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CHAPTER ONE

IN THE WINTER of 1820, Sabrina Fairleigh, daughter of the Vicar of Tinbury, discovered that her future happiness rested entirely in the hands of a libertine.

Or, rather, not just a libertine.

The Libertine.

This was how the Earl of Rawden signed his poetry, poetry that scandalized, enthralled, and allegedly caused women of all ages and ranks to cast off their dignity and trail him like hounds on the scent of a hare: The Libertine. It was the sobriquet by which he was known throughout all of England, and his reputation was in fact such that word of it had managed to waft, like opium-and-incense-scented smoke, all the way to the tiny, tucked-away town of Tinbury, Derbyshire—where the air, incidentally, had never been scented by anything more controversial than roast lamb, or maybe once or twice a cigar, and where life was as sedate, predictable, and pleasing as a minuet. The gentle green hills surrounding the vicarage, not to mention the Vicar of Tinbury himself, seemed to prevent local passions from becoming unduly inflamed. No one in Tinbury seemed in danger of writing sensual poetry.

But neither the gentle hills nor the vicar had been able to prevent the quietly determined Sabrina Fairleigh from forming a—well, “attachment” was the word she carefully used in her own mind, though no such word had been spoken aloud by anyone—to her father’s handsome curate of less than a year, Mr. Geoffrey Gillray. It was the fault of the shock of hair that dropped down over Geoffrey’s brow: sometimes when her father allowed Geoffrey to give the sermon, he gave his head an absent toss, sending the hair flying rakishly. Sabrina had wanted to brush it away from his eyes for him. She’d never before had such thoughts about a man, and they made her blush.

And one day Geoffrey had looked up to see her watching him. She’d blushed again, of course, for she was certain he could read her thoughts in her eyes.

He’d smiled.

Later, he had invited her for a walk in the spring air. And in fits and starts, amid the smell of warm grass and blooming trees, they’d begun to know each other.

And then, the following day, he’d invited her for another walk.

Little by little, the walks had become a habit between them. Sabrina told him about the miniature of her mother, and her memories of long ago. And after she’d confided to Geoffrey her special dream of being a missionary in a faraway land, such as India or Africa, she’d believed afresh in miracles.

For the handsome curate, professing astonishment, confessed he shared this very same dream.

But it was perhaps evidence of the Creator’s sense of humor that Geoffrey, the quiet curate, and The Libertine, the Earl of Rawden, were cousins. Geoffrey had confided to Sabrina his hope that his wealthy cousin would help to finance this grand missionary dream, and he would be attending his cousin’s house party at La Montagne, the grandest home in all the Midlands, this week, to make his petition.

She didn’t doubt that Geoffrey—as she now called him, rather boldly she thought, and never in front of her father—with his lean, elegant face and long, slender body and penetrating, dark eyes, could be related to an earl. He, in fact, could have been an earl, she decided, though she hadn’t the faintest idea what one looked like, as Tinbury featured only a squire or two, and one was Lady Mary Capstraw’s husband, and the other Mary’s father.

And now, due to the machinations of her friend Lady Mary Capstraw, who, like all married women, conspired to get every unmarried woman into the state of matrimony, Sabrina sat in a carriage hurtling toward La Montagne.

Geoffrey was going to be very surprised to see her.

It had been Mary’s idea. Her husband, Lord Paul Capstraw, had been visiting his uncle in Appleton, a town in the Midlands. La Montagne was situated almost precisely between Tinbury and Paul’s uncle. Mary had written to Paul, Paul had written to the Earl of Rawden, and the earl had invited the couple to reunite at La Montagne, from which they would go on to visit more relatives. For Mary was a social creature, seldom at home in Tinbury for more than a fortnight, and she dragged her cheerful husband about on seemingly endless rounds of visits to friends and relatives like the tail on a kite.

Legend had it that Mary’s husband had scarcely said a word since he’d been married. Certainly he’d hardly said more than two words to Sabrina ever; he communicated primarily in bows and smiles. Sabrina half suspected that he’d married Mary in order to relieve himself of the need to talk. Mary—golden-haired, blue-eyed Mary, her face round as a moon and always animated—seemed to only stop talking in order to sleep.

But Mary was sleeping now on the carriage seat across from Sabrina, mouth slightly parted, snoring softly.

Mary, Sabrina decided, was cleverer than she had given her credit for, at least when it came to the business of acquiring husbands: for Mary had invited Sabrina along to La Montagne as a companion, as what married woman travels alone? And though Sabrina was accustomed to being the clever one, she felt rather at sea in the business of romance, and was grateful to Mary for a bit of a steer. She’d never been to a house party, but many an engagement had been secured at them, or so Mary assured her.

It was perhaps the most daring thing Sabrina had ever done, this dash to La Montagne, as her father had simply been told she was paying a visit to Mary. It wasn’t at all strictly a lie, of course. And surely her father would forgive her—that is, if he ever found out—should she secure an engagement to Geoffrey. Sabrina was all but positive that the young curate would offer for her the moment he knew precisely what it was he had to offer her.

But the idea of the Earl of Rawden—The Libertine, for heaven’s sake—with his duels and his mistress and his poetry that caused such a tumult in the hearts of women…well, it all sounded so very impractical. How dreadfully uncomfortable and inconvenient it must be to be slave to such passions, such untidy emotions. She wondered whether the wear of his life would show on his face, or on his body; surely debauchery would take its toll.

She decided, quite peacefully, that rather than being intimidated or scandalized, she would feel compassion for the earl.

Sabrina peered out the window of the carriage. Mrs. Dewberry, a poor elderly woman confined to her home in Tinbury whom Sabrina visited at least once every week, would have called the early snowfall an omen, and Sabrina was inclined to believe her. Then again, everything—the shapes of clouds, the spots on sows, the calls of birds—had begun to feel like an omen to her now that she was very likely on the brink of marriage and the rest of her life.

But only little patches of snow remained, scattered across the green like abandoned lacy handkerchiefs. The wan early sunlight was gaining in strength, and the bare birch trees crowding the sides of the road shone nearly metallic in it, making Sabrina blink as they flew past in the carriage. She wondered, idly, why trees didn’t become woolly in winter, like cats and cattle, but instead dropped all of their leaves and went bare.

She smiled to herself and tucked her chin into her muffler. It was the sort of thought she had grown accustomed to keeping to herself, and it was because of the furrow that ran the width of Vicar Fairleigh’s forehead. It had been dug there, no doubt, by decades of pious thoughts and an endless stream of little concerns—his parishioners, his next sermon, how he was going to feed his children—and every time Sabrina said fanciful things, or played a hymn on the pianoforte with an excess of feeling, his eyebrows dove, that furrow became a veritable trench, and his gaze became decidedly wary, as though it were only a matter of time before she sprouted wings like a fairy and flew out the window.

So she’d learned to lock such thoughts away in her mind, much the way she’d locked away her other treasures: the small rock she’d found with the imprint of a leaf, the needle she’d first used when she’d learned to sew, and of course the miniature of her mother, a face so like her own.

She knew that Vicar Fairleigh worried just a little bit more about her, had always been just a little more watchful of her than he was of his other children, two boys much older than she, as though he was prepared for her to do…something. She knew not what. Something disquieting, no doubt. Possibly because by the age of thirteen she’d gone and done the unthinkable and become what could only be described as…Well, “pretty” was the word everyone in Tinbury used, but they used it gingerly, for it seemed unlikely—unnecessary, really—for a vicar’s daughter to be pretty. She was fine-boned and creamy-skinned, with rich dark hair that fell in loose spirals to nearly her waist when she brushed it out at night. And then there were her eyes: large with a hint of a tilt to them, green as spring. In truth, the word “pretty” was very nearly a lie. Where Sabrina Fairleigh was concerned, the word “beautiful” begged consideration.

Certainly, as Sabrina grew older, it became clear that many of the male members of the congregation had ceased pretending to listen to the sermons and were instead admiring the vicar’s daughter, and all of this was rather inconvenient for the vicar.

And of course no one in Tinbury was surprised when it became clear the handsome curate had eyes only for Sabrina. Sabrina rather suspected her poor father wouldn’t mind at all seeing her safely married off, happily pursuing work for the poor on some other continent.

She peered out the coach window once more as the horses and carriage decisively took a curve in the drive. Here, suddenly, the trees grew more snugly together, evenly spaced and rigorously groomed and each equally as tall as the next, as though here the owner of the property had decided to show nature precisely who was in charge.

Her heartbeat accelerated. She knew that as the end of their journey approached, very likely, so did the beginning of the rest of her life.

She nudged her friend with the toe of her boot.

Mary opened an eye. “Mmm?”

“Mrs. Dewberry said the squirrels were gathering more nuts this year, and the bark was thicker on the north side of the trees.”

Mary opened the other eye and stared at Sabrina blankly.

“Winter,” Sabrina explained impatiently. “She said it would be both early and hard this year because of the squirrels and the bark.”

Mary stretched. “Oh, the snow has scarcely stuck to the ground,” she scoffed cheerfully. “Winter might be early, perhaps, but I daresay this little dusting means nothing at all.”

Sabrina said nothing.

Mary sighed. “I know what you’re thinking, but it’s not an omen, Sabrina. All will go according to our plan. You and Geoffrey are meant for each other. You’ll see.”

And as she was awake, like a bird, Mary began to chatter.

But moments later, when La Montagne came into view through the carriage windows, even Mary went quiet.

The two of them gaped.

It was less a house than a…than a…range. It dominated the landscape the way she imagined the Alps must. An edifice of tawny stone, easily four times as long as it was tall, row upon row of windows staring down like indifferent, aristocratic eyes. As they drew closer, Sabrina could see that the vast cobblestoned courtyard featured a large marble fountain: the Three Graces seemed to compete with one another to hold up a single urn, from which water would no doubt shoot up during warmer months. One of the Graces was losing a glossy marble breast from her toga. Sabrina quickly averted her eyes from it.

It occurred to her that this was both a magnificent and stunningly…arrogant house. Who on earth would feel entitled to such a dwelling, or could live here without feeling dwarfed by it?

In silence, Sabrina and Mary allowed themselves to be helped from the carriage by a swarm of footmen, and watched as their trunks were deftly ferried up rows of marble steps into the house.

It was then that Sabrina glanced to the left of the entrance and saw, on the snow-dusted green surrounding the courtyard, a man and woman standing close together. Something about their postures, the tension and intimacy of them, riveted Sabrina’s gaze.

The man was very tall, and his greatcoat hung in graceful folds from his shoulders to his ankles—the way it fit him told her this was her first glimpse of truly fine clothing. His hair was dark, straight, gleaming with nearly a blue sheen; his head was lowered as though he was listening intently to whatever the woman was saying. The woman wore a scarlet pelisse, the furred collar of it cradling her delicate chin, and her hair was fair, bright as a coin in the sun. Her shoulders sloped elegantly; her long hands were bare and startlingly white against her pelisse. Sabrina could just make out the woman’s voice, low, lilting.

Suddenly the man’s head jerked back. He went rigid, stared at the woman. Sabrina’s breath suspended. She’d seen a fox look at a vole just like that. Right before it seized it in its jaws.

The man abruptly pivoted and strode away from the woman in long angry strides.

The woman’s laughter followed him, a thin silvery sound. Merry as sleigh bells.

Good heavens!

She wondered what on earth the woman had said to cause such a pronounced reaction from such a very large man. Such passions. How uncomfortable it must be to be at the mercy of them.

And with that thought, somehow she knew: this man was the earl.

Sabrina tried to force her interest and trepidation back into the clothes of compassion, but they wriggled back out again. She couldn’t help but take a tiny involuntary step back toward the carriage, for the man’s anger came with him as he approached the fountain.

And then he seemed to truly notice them, and immediately his posture changed as though he’d thrown off a cloak. All was welcome, ease, grace, smiles.

And when he finally stood over them, and Sabrina looked up into his face, her lungs ceased to draw in air.

This was the only sort of man who could possibly suit this house.

Much more imposing from a mere few feet away, he was lean but broad-shouldered, more than a head taller than Sabrina, and she wasn’t a tiny person. There was a hint of Geoffrey in the deep-set eyes, but his jaw was angular, his cheekbones cut decisively higher, the planes and hollows of his face starkly, in fact rather uncompromisingly, defined. And his eyes were startling: blue, pale, crystalline. Brilliant with light. His brows, severe dark slashes over them.

The Libertine.

Absurdly, she thought: Debauchery suits him.

Somehow she’d expected a softer man, with Byronic curls and haunted eyes and perhaps an air of dissipation.

“Welcome to my home. I am Lord Rawden.”

And his voice: low and elegant, resonant as a cello. Not raw from too many cigars or too much drink.

Mary and Sabrina curtsied as he bowed low.

But beneath the grace, Sabrina could sense the remnants of his anger, and something else, too. Her eyes darted toward where the woman had been standing; she saw, in the distance, the scarlet pelisse retreating deeper into the front garden.

And she knew what she’d sensed. Whatever the woman had said to him had been intended to cut, and Sabrina suspected it had.

And as Sabrina watched him stride over to issue instructions to the housekeeper who had come to stand on the stairs leading up to the house, compassion was the least of a crowd of unfamiliar things, many of them uncomfortable, this man had prodded up in her in an instant.

She sensed it was all second nature, the grace and the manners, no more effort for him than breathing; she also sensed that he had taken her in with a glance of those fiercely intelligent eyes, summed her up, silently dismissed her, and had moved on to other far more interesting things in his mind.

She decided then and there that the Earl of Rawden would most definitely take note of her before this house party was over.



CHAPTER TWO

GRANTED, AS SCANDALS went, it had been a particularly bad one—beginning with champagne, progressing to being prodded from the nude, fragrant embrace of a countess by her livid husband, and culminating in a duel—but for Rhys Gillray, the Earl of Rawden, it really ranked no worse than any of the other scandals gleefully attached to his name over the past few years. And the scandal had done nothing to actually aggravate his reputation. After all, when one poured more whiskey into a glass of whiskey, the whiskey didn’t become more potent. The glass only became more full.

Then again, if one ceaselessly poured whiskey into the glass, it would inevitably spill over and create a bit of a mess.

With the addition of this latest scandal, angry husbands and infatuated women had seemed everywhere underfoot in London, which had made going about the usual business of amusing himself more awkward than he preferred.

In short, he found himself at last confronted with a bit of a mess.

Serendipitously, shortly after the duel—during which nothing but pride had been wounded, as both men were crack shots but tacitly interested in continuing to live—word had reached him that La Montagne was finally, after so many years, officially his again. Restored to the Rawden title.

La Montagne. The home’s name amused the poet in him. He’d planned and executed its acquisition the way a mountaineer planned an expedition. It represented the pinnacle of his dreams. It was as vast as a bloody mountain.

And so forth.

On the whole, Rhys preferred his metaphors more subtle. His own were said to seep into a reader’s bloodstream like a fine wine: stealthy, intoxicating, perhaps even a bit dangerous. Seduction on the printed page.

He understands women, women crooned.

What bloody nonsense. He understood seduction. The two were not necessarily the same.

Regardless, he would ensure that La Montagne never again left Rawden hands. And if at the cornerstone of his fortune and his struggle to regain the Rawden lands were blood and a secret more than a decade old, Rhys told himself that everything came with a price. He’d made a difficult choice years ago to regain all he had, and some days he could convince himself that life was like war: bitter, desperate choices were often made in the name of survival, and some inevitably survived at the expense of others.

Other days it haunted him, cost him sleep, until he needed to do something, anything, to drown out the voice of it. But this, he decided, was the price. And it was a price he could endure, for there was nothing to be done about it now.

In fact, a trial took place in London as he stood in his grand home. And the trial might have worried him more had he not known that his secret was buried as deeply as La Montagne’s ancient cornerstone. He paid as little attention to it as possible, the way one might avoid staring a wild animal in the eye.

Still, he would not be displeased when it was over.

He’d disguised his retreat from London as a house party by inviting Wyndham, an artist so cheerfully debauched that he might just consider a country house party a novelty. Lady Mary and her friend came by virtue of an old school chum, Lord Paul Capstraw. And his cousin Geoffrey had sent a note round begging an audience, and Rhys expected him with a certain impatience and wry resignation.

But in a regrettable fit of madness, he’d also invited Sophia Licari.

Bloody Sophia.

So he hadn’t precisely fled the ton. But in truth, he thought, rather darkly amused, he could not find fault with the timing of the news. Because there were other reasons he’d decided to leave London.

A few nights earlier, as he’d marked off the paces of the duel, and stood to fire at the other earl he’d cuckolded, it occurred to him even then—even then, as he pointed a pistol at a man, and the other man pointed a pistol at him—that he was bored. That his pulse had scarcely increased, that the outcome scarcely interested him.

This succeeded in unnerving him, and it took a very good deal to unnerve Rhys Gillray.

The other reason was that he hadn’t been able to write a word in weeks. And this unnerved him, too.

The inside of the house was just as vast and echoey as the outside; the sound of their footsteps bounced from the smooth marble floors and all those other hard, gleaming surfaces up to the endless ceiling as Sabrina and Mary were led into it and ushered up a flight of marble stairs to their rooms. On the way they passed rooms that had no specific purpose Sabrina could discern but that were nevertheless stocked with curving, complicated furniture, paintings, and myriad shining things. The sheer size of the rooms exerted an almost dizzying pull; it was like peering from the shore out onto the sea.

Sabrina exchanged a glance with Lady Mary, who inhabited one of the larger homes in Tinbury. The entirety of which could have fit neatly into La Montagne.

Mary’s eyes were wide. “Cor!” she mouthed to Sabrina. Louder, she said, “And look, Sabrina! Here’s the library! I imagine we will lose you to books while we’re here.”

Sabrina peered in as they passed, gained an impression of soft darkness, then moved on lest she indeed become lost. For Mary knew her well, and was very likely correct.

They were taken in two separate directions on the third floor, and Sabrina was left to discover her room on her own.

She circled it almost tentatively, like an animal sniffing out new territory. It was snug by the standards of the rest of La Montagne, she suspected. A healthy fire leaped in the hearth, and it had been burning for some time, she surmised, as the room was filled with warmth. Shades of lavender and gray surrounded her—in the carpet—which proved plusher than spring grass and featured fringed ends, and in the chairs and counterpane and curtains, which hung in heavy twilight-colored folds, gleaming dully. Sabrina fingered them; they looked like ball gowns. She began to wonder just how many dresses she could make from one.

And then she playfully wound herself all the way up in one and stepped out to admire herself before the mirror. She turned this way and that.

She did have a best dress packed in her trunk. It was about five years old, but the color was timeless, or so she’d been assured, and tremendously flattering, as it was a sea shade, and made her eyes shine almost as green as new leaves. It was cut low enough to show just the top of her bosom, the sleeves were puffed, and it was in fine enough condition, as she seldom wore it in Tinbury. There was a spot near the hem from a splashed ratafia last Christmas, but one would only notice it if one were perhaps admiring her slippers. She hoped no one intended to examine her slippers, as they were rather older than her dress.

Sabrina smoothed the curtain down in front of her. She decided that she looked well in mauve, too. She smiled at that decision. And then glanced up only to meet the eyes of the housekeeper in the mirror.

She whirled about. “Oh! Mrs. Bailey!”

She blushed and reflexively curtsied, inadvertently using the curtain instead of her skirts, which made her eyes burn with horror. Mortified, she released the curtain, and watched, helplessly, as it spiraled and whipped from around her as though she were a mummy being unwrapped.

It fell back into place against the window with a soft rustle.

Mrs. Bailey watched the curtain fall back into place with no discernible change of expression: no censure, no twinkle of amusement. Sabrina had the sense that she might have been discovered stark naked, sawing away at a cello, and Mrs. Bailey still would not have flinched. Then again, if Mrs. Bailey was employed by The Libertine, and if any of the rumors about him proved to be true, she’d no doubt seen things a good deal more thrilling than a girl in a curtain dress.

“May I bring up some tea and refreshment, Miss Fairleigh? You’ll find a basin of water in the corner. Dinner will be served at eight o’clock. The earl will dine with you then.”

Meaning, perhaps, that the guests would entertain themselves until he deigned to join them.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bailey. I should like some tea, if it’s not too much trouble.” And then she nearly bit her lip, because the job of housekeepers such as Mrs. Bailey was to take trouble for guests, and she suspected she’d revealed how callow she truly was.

“I shall bring tea, then, Miss Fairleigh. Will there be anything else?”

Did she dare ask the question?

“Can you tell me whether a Mr. Geoffrey Gillray has arrived?” Sabrina tried not to sound too eager about it.

“He has not yet arrived, Miss Fairleigh, though he is expected today.”

Sabrina wondered if she had been indiscreet in asking, but then realized the housekeeper probably cared little about the affairs of a girl she’d never before seen and would likely never see again after this fortnight had passed.

“Thank you, Mrs. Bailey.”

Rhys strode back into the house, back into the sitting room where Wyndham was enjoying a cigar and waiting for Rhys to join him for a promised game of billiards.

Wyndham took one look at his face, plucked his cigar from his mouth, and asked, “As usual, I see she’s done wonders for your temper. Why in God’s name did you invite Sophia?”

Rhys gave him an incredulous, speaking look.

Wyndham smiled slightly. “Besides that.”

“Because she’ll…prevent me from being bored. Because she might sing. If the moon is in the correct phase, that is. If the color of the room suits her.”

“If the dinner is to her liking,” Wyndham contributed.

“If the temperature is just so,” Rhys added.

There was a pause.

“God, why did I invite Sophia?” Rhys groaned.

Wyndham laughed.

He’d invited Sophia because she was his talisman against boredom, he supposed, and he had a horror of boredom. Ever since the publication of The Secret to Seduction, trembling, fawning women were everywhere he turned. He hadn’t lacked for feminine attention before, of course, as he was an earl, and a war hero, and far from ugly. But with that bloody book of poetry, he’d inadvertently robbed himself of the pleasure of conquest.

Apart, that was, from Sophia.

With Sophia Licari…well, he was reminded of the time he’d dangled a watch so a cat could chase the dancing reflection of it. The beast would pounce on the spot of light, only to lift its paw in surprise to discover it had caught nothing at all. But when the reflection darted away again, the cat had continued the chase. Dazzled in spite of itself. Chasing just to chase.

He suspected Sophia had no substance, that she was all reflection, a vessel for a glorious voice, but he never could quite put a finger on her charm. It was the wondering that made him come back, that kept him curious enough to play her games. He supposed she had a right to keep from being bored as well. Perhaps experimenting with prodding his temper was her way of entertaining herself.

And Sophia was to singing what The Libertine was to poetry. He could forgive her almost anything when she sang.

“And who are the women who have just arrived?” Wyndham wanted to know. He put his boots up on the little table stretched out before the settee. Rhys scowled at him.

Wyndham swung them down again.

“Oh, they scarcely count as women, at least not of the sort that would interest you, Wyndham. Lady Mary, the twittery blonde, is married to Lord Paul Capstraw. Capstraw has been visiting relatives in the Midlands, and he sent a note round asking whether he could meet his wife here, as La Montagne is between his uncle’s house and Tinbury. Old school chum, Capstraw. Doesn’t seem to mind that I’ve a dastardly reputation, or perhaps he assumed I’d like nothing to do with his wife. If so, he assumed correctly. And the friend…Miss Serena somebody? She’s the daughter of a vicar. Or so I’m told.”

Rhys turned and stared out the window, wondering if Sophia was still out there somewhere, strolling the grounds. No: it was too cold, and her voice would suffer from it. She would have considered her point made and reentered the house by now.

Why should he care whether Lord Levenham had bought the scarlet pelisse for Sophia? It wasn’t the pelisse so much as the way Sophia had slid it into conversation. Rather like sliding a stiletto between his ribs.

His pride was hurt.

At least something hurt.

“Tinbury? Where the devil is that?” Wyndham wanted to know.

“Does it matter?” Rhys said idly. “Come, Wyndham, I’ll show you the solarium. It’ll be a brilliant place for you to paint. And then we’ll head to the billiard room.”

The tea was delicious and accompanied by a slice of un-asked-for but entirely welcome lemon seedcake. Sabrina wondered if it was a particularly fine blend of tea, or whether the fact that it had been served in an exquisite little china pot painted all over with blue milkmaids and brought to her by a servant had anything to do with it.

She’d divested herself of her warm wraps, the bonnet and scarf and pelisse, and swabbed her face and the back of her neck and her armpits with the water in the basin, which turned out to be scented with lavender. Feeling considerably fresher, she thought she might try to find Mary.

But she’d neglected to ask for Mary’s room when she’d been so brazen as to ask after Geoffrey.

And the hours between now and dinner stretched before her with the dizzying, nearly wasteful luxury of those rooms she’d passed by on the way to this one. As she’d never before been asked to a great house party, she’d never before been presented with expanses of time to fill with frivolity. Her life hadn’t been entirely free of frivolity. But she was ever busy at the vicarage, visiting the elderly and sick, managing the household budget and planning meals, sewing and mending and cooking and tending the garden, rallying the villagers of Tinbury to donate cast-off clothing to the housebound and poor and drunken. Of the latter, fortunately, there was only one—poor Mr. Shumley, who was convinced he was King George. The villagers generally cheerfully indulged his delusion, bowing when they saw him and inquiring after His Majesty’s health. He slept in barns, typically, during the warmer months; in the winter, her father occasionally allowed him to sleep in the vestry.

And once a year a fair was held in honor of the church, and everyone attended. It was great fun. Sabrina was content; it all kept her very busy. There were assemblies and dances, as well. But it wasn’t until Geoffrey Gillray had arrived to serve as her father’s curate that the assemblies took on a frisson of something else besides gaiety.

She decided to wander downstairs and listen for voices; perhaps other guests would have arrived, and Mary, the most social of butterflies, would have found them by instinct. But at the foot of the stairs just past two sitting rooms, she passed the library.

She couldn’t help herself. It drew her in.

Reading was the one activity she wanted to do a great deal more of in Tinbury, but given the other demands upon her time, most of her reading took place just before she fell asleep. Candles were dear, so she confined herself to a strict twenty pages per evening. And while it took her ages to finish reading a story in this fashion, it made the story last longer, too.

The library was large, of course, but altogether more subtle than the other rooms she’d so far seen. The only gold in the room glowed tastefully from the words etched into book spines and from the bowed legs of a little table near the fire. The shelves and furniture were fashioned of dark woods and fabrics; the curtains pouring to the floor were the color of chocolate and corded in silk ropes of black; the carpets were patterned in twined scrolls of brown and black and were, coincidentally, just as soft beneath her feet as the carpet in her bedroom.

She couldn’t hear her own footfalls as she entered the room, and for a moment she felt disoriented, as if she’d suddenly become a ghost, and was haunting La Montagne rather than visiting.

Two dark leather chairs with backs like fans and a long settee striped in black and brown faced each other near the fire. The servants seemed determined to keep the entire house warm, and the very idea of this boggled—Sabrina and her father pored over the vicarage budget as though it were a battle plan and the vicarage expenses an enemy to vanquish, and they relished discovering strategies for conquering them. She had a very good idea of how much warming a house this size would cost.

Arrogant house, arrogant man, arrogant budget.

Compassion, she reminded herself. She recalled his anger this morning, and the hurt she’d sensed beneath it. She wondered who the woman was: his mistress?

Good heavens, was she really under the same roof as a mistress?

The bookshelves were generously laden with tomes bound in deep somber colors—blue and dark green and brown and burgundy—and organized by subject. Philosophy stretched over one shelf, history another, novels over another. Lady novelists were well represented along with the men. And—

What was this? Poetry?

A prickle of thrill touched the back of her neck. Would his infamous poetry be here? And would she dare to read it, if it was?

Nervously, swiftly, she read the names on the spines: Yeats. Coleridge. Southey. Keats. Chatterton. Wordsworth. Lamb. Brentano. And Byron, of course. Now there was a chap who was easily as scandalous as The Libertine, at least in his everyday life, but was rumored to have fled the country to fight in some misguided foreign war. Poets and their wayward temperaments. She’d always half suspected they had clouds for brains. Sabrina shook her head. What a relief it was to not be a poet.

But she was spared from the decision about reading the earl’s poetry: it wasn’t on the shelf. It seemed an odd omission, but then again, perhaps it was so scandalous it was kept locked away from curious guests.

At last, Sabrina chose a novel by Miss Maria Edgeworth because the title seemed appropriate to her current setting and she thought she might perhaps learn a thing or two: Tales from Fashionable Life. She tested the chairs and the settee with a moment of sitting in each, and decided upon the settee. And as there was a clock nearby, she didn’t worry about missing supper.

Besides, Mary had known her long enough to look for her in a library.

“And here’s a room you won’t be spending very much time in, Wyndham,” Rhys said as they passed the library on the way to the billiard room.

Wyndham began to laugh, then muffled it as he peered in.

“You’re stocking females in your library now, Rawden? Is this your way of persuading me to spend more time with the philosophers and poets?”

“Am I? Is there?”

This was interesting news. The earl peered in, too.

A shining head could indeed be seen over the top of the settee. The woman’s hair was dark, with copper and gold strands threaded through it—the firelight told him this—and it was pulled simply up and pinned in a casual little heap on top of her head. A few loose spirals traced a delicate profile. She seemed to be squinting a bit as she read, or frowning over a sentence; her brow was knit.

She hadn’t at all noticed them standing in the doorway, staring at her as though she were part of the furnishings; the book had engulfed her.

Rhys recognized the volume, as it was the only one he owned bound in burgundy leather. It was the Maria Edgeworth novel. An intelligent woman, Miss Edgeworth, and a fine writer, but given a bit to preaching between the lines and a bit overfond of realism. These days, he wanted to take in only words that sang and soothed or aroused; he’d had enough lessons and grit to last a lifetime. But he kept the volume out of consideration to Miss Edgeworth, whom he’d met and whom he’d liked.

Given the choice of novel, Rhys felt certain he knew who this was.

“It’s only the vicar’s daughter,” he whispered to Wyndham. “Let’s leave her to her sermons.”

Wyndham stifled a laugh, and they went on their way.



CHAPTER THREE

IT’S ONLY THE vicar’s daughter.

Sabrina knew she was supposed to feel compassion, but they were now seated around a long dinner table, and what she still felt was rankled. Slightly less rankled than she had been earlier this afternoon, but rankled nevertheless. The man had all but looked through her this morning as though she were vapor, and this afternoon he had dismissed her with a whisper. She’d heard it as they left, saw his tall dark frame striding away from the library with his friend.

Why she should care was a bit of a mystery. How on earth such a man could be related to Geoffrey was yet another mystery.

And this was worrying, too: Geoffrey should have arrived hours ago, and he was nowhere to be seen.

Sabrina shifted her elbow a little to allow the attentive footman next to her to add peas to her plate.

Above the table hung chandeliers dripping crystals sharp as fangs; slim silver candelabra topped with tiny flames marched down the length of snowy linen. Everywhere out of the corner of Sabrina’s eye things glinted: forks, tureens, the jewels about the throat and wrist of Signora Sophia Licari, who turned out to be the woman who had so incensed the Earl of Rawden earlier today, and who was apparently the famous opera singer and alleged mistress of the earl.

Miss Licari’s gown was copper silk, and somehow magically, precisely matched her eyes. Those eyes were long and almond-shaped, and she regarded the world through languorously lowered lids, as though her thick lashes were too heavy for them.

To Sabrina’s right was a Mr. Wyndham, who, she’d been informed as they were introduced earlier, was a painter. On her left was a man who played the cello, a Mr. Mumphrey, and the woman who traveled with him, Mrs. Wessel, who, Sabrina had been fascinated to learn, apparently gave dramatic readings and also played the flute. Sabrina wasn’t fooled: this meant Mrs. Wessel was an actress who played the flute. This was somewhat alarming. But Mrs. Wessel didn’t look particularly immoral; she was handsome, heavy, and cheerful; it was possible her hair was hennaed, but she wasn’t otherwise garish. No mention had been made of whether they were married to each other, though Mr. Mumphrey seemed pleasant enough for a man who might very well be living in sin with a woman. He devoted himself to the pork and peas with almost religious fervor, and inquired pleasantly about Tinbury.

Mary and her husband, Paul, who had arrived this afternoon, were at the other end of the table, near the earl. Mary, as usual, seemed to be talking ceaselessly while her husband nodded and beamed at intervals.

The earl was nearly as lazy-lidded as Signora Licari, but then Mary’s chatter could occasionally have a stupefying effect, particularly upon men.

In fact, Sabrina thought she’d never seen a man look so bored, though his face was arranged in an expression of polite tolerance. Somehow, everything else about him radiated tension, as though he was poised to spring at the appropriate provocation.

The food was splendid, however, and she intended to take full advantage of it while she was here.

“Oh, did you hear, Rawden? Viscount Bedford took a ball in a duel,” Mr. Wyndham said suddenly.

Sabrina’s fork froze halfway to her mouth.

“Was it over a woman?” the earl asked, as though discussing the price of hay.

“Ma naturalmente,” Signora Licari murmured. “What else would it be? It is Bedford we speak of, after all. His name suits him…so many beds.”

“The Countess Montshire,” Wyndham clarified.

“Ah,” the earl said, as if this explained everything. “And how is her husband taking it?”

And at this, Sabrina set her fork very, very carefully alongside her plate and stared down at it. It was rather a large dose of sophistication to take in all at once: Countess? Duel? Husband? And all delivered in that accent of offhand irony.

Even Mary’s chatter had slowed, and her lashes were batting rapidly, as though something had been splashed in her face. Paul looked less distressed, but he’d shot a warning look at Wyndham. Wyndham shrugged and smiled, as though he could not be held responsible for what popped from his mouth.

And then, to Sabrina’s chagrin, the earl seemed to notice her stillness.

“Our apologies, Miss Fairleigh. Do we scandalize?”

There was that voice again, as deep and elegant as a cello. She somehow doubted he was sorry if he’d scandalized. But his words had been polite, and delivered directly to her, and he was their host.

She cleared her throat. “It must be terribly uncomfortable to be at the mercy of the sort of uncontrollable passion that leads to duels.”

There was a silence as everyone’s head swiveled in unison to regard her.

“Do you really think so, Miss Fairleigh?” This came from the earl again. It was unsettling to suddenly be the focus of his blue gaze. A bit like having two comets aimed in her direction. But his question seemed sincere enough. That is, if one discounted the curious glint in his eye.

“Oh, yes.” She said it gently, in case he thought she was judging him. Too late realizing he’d allegedly killed a man in a duel.

“So you’ve never been ‘at the mercy of uncontrollable passions’ yourself, Miss Fairleigh?” The earl sounded gravely, solicitously curious.

She lifted her fork and turned it in her hand nervously. Round and round. “I count myself fortunate to be possessed of an even temperament,” she said modestly. “It is simply how I was born. However, I feel great compassion for those who suffer extremes of feeling. I imagine it is dreadfully inconvenient, at times, and must cause considerable pain on occasion.”

The earl was now staring at her with the oddest expression. Something akin to fascination.

Next to her, Mr. Wyndham coughed once into his fist.

“You are very gracious indeed to offer compassion to those buffeted by their own animal natures, Miss Fairleigh,” the earl said somberly, at last.

Sabrina wasn’t certain how to respond.

“Thank you,” she decided to say, tentatively.

Mr. Wyndham coughed again.

“Lady Mary tells me you hail from Tinbury. Your father is the vicar there?”

Well, apparently she’d at last captured the earl’s full attention. She was no longer certain that she wanted it.

“Yes, Lord Rawden.”

“And what sort of pastimes do you enjoy in Tinbury, Miss Fairleigh?” Another sincere-sounding, easy-sounding question. And yet there was little of ease about this man. Something restless, probing, hummed beneath the surface of every word.

“Well, I like to visit the poorer families in town, you see. We collect clothes and food for them at the vicarage—everyone in town brings them round—and then we take them round to people like Mrs. Dewberry, and Mr. Shumley, who”—she cleared her throat again—“who drinks.” She lowered her voice a little, and said the last word delicately.

“A sinner is Mr. Shumley, then?” The earl had lowered his voice, too, to almost a hush. One of his dark brows made an inquisitive upward leap.

Given that the earl was allegedly versed in a multitude of sins, Sabrina suspected she would need to answer gingerly. “Drink happens to be Mr. Shumley’s particular weakness, Lord Rawden. That, and he believes he is King George.”

There was a burst of laughter at this at the table.

“Coincidentally, he does have that particular weakness in common with His Majesty,” the earl said, and smiled at her.

That smile had washed the carefulness and boredom right from his face, and the stark beauty of it was as startling as a slap. Sabrina’s eyes flew wide. And then she quickly looked down at her plate again, an attempt to regain her composure.

“And do you enjoy life in Tinbury, on the whole, Miss Fairleigh?”

So he hadn’t quite finished with her yet, then. She wasn’t entirely a fool: she doubted a man who lived in London would be terribly interested in life in Tinbury.

She looked up at him again, braving that handsome face. “It’s quiet and very pleasant,” she said politely. “I should be content there for the rest of my life, if I did not also hope to do some good as a missionary in a faraway land, perhaps in Africa. I should like to help others less fortunate, you see, as a missionary.”

“Helping is indeed commendable, Miss Fairleigh.” The earl raised his glass to her.

How would you know? She was tempted to ask.

“Missionary is a wonderful position,” Wyndham volunteered somberly.

Mary was beaming at Sabrina, apparently proud she was the subject of the earl’s praise.

But Sabrina wondered why Signora Licari looked so very amused, her sable eyes bright as lit candles. She might be a country girl, but she didn’t particularly enjoy being the subject of mirth she didn’t quite understand. Particularly from this beautiful woman.

Compassion, she reminded herself.

“Speaking of helping, I should like another helping of pork,” Wyndham said cheerily.

After dinner, Sophia Licari was importuned to sing. The request came from Mr. Mumphrey, and was humbly delivered.

Signora Licari placed a delicate index finger against her chin and tilted her head, her eyes going abstracted. Pondering the question, perhaps.

“I do not think tonight,” she pronounced at last, as though she’d been asked to predict whether or not it might rain.

And so instead Mr. Mumphrey set about playing the cello and Mrs. Wessel played the flute, and a pleasant little Bach composition that Sabrina recognized floated out over the grand drawing room. But no one seemed to be obliged to simply sit and listen. The other members of the party took up quiet pastimes. Mary and her husband had agreed to play cards with Signora Licari and Mr. Wyndham, but Sabrina had never learned the game they were playing, so she decided to read instead, in the room with everyone else, because it seemed the companionable thing to do.

She had found a comfortable chair, and had fetched the Maria Edgeworth book.

She’d read two pages when she’d looked up to find that the earl had settled down at a small, elegant desk very near her, a quill between his fingers, foolscap spread before him.

Instantly, for some reason, it seemed more difficult to breathe. It was as though he took up more air than the usual person, and so there was less of it to breathe now that he was near. Or perhaps it was just that the air seemed sharper, somehow, like the air outside when they’d arrived this morning.

He seemed to take as much notice of her as he did the lamp on the desk as his quill began to dance over the page. So Sabrina ducked her head and began to read again.

She’d only managed to get to the bottom of the second page when some sort of disturbance in the atmosphere caused her to look up.

He was staring at her. Directly, unblinkingly, fixedly at her.

Good heavens, but his eyes were astoundingly blue.

She smiled tentatively.

His expression didn’t change. He, in fact, didn’t blink.

“Are you…are you writing a poem?” she ventured.

The earl blinked then. And the faintest of creases appeared between his eyes, as if he couldn’t quite place how he knew her, or was surprised that she would dare to speak to him at all. As though a dog or a cat had just asked him about his poetry.

“Why, yes.” He sounded mildly amused. Indulgent. “I am writing a poem.” He looked at her a moment longer, almost appraisingly. “I was trying to think of a rhyme for skin.”

Whoosh. Heat scorched Sabrina’s face from her collar to her hairline.

The earl returned his gaze to the page. But not before she saw the flash of a tiny smile.

The devil.

“No, you weren’t, Lord Rawden,” she said firmly.

He looked up, surprised. “Wasn’t I?”

“No. If you’d said, perhaps, that you were trying to think of a rhyme for ‘lemon,’ I might have believed you. Shin, din, grin, sin,” she added pointedly. “I believe you were trying to be . . .”

She trailed off when she realized, to her horror, she was actually scolding the earl.

He was smiling a little. “Incorrigible?” he completed helpfully. “Very well. Lemon, did you say? I shall take that under consideration the next time I decide to be incorrigible.”

And then he lowered his head to his work again, and it was clear she was once again forgotten.

A bit belatedly Sabrina recalled that she perhaps ought to ingratiate herself with the earl, in order to help support Geoffrey’s petition for funding of the mission she hoped to share with him.

She took a deep breath, and gingerly, as if holding her hand out for a bear to sniff, she ventured a conciliatory question. “Do you find writing poetry pleasurable, Lord Rawden?”

He jerked his head up again, his eyebrows drawn ever so slightly together. As if he wondered that she dared interrupt. “God, no,” he said dismissively. “It eases pain.”

He dropped his head.

Sabrina stared at that handsome head bent over his page of foolscap and knew an unfamiliar ire. She knew he wasn’t precisely obligated to be polite, as he was an earl and a notorious one at that. Still, she wasn’t accustomed to being completely ignored or dismissed—quite the opposite in fact, at least in Tinbury—and she was a little surprised to discover how much she minded.

“?‘It eases pain,’?” she mimicked under her breath. “How very dramatic.” She lowered her head to her book again.

The earl’s head came up very slowly this time.

“What did you say, Miss Fairleigh?”

Oh, no.

She stared at him in what she hoped was an artless way. “I . . .” She stopped.

“It rather sounded like: ‘How very dramatic,’?” he encouraged on a drawl.

Sabrina was unwilling to corroborate this. She was certain her scarlet cheeks were all the answer he needed, anyway.

“Have you read any of my poetry, Miss Fairleigh?” A mild question.

“No!” she said rather vehemently, before she realized her vehemence might be construed as impolite. Then again, it was best she make it clear precisely what sort of female she happened to be.	

“Good. I daresay you wouldn’t understand it, and it would only confuse you.” The earl dropped his head again to his page. His pen scratched a few more words across the page.

She should leave it at that. She really should.

“I read English well enough,” she said coolly.

“Passion is another language altogether.” He tossed this out without bothering to lift his head from his foolscap.

She’d been in the presence of this notorious man scarcely a day, and already one of the seven deadly sins had her firmly in its grip. Later, she would blame pride for what she said next.

“I’m tempted to roll my eyes, Lord Rawden, but then I would be unable to read my book.”

The earl lifted his head slowly, slowly up then. He studied her at length. And finally, a faint smile began to hover about his mouth, and his face registered a peculiar sort of approval.

“Unable to read your book? You haven’t turned more than two pages since you’ve sat down, Miss Fairleigh. Do you read so very slowly? Or does my presence disconcert you? If it’s the latter, I do apologize.”

She’d thought poets possessed clouds for brains. This one possessed a rapier.

“You’re not sorry, Lord Rawden,” she said evenly.

Oh, and at that, he smiled fully. And what a smile it was: genuinely, brilliantly pleased with both her and with himself. The kind of smile that made his eyes all but vanish and lines ray from their corners.

And smack: just like that, her wits scattered like billiard balls.

“No, I suppose I’m not sorry.” He continued to smile at her.

She really ought to look away, or smile in return, or say something. Anything. But she hadn’t any wits left. Staring was all that was left to her.

Before her eyes, his smile drifted away, and his expression became more pensive.

“Since we are chatting, Miss Fairleigh, and since you are, as you say, familiar with the English language, I wonder if I might trouble you for some assistance with my poetry.”

It was very nearly a humble entreaty, and helping was more familiar to her than sparring. “I know very little about poetry, Lord Rawden, but I should be happy to try.”

“Well…,” he began almost diffidently. “I am writing a poem about seduction.”

He might have said: “I am writing a poem about forks.” It made the word less dangerous, somehow. Which in a way, she knew, made it even more dangerous. Still, this was the sort of language this man used. And as she would with luck become a missionary on another continent one day, perhaps she ought to view it in a “When in Rome” light, and try to speak his language.

“I’d thought you’d already written a book about sed…seduction, Lord Rawden.”

Too late she realized that this revealed she knew all about his scandalous volume.

He leaned slowly back in his chair then, with the air of one settling into his favorite topic.

“Oh, one can never really finish writing about seduction, Miss Fairleigh. I find I’ve a good deal more to say on the topic.” He made it sound nearly academic.

Sabrina thought of the kiss she hoped she’d get from Geoffrey one day, and of the shadowy things that took place in a marriage bed, which were giggled about and spoken of only in the very, very broadest of euphemisms among the girls she knew.

But then there had been a girl in the village of Tinbury who had disappeared under a wave of whispers and scandal: she’d been ruined, it had been said. All because of seduction.

“But…why do you want to . . .” Sabrina cleared her throat. “Seduction implies…enticement. Luring someone against her will. Does it not?”

“Are you saying it isn’t…well, nice to write about it, Miss Fairleigh?” He sounded concerned. “I thought…well, I truly thought that within every woman is the will to be seduced. That they in truth want to be seduced.”

“Within the unfortunate women, perhaps,” she corrected gravely. “The ones possessed of weaker wills. There are others of us who are blessed with more fortitude.”

She knew nothing at all about seduction, but she did know a bit about sermonizing.

“Ah. So what you are saying is that you cannot be seduced.” The earl nodded sagely, mulling this. “Because of fortitude. And that you think seduction has to do with ‘will,’ and the possession or lack thereof.”

Sabrina suddenly realized how often the word “seduced” and its variations had been used in the last minute or so. She had the uneasy suspicion that she was being lured out into the middle of a sticky, silky web woven of the word, but wasn’t certain how to scramble back to safety.

“But we are not animals, Lord Rawden,” she said gently. “We possess the ability to control our actions, and I’m fortunate in that I’ve never experienced difficulty doing so in any circumstance. And as I said, I’ve been blessed with an even temperament, and I’ve nothing but—”

“—compassion for those of us afflicted by tempestuous animal natures. Oh, yes, I recall. Pray, will you answer a question for me, Miss Fairleigh?”

“I shall certainly try.”

“You hail from the country, yes?”

“Yes, Tinbury is a country town. Nothing at all like London.” She only realized she’d made “London” sound like “Babylon” when his mouth tilted up a little.

“Very well, then. And in the country…do you see animals adapt to their circumstances? Grow longer coats for winter, grow spots so as not to be seen by predators, or coloring to attract others of their species?” He had a thoughtful little crease between his eyes.

“Well…yes. I do. For instance, the cattle have all grown longer coats this year, for winter. And the squirrels have begun gathering more nuts, and Mrs. Dewberry believes this means this winter will be early and hard.”

He nodded in a satisfied manner. “Very well, then. But here is the question I’ve been pondering.” He leaned slowly toward her, so close she could see how very thick his eyelashes were, and that his eyes featured more than one shade of blue.

He clasped his hands on his knees thoughtfully. “Why, Miss Fairleigh . . .”

And without warning, his voice slowed, the timbre of it changed—and just like that, it wound around her senses like a silken rope and held her fast.

“. . . why do you suppose a woman’s skin is so soft…so very, very soft…if it isn’t meant to…tempt? If it isn’t meant to be…touched?”

The last word was very nearly a whisper. It landed on Sabrina as surely as a breath blown softly against the back of her neck.

This was when her lungs ceased to take in air.

His blue eyes refused to relinquish hers. She was well and truly caught.

That voice went on. “And if we aren’t meant to take pleasure in our own skin, Miss Fairleigh, why then can so very much pleasure be had from touching it…and from being touched?”

She felt his words somehow everywhere on her body.

He waited. But she couldn’t speak. She breathed in deeply, appalled to hear how uneven her breath was, how she struggled to take it. Like a genie freed from a bottle, his words entered her mind and took shape there, filling it with images she’d never before entertained.

The earl nodded, as though he’d confirmed something.

“We are all animals, Miss Fairleigh.” He said this mildly.

And sat back in his chair, dropped his head again to the page, that little smile playing over his lips, and his pen began scratching away as though this conversation had been naught but a pause to yawn and stretch.

He’d lured her into his web and made his point as surely as if he’d thrust a sword into her. And he’d done it, she suspected, purely for his own diversion. She, as far as The Libertine was concerned, was child’s play.

Sabrina remained silent. And then she turned about ten more pages of her book, not reading or seeing any of them. She finally decided that ten pages’ worth of pretending to read was enough to salvage her dignity.

And finally she stood and moved across the room to get closer to the fire. The leaping blaze seemed far less dangerous than the Earl of Rawden.

Later, after all the guests had gone up to bed, Rhys bent over a billiard table across from Wyndham. His shot was true; the little triangle formation of balls scattered across the table, finding the pockets he’d meant them to find.

“Good start, Rawden.” Wyndham bent to take his own shot. “Your mood seems to have improved. What brought it about? Did Sophia grovel or beg forgiveness or do some other significantly more pleasant thing to cause you to relax?”

Rhys’s mouth twitched. “Hardly. Take your shot, Wyndy.”

Wyndham took his shot, and it was splendid. “Ha!” he said pleasantly to Rhys, and stood upright, leaning upon his stick.

“No,” Rhys continued, “it has naught to do with Sophia. But I think I may have discovered a cure for boredom.”

“Has it anything to do with the righteous but pretty Miss Fairleigh?”

“Pretty?” Rhys repeated idly, as if he hadn’t noticed at all.

Of course he’d noticed. He’d gazed at her long enough today, and had been vaguely irritated with the conclusion. Upon close assessment of her features, no other conclusion could be drawn, really. Her eyes were spectacular, a disconcertingly direct and clear green, a bit tilted, long dark lashes fanning from them. A mouth full and gently curved, soft-looking, just barely pink. The color of her skin when she blushed, her lips were. It hardly seemed necessary for a vicar’s daughter to have eyes like that, or a mouth like that, or skin so luminous it seemed to create its own light.

And he couldn’t shake the sense that there was something familiar about her. Perhaps it merely had to do with her timeless sort of beauty.

“Well, yes,” Wyndham continued. “I thought it was why you’d paid Miss Fairleigh any attention at all. You don’t think she’s pretty, Rhys? You can scarcely call her anything else. Despite her unfortunate years-old frocks and her pious plans for her future. Or…is that what you like about her?”

“She’s clever,” Rhys said mildly, not addressing the question of whether or not she was pretty. Or mentioning the fact that he had, for a moment, been genuinely entertained by his exchange with Miss Fairleigh. “But she’s also more than a little self-righteous. I think it will be diverting to prove a point.”

“What precisely did you have in mind?”

Rhys straightened and cupped his hands over the top of his cue, rested his chin atop his hands. “She claims she cannot be seduced.”

“You cannot have sat in the corner and discussed seduction with the proper Miss Fairleigh while I played cards with her friends and Sophia.” Wyndham said this with awe. He’d acquired a good deal of respect for Rhys’s power over the female of the species.

Rhys laughed, but opted to remain cryptic. “Let’s just say I think it will be diverting to broaden Miss Fairleigh’s horizons.”

“How will I know when her horizons have been broadened?”

“She’ll blush in my presence. She’ll stammer. She’ll fawn. She’ll be speechless.” Rhys ticked off the list, sounding bored.

“Oh, I see. The usual way.” This was how women behaved near Rhys typically, anyhow.

“And then she’ll go back to Tinbury ever-so-slightly enlightened, and she might just pleasantly surprise whoever eventually marries her.”

“Good God, Rawden, you don’t propose to—”

“Relieve her of her virtue? No. But I do intend to relieve her of a little of her innocence.”

Wyndham took his shot. An abysmal one. He shook his head regretfully. “How do you propose to do it?”

“I haven’t yet decided.”

But he knew that he could. Miss Fairleigh didn’t know it, but she was proud. She was clever. She was proud of being clever. He also suspected she possessed a temper and an imagination, for he’d watched her listen to him today, her eyes abstracted, taking in his words. Feeling his words.

A clever man would know how to take advantage of the clues Miss Fairleigh offered to what other aspects of her nature might lie dormant.

Rhys smiled to himself as he sank the ball of his choice in the pocket of his choice.

He was a very clever man.
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