but his eyes were warm and appreciative.


Betsy tried to make herself feel excited about that and failed.


“It is indeed a refusal,” she said, withdrawing her hand. “I regret to say that we would not suit, my lord. My answer is no.”


“Why not?”


That stumped her. No one had anything bad to say about Viscount Greywick. He was, hands down, the most elusive and sought-after bachelor in London. She hadn’t even tried to lure him, and yet here he was.


What could she say?


You’re a paragon and I have a weakness for rascals?


Or, worse: I’m so bored at this moment.


“We don’t know each other,” she said, realizing the moment the words crossed her lips that her reasoning was weak. She’d given him an opening to tell her about himself, or worse, suggest that they spend time together.


“Is there someone else?” the viscount asked. “Because if not, and with your permission, I would like to attempt to convince you otherwise.”


By now, the wedding guests knew that she had left the ballroom with a future duke. Lord Greywick was the picture of rectitude. He would never spend time with a young lady in private unless he had permission to ask for her hand in marriage.


The ton would be surprised to find that she had refused him, but they wouldn’t doubt it had happened.


The battle was over.


Won. Done.


A low, rough voice answered him before she could. “You should take him.”


Betsy barely stifled a curse that would have shocked her suitor. “For goodness’ sake,” she cried instead. “I should have guessed that you’d be hiding here.” She slid sideways so she could see around Greywick’s shoulders.


Sure enough, the bane of her existence was regarding her lazily from the corner of the room.


“I am not hiding,” Jeremy Roden protested, managing to sound halfway sober and—even more surprisingly—almost convincing. “To return to the important point, Greywick is a good man and was cleverer than the rest of us at Eton. That includes your brothers, by the way. Not me, but then I put myself in a different category.”


The viscount, who had swung about, chuckled at that. “I assure you that we all put you in a different category as well, Lord Jeremy.”


“Ne’er-do-wells?” Betsy suggested. “Or perhaps Lord Jeremy was already cockeyed with drink at that early age.”


“Tsk, tsk,” Jeremy said, regarding her with an expression that never failed to irritate. “Proper young ladies don’t use words like ‘cock.’ I’m pretty sure angels don’t either, and you happen to be wearing a halo at the moment, if you’ll forgive my reminder. Angels probably don’t even know what a ‘cock’ is.”


The infuriating thing was that everything in her prickled into life the moment Jeremy Roden threw down one of his challenges. He was an intoxicated mess of a man and she still—


The viscount intervened before she could come up with an appropriately blistering response. “I thought I saw you across the ballroom, Lord Jeremy. I was glad to hear that you returned from the army safe and sound.”


Perhaps Greywick had no idea what Jeremy had endured in battle, not that she did, precisely. But the viscount was about to say one of those commonplace things that would make darkness roll over Jeremy’s face like a storm moving in over the ocean.


“I’m amazed that you missed the spectacle when Lord Jeremy stalked off and left poor Miss Peters on the edge of the dance floor by herself,” Betsy said quickly.


Jeremy’s dark eyes moved to her face, and to her relief, exasperation smoothed away that other expression, whatever it was.


Well, exasperation or perhaps pure dislike.


She let her smile widen, just to annoy him even more.


She’d decided weeks ago that he was better off irritated than despondent, and fortunately for Jeremy Roden, she had an aptitude for irritating men, thanks to growing up with all those brothers.


Her adopted brother Parth had been the first to put a frog under her covers, probably in league with Alaric. The second time was definitely Alaric, though North had something to do with it.


Aunt Knowe had helped her with slushy tadpole puddles that had mysteriously appeared in their beds.


“My halo failed me,” Jeremy said, without a bit of regret in his voice. “Unless I was going to strike Miss Peters in the face with evidence of my piety, I had to get off the floor. She didn’t complain. I don’t think she liked it when I kept turning the wrong way.”


The viscount had a nice chuckle, Betsy had to admit. “All those hours with a dancing master came to nothing?” he asked. He turned back to Betsy. “In our day, Etonian masters believed dancing was a critical skill, whereas we boys were far more interested in swordplay.”


Jeremy Roden had broad shoulders that ladies giggled about in the ladies’ parlor. They didn’t care which direction he turned in the ballroom, as long as he was paying them attention.


“The lessons didn’t stick,” Jeremy said indifferently.


“He is a disgrace to your tutors,” Betsy told the viscount. “He blunders around like a cow on ice.”


True to form, Jeremy merely shrugged, making his halo, which was resting on one shoulder, twinkle from the shadows. It was infuriating to find that her pulse sped up at the way shadowy light touched his cheekbones. His black hair had a touch of silver, even though he couldn’t be older than North since they had been at Eton together.


Annoyed, she made herself laugh. “Aunt Knowe saw what happened to your headgear, Lord Jeremy, and declared you a fallen angel. ‘Fallen’ might not be the right word. ‘Wilted’? ‘Flabby’?” She paused for a moment and then said it anyway, because . . . why not? “Or is the term I want . . . ‘flaccid’?” She traded the smile for a mock innocent look.


It felt exhilarating to make a joke in front of one of her suitors. As if she were free to be herself for the first time in a year.


Jeremy pulled off his halo and regarded the way it bent over like a flower in need of water. Then he tossed it to the side. “If you want Greywick to marry you—or any gentleman to marry you—you need to do a better job of appearing ladylike.”


If the viscount had been put off by her unlady-like pun, it was all to the better. He obviously would want a paragon as his duchess, given how perfect he was.


She was not that woman.


Rather to her surprise, Greywick’s mouth was quirked in a smile. “I find Lady Boadicea a perfect lady.”


Huh.


The man whom she’d only seen looking as solemn as a judge apparently hadn’t taken offense at her play on words.


“I take it back,” Jeremy said, his eyes narrowing. “You shouldn’t marry that worthless Puritan.”


“I’m not a Puritan,” the viscount replied. “You’re supposed to play the part of one of my oldest school friends, and fight my cause for me. Unless you want the lady in question for yourself?”


The question hung in the air just long enough for Betsy’s breath to catch—and then Jeremy Roden snorted.


Yes, snorted.


And upended the bottle of whisky he was holding as if his response wasn’t denigrating enough.




Chapter Four


Jeremy thought fast while he allowed the liquor to burn down into his gut. He had to conjure up a reason not to marry Betsy that wasn’t too insulting.


Tonight she was dressed all in white, which wasn’t unusual for a young lady. Naturally, her halo didn’t tilt to the side: It sprang from the top of her wig, perfectly positioned to advertise her virtue.


Halo or not, Betsy was far from angelic.


A tempestuous, opinionated, seductive little devil, perhaps.


He didn’t want to marry her, or any other woman. He could scarcely manage his own life. In fact, the evidence was pretty clear that he couldn’t manage his own life since he was living in Lindow Castle rather than his own townhouse.


“I would never marry someone called Betsy,” he stated, lowering his bottle. “Everyone knows that a Betsy must be an adorable girl who gathers roses, loves kittens, and scrawls love notes in her diary. Lady Betsy’s sweet and modest disposition would be wasted on a reprobate like myself.”


“Nothing wrong with kittens,” Greywick put in. His tone indicated that not only did he think Betsy charming—the fool—but he would fill his house with felines if she wanted. The man was seduced.


No, that wasn’t the right word.


Dazzled.


Sun-struck. It was a bit surprising, given how intelligent Greywick was. But then Betsy had efficiently bewitched all the single gentlemen who had visited the castle since Jeremy arrived at the beginning of September.


Brains or no brains, they couldn’t seem to help themselves from falling under the spell of her sugary smiles and blue eyes. To Jeremy’s cynical mind, it proved that mankind was endlessly optimistic.


What woman was as simple as she appeared?


Let alone one who appeared to be such a thoroughly proper young lady? Perfection was always a mask.


“To clarify my point,” Jeremy said to Greywick, “kittens or no, you have no competition in me. I’m not one to wed, even given the fact that a mere marquess could never take precedence over a duke.”


“A title does not determine whom a lady marries,” Betsy said tartly. “It may be hard to conceive, but myriad reasons dictate why a lady would choose another man over you.”


A less observant man might have been foolish enough to believe the enchanting portrait Betsy offered at this moment: rosy lips and cheeks, a sweetly peaked chin, wide blue eyes that darkened when she was thoughtful.


She appeared angelic.


Sort of. If you ignored the independent look in her eye, and unbelievably, most men seemed to do that.


“So, have you answered Greywick?” he asked, ignoring her comment. Given the women who had tried either to seduce or to compromise Jeremy in the last week alone, he wouldn’t have trouble marrying a lady—if he had the inclination to do so. “I think you should take him. I’ve been watching you mow down swaths of suitors in the last two months and he’s the best of the lot.”


He could read the answer in her eyes.


Poor Greywick.


Being flatly rejected was undoubtedly a new experience.


“You’ve been staying in Lindow Castle for quite some time?” Greywick asked, looking somewhat displeased. Apparently, he didn’t entirely believe that Jeremy was disinclined to court this duke’s daughter . . . or any duke’s daughter.


Betsy intervened. “Lord Jeremy has been helping my brother North enlarge his stables.”


Nice of her not to tell the truth.


Of course, she didn’t know the whole truth.


One evening he’d set off to meet Parth in Vauxhall Gardens, only to discover that idiots were setting off fireworks, which sounded remarkably like cannons. Next thing he knew he woke up in Parth’s house—having lost the memory of an entire week.


He still couldn’t get around that.


Greywick nodded. “You were always excellent with horseflesh. I remember the black mare you brought to university.”


“Dolly,” Jeremy said, his mouth easing into a shadow of a smile.


“Do you still have her?”


“I—no,” he said, pushing away the memory of what happened to Dolly. She had the heart of a lion, but she couldn’t save herself on the battlefield, any more than he could save her.


Greywick wasn’t interested in Dolly’s fate, and why should he be? He had eyes only for Betsy. She certainly looked the part of a docile duchess.


Yet she was as fierce as her brothers—aye, and slightly mad, the way all the Wildes were. God knew, when he and North had been in battle together, North had played the berserker on occasion.


There was that time when North dived off a cliff and swam down the river to the HMS Vulture to warn them—but that train of thought led to darkness, and Jeremy forcibly cut it off, returning his attention to the farce about to unfold before him.


Betsy saw bleak desolation cross Jeremy’s eyes at the mention of his mare, and decided that chatter with an old friend wasn’t helpful. “Now that we’ve clarified Lord Jeremy’s lack of interest in marriage,” she said, “perhaps we should return to the ballroom, Lord Greywick.”


She gave her suitor a merry smile, emphasizing that she didn’t care in the slightest that Jeremy Roden had been so perishingly rude about the possibility of marrying her.


Of course she didn’t want a proposal from Jeremy Roden.


But did he have to make it so obvious what he thought of her?


Kittens? Love notes? She didn’t even own a diary.


From the age of fourteen, she had never allowed herself to have infatuations, the way other girls did. Half her class in the seminary had swooned at the mere mention of her older brother Alaric. They collected prints of him supposedly engaging in heroic exploits.


They were the only prints Betsy bought as well. Attention to any man other than a family member would be interpreted as erotic interest. Her gowns were a tad more demure than fashion demanded: her hands always gloved, her ankles out of sight, her lips untouched by color. No one could accuse her of flaunting her assets, with her breasts tucked away in a bodice, perhaps with a lace fichu for good measure. Haughty matrons looked in vain for a sign of her mother’s weaknesses: Betsy didn’t have them.


“It’s not that I’m uninterested in marriage, precisely,” Jeremy said.


“I stand corrected,” she said. “I neglected to qualify that you are uninterested in a woman with the temerity to call herself Betsy or to keep a kitten.”


“An excellent show of affront,” Jeremy said appreciatively. “Well-phrased. She will make a perfect duchess, Greywick. Polite to a fault. Untempted by a prime physical specimen like myself.”


Betsy narrowed her eyes. Was he subtly referring to her mother? Yvette had famously praised her Prussian’s muscled thighs.


No.


Lord Jeremy Roden was objectionable, but he wasn’t underhanded. If anything, he was too blunt. His insults were aired for all to hear.


“Luckily, I have consolation in this time of sorrow,” Jeremy said, waving his bottle with a madcap grin.


“You can’t imagine how devastated I am to find that you’re married to a bottle of whisky,” Betsy drawled. “I always planned to marry a man with a droopy appendage.”


Then she turned to Greywick. “Shall we return to the ballroom, my lord?”


“Not yet, because you’re supposed to be getting to know each other,” Jeremy said. “I, lucky sod, know you both so I can play the matchmaker. Attest to the fact that you’d make a marvelous pair. Just marvelous.”


He stopped and took another swig of whisky. The smell spilled into the room, fierce and hot, as unlike her rose petal perfume as possible. It suited him: Whisky was gritty, bold, and real.


“Lady Boadicea,” the viscount said, holding out his arm.


“Oh, for God’s sake, call her Betsy,” Jeremy said, before Betsy could respond. “She likes it, even though it makes her sound like a milkmaid. Which she’s not. Just at the moment, I can’t remember her worthy traits, so I’ll start with you, Greywick. Thaddeus, since we were on a first-name basis as lads.”


Jeremy stabbed a finger in their direction and actually straightened in his chair, as if his opinion made an ounce of difference. Betsy barely managed to control her desire to throw a billiard ball at his insufferable head.


Instead she moved closer to Greywick and put a hand on his arm. “Thaddeus? I like that name.” She didn’t purr, because a Wilde is never obvious. But she did give him a glance from under her lashes that the devil in the corner would never see from her.


“My name is indeed Thaddeus,” the viscount replied. “I would be truly honored if you wished to address me as such.” He was a bit of a stick, but on the positive side he had marvelously thick eyelashes.


There was nothing more unattractive than skimpy, sandy eyelashes. That was the problem she kept finding with the blond men who had courted her. The hair on their heads might be marvelous, but their eyes had a naked look.


Not Thaddeus. His eyelashes were thick and dark as blackberries.


“Where’s your halo?” Betsy asked, her face easing into a real smile. “Don’t tell me you threw it away, the way this reprobate did. My aunt much enjoyed the irony of turning guests into angels.”


One corner of his mouth curled up again. That was a rather fetching trait he had—smiling on one side only.


“I was raised to believe that honors shouldn’t be flaunted until earned.”


“Nice,” came a rumbly voice. “He’ll earn it, Betsola, no worries about that. The man’s got a corner of heaven all staked out for him. Reserved. Inherited, in fact.”


“Betsola?” Betsy repeated. “No, don’t bother to explain. Thaddeus, shall we return to the ballroom? I think my aunt will be wondering where I am.”


“I doubt it,” the dark-eyed devil in the corner said. “I expect Lady Knowe is counting the moments, hoping you’re behaving indelicately, if not worse. She’ll have you married off before Easter. Perhaps before Christmas, if she thinks that Thaddeus here is as forward as her nephews. The next generation of Wildes are all going to be born at six or seven months, if she doesn’t look out.”


“My aunt is not counting moments or months,” Betsy retorted, scowling at him. “You are being quite offensive, Lord Jeremy.” Never mind the fact that she agreed with him about the likely arrival of her nieces and nephews.


“Ouch,” Jeremy said, grinning. “Now, I think it’s worth saying again that Thaddeus was by far the most intelligent of the blighters in our year. Course, we didn’t have Alaric. And I heard that Horatius was—”


“Do not mention Horatius,” Betsy snapped. Her elder brother had died the day after she turned eleven. To this day, she kept the little ceramic bird he’d given her on her bedside table.


Jeremy was sprawled in his chair again, but he lowered his bottle and gave her a quick nod. “I’m sorry, Bess.”


“Bess?” Betsy repeated, desperate to talk of anything else. “I suppose that’s better than Betsola.”


“Given that your father named all his children after warriors,” Jeremy said, “he could have chosen Good Queen Bess instead of Boadicea. Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth dressed up in a suit of armor and rode a white horse to Tilbury. I could see you on a white horse. Your lady is a good rider,” he added, waving his bottle at the viscount. “There, you see, I managed to think of a worthy reason to marry her.”


She ought to leave. But honestly? This was the most entertaining conversation she’d engaged in all evening. And it was certainly a good idea to hear more details about the viscount.


What’s more, her toes hurt. She was wearing a pair of Joan’s heeled slippers and they didn’t fit. She took her hand from Lord Greywick’s arm and moved backward so she could hop up and sit on the side of the billiard table, which made her side panniers flip up in a flurry of silk, so she had to slap them down.


“It’s like watching someone wrestle a couple of greased piglets to the ground,” Jeremy drawled. “Thaddeus, I hope you’re observant, because your future bride has very nice ankles.”


Lord Greywick stiffened, but Betsy tapped him on the arm. “Ignore him. He can’t see my ankles; the open door blocks his view.”
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