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PROLOGUE



A cottage on the outskirts of Fontainebleau, France 1807


At the age of sixteen, Lady Yasmin Régnier prided herself on her courage. After all, hadn’t she made her debut before the entire French court?


Yasmin had curtsied before the empress, disregarded the curled lips, ignored the giggles. She had held her head high and smiled at everyone who met her eyes. They all knew that her mother was Emperor Napoleon’s mistress, but Yasmin held her ground.


But now?


The unease she felt when she woke alone, her husband nowhere to be seen, her personal maid not answering her call, was turning into panic. She started trembling, not only because the cottage was bitterly cold.


She walked slowly down the wooden staircase from her bedchamber, knowing from the echoing sound of her steps that Mon Repose, the darling house where her husband brought her after their elopement, was empty. Where was the friendly housekeeper, Mrs. Bernard? Where was the cook, Mrs. Recappé? Her personal maid, Desirée?


More to the point, where was her beloved and loving husband, Hippolyte? Her hand tightened on the railing. Something had happened, something terrible. Even if Hippolyte had returned to Fontainebleau, he wouldn’t have left her alone.


Dread clenching in her stomach, she walked into the drawing room. The chamber was small for a lady, hardly large enough for its grand pianoforte, but Hippolyte had assured her that the cottage was merely a place to enjoy their honeymoon, their voyage de noces, while staying within reach of the palace. After all, their elopement would be a huge shock to her parents and the court. Soon they would move into their own manoir, suitable for the daughter of a duc.


But first, Hippolyte had to use his charm to smooth the way for the announcement of their marriage. Yasmin had faith he would succeed. He had a special relationship with Empress Joséphine: anyone could tell that.


She wrapped her arms around her bosom. Without Desirée, she couldn’t lace her corset and her breasts were on the point of falling from her gown. The cottage was chilly and getting chillier by the moment.


The drawing room fireplace was empty. Even if she carried wood from the shed, how would she start a fire? Her maid woke the coals in the morning, or lit the fire with a spill from the stove. She went to the kitchen, but it was still, quiet, and empty, the stove cold to the touch.


Glancing out the front window, she saw that snow had fallen, perhaps three fingers high. No footprints or tracks could be seen. Hippolyte must have left in the middle of the night, taking the others with him. Somewhere in the distance, bells were ringing. But all she could see around the cottage were tall trees, soaring dizzily toward a patch of gray sky.


Where was she?


With a jolt of horror, she realized that she didn’t know. She had escaped her family home, running into Hippolyte’s carriage and his arms. He had kissed her passionately all the way to a small chapel, where a cheerful abbé had married them.


After that, back in the carriage, Hippolyte had pulled her to him. She had no idea how much time passed, how far they’d traveled. By the time the carriage stopped, they were burning with desire. He kept laughing and kissing her, even when introducing her to the servants.


Now they were all gone.


It felt like a horrid fairy tale. Perhaps a cackling witch would stroll in the door.


Just as that notion presented itself, she heard carriage wheels crunching on snow. With a little cry, she ran to the entry. Hippolyte had come for her. She stopped and composed herself.


She was Madame Charles now.


Hippolyte had said she had new dignity. He had said—


The door flung open, and a man walked in, his fur-lined cape billowing behind him, his face set in lines of rage and disapproval.


Yasmin dropped into a low curtsy. “Votre Grâce.”


“I knew your mother was an intrigante when I married her,” her father snarled, advancing a few steps. “An élégante, to call a spade a spade. The daughter of a duke mad enough to sell herself for a small emerald.”


Fury poured down Yasmin’s spine. “You disrespect ma mère!” But she stopped there. Could she say aloud that her father owed his title to her mother’s affaire with Napoleon—which began with that emerald?


No.


“I knew who your mother was when I married her,” the duc said, ignoring her exclamation. “In truth, who could say ‘Non’ to an emperor? God knows your mother was only one of a string of women. I expected more of my daughter. What an imbécile I am!” He jerked his head toward the door. “Vite! I don’t want my horses to take a chill.”


Yasmin’s mind reeled. “How did you find me? But no, I cannot come with you. I am married!”


His lip curled. “You’re disgraced, not married. For God’s sake, Yasmin, did no one ever tell you that Hippolyte Charles is a fortune hunter?”


Yasmin’s mouth fell open. “No.” The word squeaked from her throat.


“The truth is widely known.”


“No one will gossip with me,” Yasmin said numbly. “Because of . . . of Maman.”


She thought a trace of sympathy softened her father’s face. “Your so-called husband came to the house and informed us that he’d ‘had’ you for a week, and that you believed yourself a wife.”


A sob tore out of Yasmin’s chest. “No!”


“He will marry you in truth only if we hand over the Cassan estate. We certainly will not relinquish the estate that your mother earned from the emperor.” The duc gave the word “earned” sardonic emphasis.


“Hippolyte loves me!” Yasmin cried. “This can’t be true!”


Her father gave a bark of laughter. “I blame your mother for not watching you more closely.”


A sob pressed on the back of her throat. “It can’t be! But what—what will I do?”


“You will come home. If you’re with babe, I promise you this: I’ll force that reprobate to marry you and put a dagger in his back within minutes of the ceremony.”


Her darling, handsome Hippolyte. “No!”


“It’s in the hands of God. I don’t suppose he used a condom?”


Yasmin had no idea what her father was referring to. Tears were pouring down her face, her heart smashed into a thousand pieces.


In future years, she always had trouble remembering the next few months. Yasmin had believed every whispered compliment and deceitful promise that Hippolyte had given her. Without him, the world was airless and dark.


She prayed for a baby, to have something of his, and when her courses began, her heart broke again. Her stomach and her bones and her heart were hollow and empty. Aching.


Every day, the gossip columns detailed Hippolyte’s antics at court; he was Empress Joséphine’s favorite, with his luxurious black mustaches and exquisite sense of fashion.


And every time Yasmin thought about him, a stone landed in her stomach. Her false marriage taught her a great deal about cruelty and degradation, and she learned more on the rare occasions when she ventured out of the house accompanied by her mother. No one dared snub a duchesse, but their savage comments about Yasmin’s lack of virtue were always audible.


Somewhat to her own surprise, she kept living, broken heart or no.


It took time, a whole year, but Yasmin decided that she was not a lesser person for being tricked. Hippolyte was. She had only been foolish for falling in love. For tumbling into his embrace with such joy.


After two years, she returned to court, head held high. By then, the stone had moved from her stomach to her heart, and she felt safe from further danger. Not for her, the tempests of emotion that followed love.


Her first evening back in the palace, Hippolyte Charles sauntered up to her and kissed her hand. “Such an exquisite angel could make a man such as I contemplate marriage.” The horrid man smirked at her.


She gave her laugh an edge of mockery, knowing that the court was listening with fascination. “Then allow an angel, monsieur, to assure you that Heaven is unlikely to be your final abode.”










CHAPTER ONE



Nine Years Later


26, CLARGES STREET


LORD WILBRAHAM BOODLE’S ANNUAL BALL


March 23, 1816


For over a decade, Giles Renwick, Earl of Lilford, had watched with distaste as acquaintances succumbed to lustful impulses that cast their lives into chaos, if not catastrophe. At the age of thirty-two, he prided himself on a private life as disciplined as his estate. He had never made a fool of himself over a woman.


Until now.


Lady Yasmin Régnier was ineligible for his attentions in every way: not as a wife, nor yet a mistress—she was a lady!—nor even as a friend, since they vehemently disliked each other.


Yet here he was, blood pounding as he waited for the first waltz, which she had promised to him. Meanwhile the lady was romping through a country dance with Edwin Turing.


All polite society knew she’d turned down Turing’s marriage proposal, along with those of at least eight others. Wasn’t it Shakespeare’s Juliet who described Romeo as a bird with a string around his leg?


Other ladies dispatched rejected suitors to woo other women. Lady Yasmin blithely kept her wooers on a string, thirsty for a smile or a waltz. It was profoundly irritating to count himself among them—and scant relief that no one in London realized that he was so . . . enchanted?


Was “en-lusted” a word?


No matter his obsession, Giles could never ask her to be his countess. Lady Yasmin’s gowns were cut too low, and her skirts were dampened to cling to admittedly lovely thighs. She loved to gossip—and giggle. She smiled and flirted with everyone from new babies to elderly men with a foot in the grave. It was rumored that she carried a small flask of brandy to balls, claiming to hate lemonade.


She wasn’t dignified, or polite, or even truly British, given her French upbringing. Not to mention the fact that her mother had been one of Napoleon’s mistresses, a fact Yasmin made no effort to hide.


One of her silliest suitors had written a sonnet claiming her hair was the color of cowslips and her eyes as violet as twilight. To Giles’s mind, her beauty didn’t matter, though he appreciated her low bodices as much as the next man. What caught him was her laugh, the way she shared joy so freely.


Yet asking her to be his wife was unthinkable.


Full stop.


He allowed himself to dance with her once an evening, always the first waltz. Thereafter, he courted proper, eligible ladies, forcing himself to avoid Lady Yasmin. Telling himself that he was searching for an appropriate countess, as demanded by custom and tradition.


When the first waltz was finally announced, Giles made his way to her side, bowing and kissing her gloved hand. His whole body relaxed as his arm closed around her, and they moved into the dance.


With a start, he realized that she had burst into speech.


Then again, when wasn’t she chattering?


“Your sister is dancing with Lord Pepper,” Lady Yasmin told him with an expectant glance.


“Yes?”


“It wouldn’t be a terrible match on paper, but you mustn’t ignore his penchant for the racetrack. He must find a wife with a large dowry.”


If there was one thing Giles loathed, it was gossip. Tittle-tattle of this sort had shattered his family and led to his father’s death, though Lady Yasmin would be unaware of that as she grew up in France.


He was the very last person to rebuff anyone on the basis of idle chatter.


“You’re giving me that hateful look again,” she observed. “I thought perhaps you reserved it for me, but I saw you glowering at Fitz earlier.”


Fitz—or the Honorable Fitzgibbon-Foley—was an irritating beetle of a man. The fact that the betting book at White’s had identified Fitz as an excellent candidate to win Lady Yasmin’s hand in marriage had no bearing on his opinion.


“I prefer to judge a man on his merits, rather than idle gossip,” Giles said. “I think a great deal of Lord Pepper.” Not that he knew more of the younger man than vague memories from Eton. Pepper hadn’t taken up his seat in the House of Lords, which meant that Giles paid him no attention.


“You are responsible for your sister’s welfare,” Lady Yasmin retorted, as she floated through the dance. “You have chosen to escort her to events yourself, rather than place her in the hands of a reliable chaperone, which means that you must pay attention to such details.”


It was entirely predictable to find irritation seeping into his veins; it happened whenever they engaged in conversation.


“What gentleman doesn’t attend the races at Doncaster and Ascot?” Giles inquired, raising an eyebrow. “No one would question Pepper’s place in society.”


Lady Yasmin’s brows were perfect arches even when she scowled. Giles had a mad impulse to trace them with a finger. A finger that would drop down to touch the sweet flush on her cheek and then caress her lips.


Presumably, those lips were inherited from her French father, because no Englishwoman had lips that plush, let alone tipped up into a near-constant smile.


She wasn’t smiling now. “Are you referring to those who question my place in fashionable circles?”


“I—”


“True, my mother’s position as one of the emperor’s dearest friends precludes her rejoining English society, had she longed for such delight.” Lady Yasmin’s ironic tone made her mother’s feelings clear. “But my grandfather, the Duke of Portbellow, assures me near daily that the English do not visit the sins of parents upon their children. My mother gave me one of Napoleon’s hats, and my grandfather perched it on a skeleton he keeps in the drawing room. He considers the family connection, as it were, a jest.”


“You are indubitably a lady,” Giles stated. “I meant that blather about the racetrack is no reason to discount a suitor for my sister’s hand before the man has even proposed.”


“So you don’t care that your younger sister is dancing with a hardened gambler?” she inquired now. “I would, were she my sister. But were she my sister, she would have a chaperone.”


“Lydia doesn’t want a chaperone,” Giles said.


She wasn’t attending. “I’m not sure I had that right. ‘Were she my sister’? That’s right, isn’t it? Because Lady Lydia couldn’t possibly be my sister. ‘I would, was she my sister’? No, that definitely doesn’t work.”


“Your English is improving,” Giles said. Instantly, he felt like a condescending ass, because her command of the language was excellent.


Lady Yasmin didn’t take offense. “I wish you’d tell my grandfather as much. His Grace corrected me twice at breakfast this morning.” She rolled her eyes. “If only he could hear me now, using the subjunctive like an Oxford don.”


They were nearing the bottom of the ballroom, so Giles drew her closer and began turning in circles. Lady Yasmin kept talking, effortlessly following his lead. “My point is that it’s natural for your sister to refuse a chaperone.”


“Why?”


Her mouth tightened. “I suppose you think I’m getting too high for my nut, Lord Lilford. But I know young women.”


“I’m not sure what you mean by a reference to your nut.” Giles took a deep breath, fighting off the fact that his cock responded to her scent as if . . . He wasn’t any good at metaphors. Perhaps all the blood in his body had drained from his head.


Lady Yasmin gave him an impish smile, and he instinctively drew her closer once again. “American slang,” she told him. “Getting too high for your nut means that you are overreaching.”


Giles cleared his throat. “The phrase applies only to male overreachers.”


“His nut,” Lady Yasmin said. “Like a—” She broke off, her brows drawing together again. “Not a reference to a squirrel hiding his treasure in a tree?”


“No,” Giles said. “I believe we’re talking about male anatomy.” Not that he had ever discussed male anatomy with a young lady before.


“Bollocks!” she said, with an enchanting giggle.


Giles swallowed hard. The woman he was holding in his arms was a lady. Her mother’s situation didn’t mean . . . Though Lady Yasmin clearly wasn’t chaste in the strictest sense . . . His thoughts fogged with a bout of pure lust.


“I find the differences between English and American usage fascinating,” Lady Yasmin said. “But I keep tripping over naughty words. English is littered with them, far more so than French.”


“Americans and British are fond of bawdy puns,” Giles agreed. The smile on her mouth made him want to bite her. Kiss her. Both. The only explanation was that he was losing his mind. It happened to men in middle age, though at thirty-two he hardly considered himself there yet.


“To return to the matter at hand, the fact that your sister doesn’t want a chaperone is proof that she needs one.”


Giles frowned. “Lydia spent three years at Mrs. Bretton’s Seminary, and Mrs. Bretton herself assured me that my sister is a pattern card of excellent behavior. In fact, she said that my sister is innately ladylike.”


“Of course she did,” Lady Yasmin murmured, rolling her eyes. “I expect your sister was a parlor boarder?”


“She was,” Giles confirmed.


“After charging you a king’s ransom, Mrs. Bretton could scarcely tell you the truth, could she? Moreover, she hopes you will place your daughters in her care, in time.”


He felt his frown turn to a scowl. “What ‘truth’ are you referring to? More gossip?”


“God forbid. You’ve made your opinion clear,” Lady Yasmin said, glancing at the orchestra. “This waltz must be almost over.”


Giles had bribed the orchestra director to play the longest waltz in their repertoire, so he ignored that observation, spinning in a few more circles so their thighs brushed together. He was cursed with a sensitive nose that sent him urgent messages about who had bathed before the ball, and who had not. Even among the washed, there were those whose perfume burned his nose, billowing like an invisible cloud around their bodies.


In contrast, Lady Yasmin’s scent clung to her skin, only perceptible during a waltz. In a perfect world, he would back her against a wall, and kiss her until she . . .


He cleared his throat. “You believe that my sister is ill behaved?”


Even to his own ears, his voice sounded unfriendly.


“I am not saying Lady Lydia is wanton. She’s scarcely out of the schoolroom. I’m simply telling you that her entire mind is focused on young men. For example, where is she now?”


“She’s dancing with—”


“Not any longer.”










CHAPTER TWO



At the age of twenty-five, Yasmin considered herself an expert in that species known as “gentlemen.” Like a flock of chickens, they often clucked in unison. Like a herd of cows, they could be categorized by breed, or nationality. And like a sleuth of bears, they could be dangerous.


You should never underestimate a bear—or a gentleman.


Take her best friend Cleo’s husband, Jake Astor Addison, for example. When he looked at Cleo, his expression was absurdly loving. He crowed his feelings to the world. He came from America, a country that famously produced herds of rough-hewn gentlemen. And finally, he was dangerous. When he walked down a London street, people instinctively moved to the side.


Giles Renwick, Earl of Lilford, was censorious, buttoned down, and unsurprising. In a flock of British aristocrats, he blended right in. True, he was more beautiful than the average English gentleman, given his white-blond hair and eyes that glinted silver by candlelight, but one did occasionally see a particularly handsome Hereford. Yet there was a steely core to him, a chilly gaze that spoke of power and privilege, but also inner strength.


That wasn’t what made him dangerous to her, though.


She kept imagining that a different Giles was hidden under his starched exterior: a man who was loyal and thoughtful, whose sense of humor paired with a deep capacity for passion. Who would love a woman all the days of his life. Sometimes she fancied she saw raw desire in his eyes, and she couldn’t stop herself from responding like a cat basking in a ray of sunshine.


Consequently, she spent many futile hours attempting to lure out that Giles. She tried to amuse him and failing that, to irritate him. Even so, every time he looked at her with antipathy, it hurt her feelings. She was an idiot. She was responsible for her own bruised emotions since she constantly poked at him.


One didn’t poke a bear. Everyone knew that.


But she couldn’t stop herself. “Lady Lydia is no longer in the ballroom,” Yasmin told him now.


“Are you certain?” Giles replied, his voice edging into a growl as he looked about. In her head, she thought of him as Giles, even though he punctiliously addressed her as Lady Yasmin.


Lady Lydia should be easy to spot, as her head resembled a dandelion, but Giles wouldn’t find her. In the past few weeks, Yasmin had seen the girl slip away many times, in company with various gentlemen.


“She may be seeking fresh air,” she offered. That was one way of describing Lydia’s penchant for engaging in passionate kisses with her latest flirt.


“Likely, she ripped her hem and had to retreat to the ladies’ sitting room,” Giles said, his gaze returning to Yasmin’s face. “My sister is prone to accidents.”


“I was under the impression that those incidents occurred in her first Season? I was in attendance last year when Lady Lydia fell down the steps at the Vauxhall pavilion. I did not see her debut, but I heard—”


“That’s the trouble with society,” Giles interrupted. “You heard about it.”


She really shouldn’t poke the bear. Or, in this case, the hidebound, oh-so-proper peer. Yasmin raised an eyebrow, ignoring her own counsel. “Did your sister not trip over a footstool and fizzle?”


He looked at her blankly.


“Fizzle, fart, foist,” Yasmin explained.


“Such an accident could happen to anyone,” Giles said, the expected disdain crossing his face.


“Indeed, it has happened,” Yasmin said. “As I told Lady Lydia after that tittle-tattle reached my ears, the French propensity for rich food has led to many a public foist, including mine before Napoleon’s assembled court.”


There was a pause. “I suspect you burst into laughter after that mishap,” Giles said, a curious expression in his eyes that she couldn’t quite read.


“I did,” Yasmin confirmed. She had a lifetime’s experience negotiating humiliation in the court. One of her favorite rules for survival amongst the aristocracy—whether French or British—was that a show of weakness had to be avoided at all costs.


“My sister is not as . . . audacious as you are, Lady Yasmin.” There was no mistaking the disapproval in Giles’s voice. Presumably, he thought ladies ought to faint after the disgrace of farting, although men urinated in dining room chamber pots in the full sight of those same ladies.


His opinion shouldn’t matter, but it had the wretched effect of making Yasmin’s throat burn.


“You may loathe gossip, but I loathe rules that pretend no woman breaks wind,” she retorted. “Your sister was shamed for a natural result of the digestive process.”


“Gossip can be ruinous, no matter how innocent a mistake.”


“I know that,” she said. “Believe me, I have experienced the unfortunate consequences of gossip. As I told your sister, one cannot allow such unpleasantness to affect one’s confidence.”


Giles’s mouth tightened. “I didn’t realize you and my sister were so well acquainted.”


It took everything she had not to flinch.


“Well enough to offer unwanted counsel,” Yasmin said. “Oh, don’t look like that. I shan’t infect her with my scandalous ways. Your sister was polite, but no young lady wants advice from a spinster.”


“What?”


He bit the word off, as if the idea of her being a spinster was absurd, but Yasmin wasn’t foolish enough to take it as a compliment. “The distance between seventeen and twenty-four is insurmountable. What’s more, I am not even a female relative. Lady Lydia has taken me in dislike, which should make you happy, shouldn’t it?”


His brows drew together. “It does not make me happy. Why would you say such a thing?”


“Because you don’t like me either,” Yasmin said, impatiently. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, can’t we just be truthful? You and I have both fizzled on occasion. You and I have low opinions of each other. You would be happy if a scandalously dressed and frivolous lady such as myself had little to no contact with your innocent sister, even if I am looking out for her best interests.”


“I do not have a low opinion of you.”


“Poppycock,” Yasmin countered. “You’ve made it clear that I don’t dress or speak in a manner that you consider worthy of your respect.”


The waltz drew to a close before the earl could respond, which was just as well. “Good evening, Lord Lilford.” She dropped a curtsy.


The earl’s eyes were glacier cold, but he wrapped a hand around her arm. “Lady Yasmin.”


“Excuse me?” She narrowed her eyes at him.


“My sister,” he said tautly. “You know something about my sister that you are not saying.”


Behind his shoulder, one of her suitors was bounding toward them like a puppy with overly large paws.


Yasmin wasn’t friends with Lydia. But Giles’s sister, headstrong, unmothered, and unchaperoned, was running headlong toward ruination. It didn’t sit with her conscience to let it happen, not given her past. She sighed. “I suspect you’ll find Lady Lydia in the back garden.”


“Alone?” Giles’s eyes searched her face when she didn’t immediately respond, and his jaw tightened. “You are insinuating that my sister ventured outside with Lord Pepper, unchaperoned. She would never do something so inappropriate.”


“I’m certain you’re right,” Yasmin said. Who was she to destroy his faith in his sister? “If you’ll excuse me, I see my next dance partner—”


His hand tightened on her arm. “No, we are going into the garden for a breath of fresh air. You feel faint.”


“I do not feel faint.”


“We shall prove that you are wrong before you can spread more tittle-tattle about my sister.”


Yasmin drew in a sharp breath, and her stomach tensed into a knot. His characterization hurt. She would never share unkind gossip about a young lady.


No matter how much she enjoyed waltzing with Giles, this had to be their last. She had tried over and over with the Earl of Lilford. She had tried to make him laugh, and tried to make him cross, and generally tried to get him to see her as someone other than frivolous at best and a strumpet at worst.


He never altered his opinion.


That idea she had about a hidden Giles? That was mere foolishness.


“I would never spread rumors about Lady Lydia,” she said, keeping her voice calm, although she’d like to shriek. His rudeness stemmed from concern for a younger sibling. Not from his belief that she, Yasmin, was the sort of woman who would gleefully destroy his sister’s reputation.


Of course, he apparently did believe that she was malicious, but he wasn’t the sort of man who would be rude for the sake of it. Just look at the way he always asked her to dance, even though he disapproved of her. Civility was intrinsic to his character.


Though he never danced with her more than once, making it clear to all and sundry that he did so out of punctilious politeness rather than courtship. God forbid the Earl of Lilford should be suspected of wooing a woman of her reputation.


“I didn’t mean to imply that you would deliberately spread gossip,” Giles said, proving her point about his civility.


“You didn’t imply. You stated just that.” There was no reason to spend any more time with the man. But the absurd fascination she felt toward him prevailed, and she found herself saying, “Very well. I’ll walk into the garden with you.”


By now, Lydia would be heading back inside. In the past few weeks, Yasmin had noticed two important points: the girl invariably left the ballroom while Yasmin waltzed with her brother—and Lydia was always careful to be back in the room when the next dance began.


The Honorable Algernon Dunlap trotted up to them, and Yasmin shook her head. “We’ll have to dance later, mon chèr. The earl has kindly agreed to accompany me into the garden for a brief respite from the heat.”


“I’ll accompany you, Lady Yasmin,” Algernon said eagerly. He stuck out his bony elbow.


Giles cast him a look, and he clapped his arm to his side.


“Alas, I could not accompany you into the gardens, Mr. Dunlap,” Yasmin said, lowering her voice. “What would your mama think if I compromised you, albeit accidentally?”


“But—”


“As everyone knows, Lord Lilford and I have no affection for each other, so I regularly allow him to accompany me for a breath of fresh air.”


Yasmin paused to see whether Giles would counter her description of their relationship, but his face didn’t move. She could hardly say that was a surprise.


She smiled at Algernon. “You might tempt me to an indiscretion.” He tipped toward her, like a statue poised to crash to the ground.


“Lady Yasmin,” Giles said, unmistakable impatience in his voice. His eyes had darkened to sea green. In another proof of her idiocy, Yasmin had wasted an absurd amount of time thinking about the color of Giles’s eyes.


Last Season, when he was wooing her friend Cleo, they had been a silvery gray. After Cleo married Jake, sunny had turned wintery. This Season the earl stalked around the ballroom on the hunt for the perfect countess, his eyes darkened to an icy green. She’d never met anyone whose eyes shifted like that, from one color to another.


As Giles led her through the ballroom into the large drawing room, she caught sight of Cleo and waggled her eyebrows. “Supper,” Yasmin mouthed. Cleo smiled and nodded.


On the far end of the drawing room, large doors stood ajar, leading to the gardens. A few couples were standing just outside, within sight of sharp-eyed chaperones. Lydia was not among them.


“Neither Lydia nor Pepper are here,” Giles said as they reached the door, evident relief in his voice. He wasn’t as certain of his sister as he claimed.


“I expect she tore a flounce,” Yasmin said. “Lord Lilford, if you’ll excuse me, I see friends seated in the far corner, so I shall join them.”


“No.”


She blinked at him.


He narrowed his eyes in return.


“I’m sorry I mentioned your sister’s absence from the ballroom,” Yasmin said. “Surely we needn’t actually go outside.”


For one thing, that would have everyone chattering about them, which she was certain the earl would loathe. And for another, it might start raining. She dampened her skirts, but a damp bodice would be a step too far. She was wearing a short corset, and her breasts were generously sized.


“If there is any chance that Lydia is in that garden with Lord Pepper, I must know.” Giles’s voice was so grim that Yasmin sent up a special prayer to the patroness of naughty young ladies. There was no need for the earl to catch his sister canoodling with a man; after this evening, he would surely keep a closer eye on her.


Moreover, Lydia had been using her brother’s waltzes with Yasmin to cover up her indiscretions. But Yasmin didn’t intend to ever dance with Giles again.


Problem solved.










CHAPTER THREE



Giles Renwick was accustomed to getting his own way, which invariably had a terrible effect on a man’s character. Luckily, Yasmin had no interest in taming the Earl of Lilford. His mother should have taught him manners long ago, and since the lady had failed in the task . . . it was too late.


If she kept telling herself that, one of these days she would believe it.


He would be a dictatorial, obstreperous husband, not even taking into account that if she, Yasmin, were waiting at the altar, he likely wouldn’t show up.


The two of them in proximity at an altar was as likely as shrimps learning to whistle.


Taking a deep breath, she allowed the earl to escort her onto the terrace, ignoring the curious glances that made her back prickle.


“I don’t see Lydia,” Giles stated.


Yasmin kept her gaze steady. “I expect that I was wrong.”


His brows drew together.


“Very wrong,” she added. “I’m often wrong.”


His frown deepened, but he didn’t respond.


“Shall we return inside? I think it might rain any moment.” Yasmin glanced to the right, where the mother of her dance partner Algernon was standing with a friend, both of them openly staring. She smiled and raised her hand, and Lady Dunlap turned away.


The cut direct, and not for the first time. No one in England seemed to know the details of her scandalous past with Hippolyte, but that didn’t stop the rumors from circulating.


It wasn’t her fault that Algernon Dunlap chose to write sonnets to her eyes. If he were a turkey, Algernon would be the first to drown in a rainstorm after looking up at the sky. Yasmin had never encouraged his attentions, but he persisted in his poetic efforts, anyway.


Actually, that was one of the reasons why Yasmin preferred English men to French. Algernon wrote poetry without the faintest hope he would successfully gain her attention, whereas Frenchmen used their lyrics to seduce the innocent and unwary.


Giles glanced at the women, both of them now gazing out at the gardens as if they never had an unkind thought. Then he said, “Fresh air will help your headache, Lady Yasmin,” and drew her down three steps to the garden walk.


“I never have headaches,” she informed him. “Besides, I thought I was feeling faint? You’re making me out to be a weakling.”


“You are no weakling,” Giles stated.


She glanced at him in some surprise, but he was looking about the garden, presumably searching for Lydia’s yellow topknot.


Lord Boodle’s gardens were laid out in the French manner, with shoulder-high walls enclosing small grassy quadrangles. In front of them one couple—married, of course—idly strolled down the straight walkway, and to the right, another path curved away and disappeared between stone walls. Lord Pepper would have guided Lydia to the right, out of the sight of those on the terrace.


Yasmin began to walk forward, trying to think of a subject for conversation. If Lydia heard her brother’s voice, she would surely head back to the house. “I am a great admirer of British cottage gardens,” she announced.


Giles threw her a glance that said, “So?”


“I should have known that Lord Boodle was an admirer of the French,” Yasmin improvised.


“Why?”


“He named his daughter Blanche.”


“And?”


Yasmin lowered her voice. “Blanche Boodle! The girl must be desperate to marry and change her name.”


Rather surprisingly, one side of Giles’s mouth twitched, as if he contemplated a smile. “I think that is a fair observation. She is my sister’s closest friend and spent time with us last summer. Miss Boodle was disappointed not to marry in her first Season.” He cleared his throat. “I saw her dancing with Gerald Boyle earlier this evening.”


“Why don’t you smile on occasion?” Yasmin asked. “Are earls constitutionally stern or are you the exception? Blanche Boyle would be unfortunate, but Blanche Booble would be worse!”


“Not a real name,” Giles said.


“I assure you that I met a Mr. Booble just the other day. Granted, he was a member of the Worshipful Company of Grocers, and Lord Boodle has higher aspiration for his daughter.”


“You ‘met’ a grocer?”


“I did,” Yasmin said. “I wanted to buy fresh strawberries, so I went to Covent Garden. It’s one of my favorite places in London.”


Giles’s brows drew together.


“You have visited the market, haven’t you?” Yasmin asked.


“Never. I hope you did not make this excursion unaccompanied?”


“For goodness’ sake, it’s a daily market, not a rookery! The worst that could happen is that I’d be pickpocketed. Since I am accompanied by a footman, I needn’t worry about someone cutting my reticule strings. I find it one of the most fascinating places in London. Truly, you must pay it a visit.”


She almost offered to accompany him to the market . . . and rethought it. Giles wouldn’t even dance with her twice; he certainly wouldn’t wish to be seen at an open-air market so far beneath him that he’d apparently never descended from his carriage to explore it.


More importantly, she was determined to stifle the irrational impulses she had to make his expressionless eyes light up with interest or humor.


The earl had turned away and was peering over the stone walls, as if Lydia might be hiding in a quadrangle. Each grass oblong held two rows of stone posts topped with marble pineapples. Singularly unattractive to Yasmin’s mind—if rather funny.


He turned. “Why are you laughing?”


“Those dreadful pedestals,” she said, chortling.


A row of stone pillars set on square pediments rose into the air just high enough so their bulbous pineapple finials showed above the garden walls. But if someone glanced over the wall and viewed pillars from the ground up . . .


Giles made a humming sound, and the edge of his mouth twitched again. A belly laugh in another man, one had to presume.


“Once seen, you’ll never unsee,” Yasmin said. “No matter how much you might wish to. It casts a dubious light on our host’s notion of elegance, don’t you think?”


“His grandfather’s notion, I would think. It took time to scour stone pineapples to that smoothness.”


“But just imagine when they were new,” Yasmin said. “Most of them have lost the flourish of leaves on top, but if you consider that one, closest to the wall . . .”


“In medias res, as it were.”


“My education is inadequate as regards Latin,” Yasmin told him. “What does that mean?”


“In the midst,” Giles said. He hesitated, then elaborated. “In mideruption, in this case.”


Yasmin laughed. “I like you so much better when you aren’t imitating a Quaker. Look, your lips are actually curling upward.”


Unfortunately, that comment turned him back to a block of wood.


“Shall we continue, Lady Yasmin?”


“There it went,” she said with exaggerated mournfulness. “No more of this phallic foolishness. All hail the moment of joy, for it hath met its demise.”


“‘Hath met its demise’?” he repeated.


“I was caught in an extraordinarily long church service last week so I amused myself by memorizing bits from The Book of Common Prayer. Very good for my English, if a trifle antiquated.” Yasmin reluctantly began walking again. “We ought to return. I don’t want to turn the corner and be out of sight of the terrace.”


“You were certain that my sister had entered the garden with Lord Pepper. We should follow the path to its end.”


“Not unless you want everyone in that ballroom to be gossiping about us.” She caught sight of Giles’s instinctive flinch. Instinctive. He must positively loathe her to have that reaction without thinking.


Enough was enough. Later, she ought to give serious thought to why she always waltzed with a man who disliked her. Despised her, even.


After all, she had plans for this Season: she meant to find a husband.


A kind and charming Englishman, preferably one who had reached forty years of age, when the blood didn’t run so quickly. A man who would show her respect and give her children, without making false promises. A man generous in spirit to whom she could confide her scandalous past. He would understand rather than condemn.


Even contemplating how Giles would respond to her story made her instinctively flinch, just the way he had after the suggestion that people might gossip about the two of them.


“It’s growing cold,” Yasmin said, turning around. “I’m wearing fewer layers than you are, and my next dance partner will be looking for me.”


He began to remove his coat.


Yasmin raised a hand. “Don’t—”


She changed her mind as the earl’s broad shoulders emerged, clad in linen so fine that she could see the contours of his chest. His muscled chest. “On second thought, I am chilled.”


Even his shoulders had pads of muscles on them. It was something of a revelation. Most of her suitors had slim silhouettes. Even Hippolyte—with the ease of long practice, she dismissed that thought.


Giles shook out his coat and wrapped it around her. Unlike ladies—such as his sister—who piled all their hair on top of their head in a big puff, Yasmin let a few strands fall over one shoulder. Her curls bunched against the collar of his coat, and he carefully drew them free.


In another man, it would have been a tender gesture, but Giles’s expression was verging on a glare. There was no rational reason to be so attracted to him, and yet his chilly gaze felt like a caress, and the touch of his fingers on her neck made her shiver.


What she needed was an older, cuddly version of Giles. “Cuddly” was a new-to-her English word, one that summed up so much, to Yasmin’s mind: it meant to hug or embrace, but also to be comfortable with.


Their silence was growing embarrassing. “You show to advantage without a coat,” Yasmin said. “Do you box?”


“Yes,” Giles stated.


A raindrop splashed on her cheek, and he reached out and brushed it away. Their eyes caught.


“You’re right. We should return,” he said, looking back at the mansion. The ladies had retreated inside. “Even if my sister had been imprudent enough to venture into the garden, she hates discomfort. Lydia would never play the coquette in this weather.”


“All right,” Yasmin said. She felt a bit shaken, unable to come up with another playful comment, her stock-in-trade. There was something about Giles’s uncompromising gaze that made it difficult to flirt with him.


Before she could move, his hands closed on her shoulders. Yasmin’s eyes widened at the sensual intent in his eyes, but she didn’t stop him when he slowly drew her closer, or when he leaned down, and his mouth touched hers. Their lips met and clung. He didn’t press her, and she didn’t open her mouth.


The man had no warmth in him and yet a brush of his lips sent heat racing down her limbs. One kiss ended and another began. Yasmin swayed toward him as his lips met hers in yet another chaste kiss that sent pure lust quivering through her body.


“You are so—” His voice broke off, but that raw, abandoned tone spoke for itself.


Yasmin felt dazed, her heart beating too fast, her mind unable to keep up, but one thing was clear: she didn’t want to feel like this. She wanted nothing to do with kisses that made a woman dizzy. She’d experienced those before and still had the scars. Lust led to horrendous decisions.


The earl pulled back and dropped his arms from around her. “That shouldn’t have happened.”


He was back to the clipped, aristocratic tones of an earl. His gaze was remote, with all the warmth that he might show a parlor maid. A misbehaving parlor maid, given his hardened jaw.


Even though Yasmin agreed, she felt a flash of anger. “Because you don’t like me?” she asked, the question slipping from her lips before she thought better of it.


His lips tightened. Silence answered her.


The blow felt almost physical, which was so stupid. She’d known that truth for months, after all. “True, you don’t have to like someone to desire them,” Yasmin supplied for him, slipping off his coat and pushing it into his hands.


She walked quickly back, ignoring the silent man pacing at her side. She was battling with shame. How stupid could she be?


So many men had tried to seduce her, yet after her experience with Hippolyte, she had easily refused them. That was her secret defense when English ladies sneered at her: she had nothing to be ashamed of. Their husbands, brothers, and sons may desire her, but she never returned the compliment.


Yet Giles Renwick, Earl of Lilford, hadn’t even bothered to flatter her. Presumably, he couldn’t think of anything complimentary to say. She tried to imagine him praising her: “You are so . . .” what?


So frivolous. So loose. So beneath him.


The words beat through her head in a pitiful melody that made her irritated with herself. And with him, that stupid man who thought she wasn’t good enough for a second waltz but kissed her when no one was watching.


They walked silently through the drawing room. When they reached the ballroom doors, Lydia’s yellow topknot was instantly visible.


“My sister is waltzing with Pepper a second time,” Giles observed blandly as if nothing had happened between them.


Lydia’s cheeks were pink and her eyes shining, though it was a question how her brother would interpret her expression. Presumably, he was aware that it was improper for a young lady to waltz twice with the same gentleman. One might accept two invitations to dance, but two waltzes?


To Yasmin’s mind, Lydia was positively begging to be labeled “brazen,” if not worse. Yet, the last thing either sibling wanted was her opinion. Clearly.


“Good evening, Your Grace.”


She turned away and curtsied in front of her waiting dance partner, London’s most eligible bachelor, Silvester Parnell, Duke of Huntington. He wasn’t precisely cuddly, but at least he didn’t look at her with icy dislike.


The duke bowed. “Good evening, Lady Yasmin. Chilled to the bone?” he asked as they slipped onto the dance floor, joining the waltzing couples.


“Are my gloves very cold?” Yasmin asked. “I’ve been outdoors and it’s beginning to rain.”


“Not the weather,” Parnell said. “The earl. Lilford.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Chilly bugger, isn’t he? Oh, dear, I shouldn’t have used that word in front of a lady.” His eyes laughed at her.


Yasmin let his cheerfulness replace the sick feeling in her chest. This duke liked her as she was. “Bollocks!” she said, grinning back at him. “You don’t care for the earl?”


“We were at school together, but he decided early on that I was a frivolous excuse for a man and not worth his time.”


A shared confession felt soothing. “Alas, the earl has a similarly low opinion of me.”


“More the fool he,” the duke said, twirling her in a circle.


“No flirtatious comments,” she ordered, letting her smile fall. “I like you too much for that.”


“I am not fool enough to join the parade of besotted men at your heels. Of whom, I might add, the Earl of Lilford is definitely one. I’ve caught him more than once standing at the edge of the ballroom, staring at you like a mooncalf.”


“Nonsense. Lord Lilford was preparing his next insult.” Yasmin had no intention of discussing Giles with anyone, let alone one of her suitors.


“It’s irresistible, given how you look in that gown.”


“Enough,” Yasmin ordered. “I’m sick to death of flattery.” Silvester Parnell was fast becoming one of her closest friends—but only as long as the duke avoided the kind of flummery that made her uncomfortable.


“It’s irresistible to tease you.”


She frowned.


“Anyone who watches you closely will notice that you are a flirtatious minx in public and prudish in private. Most of my fellows haven’t noticed because they’re imbeciles in public and private.”


“Do not watch me closely,” Yasmin ordered.


“Do not watch me closely, Silvester?” he amended.


She wrinkled her nose at him. “Very well.”


Silvester’s grin was charming; he was intelligent, fairly handsome, titled. Giles didn’t have his charm, so why was she still thinking about his kisses? It was absurd. Obviously, she should marry the friendly duke, who liked her, and laughed at her jokes.


If her grandfather had attended this ball, His Grace would be nodding with approval from the sidelines.


Her grandfather was under the fixed conviction that the only way to heal the shame Yasmin’s mother had brought upon the family was for her daughter to marry a highly respected peer. “If only Mabel had chosen to engage in garden-variety adultery,” he had told Yasmin a few days ago, “no one would give a damn. But no. She had to sleep with an emperor!”
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