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Prologue
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BRANDAN DELAMAR HAD committed a terrible sin.


He didn’t know what he’d done, only that it had been unforgivable in his father’s eyes. The duke looked at him accusingly, as though Brandan should know his trespass. As though the crime had been so heinous that any love a father might have held for his only son had been irretrievably lost.


But what had he done?


Young Brandan sifted through his memories, searching for the reason his father hated him. He’d had a privileged upbringing; coddled by nurses, educated by private tutors, his every wish instantly fulfilled by a regiment of well-trained household staff.


He saw the manor staff more than he saw his own parents, though that wasn’t unusual for the children of high-ranking peers. His parents were the beautiful people he caught a glimpse of when Nurse presented him for inspection in the evening, before the duke and duchess left the house for social engagements.


His father was as tall and majestic as the Alpine mountains Brandan read about in his geography primer, and equally as cold and distant. His mother had cheerful blue eyes and she smelled like the roses in the garden she loved more than anything else in life. Her hair was soft sunshine falling against his cheek as she bent to give him a kiss before bed.


Brandan hadn’t asked to be born into this starring role in life’s pageant. The importance of his station as heir to the Duke of Westbury had been impressed upon him since birth. One day he’d be the duke and when that happened, he’d be the tall and distant mountain. He’d wear a long velvet cloak and a gold sash with gold medals pinned to his breast, have important audiences with the king, and take his seat in the House of Lords to help decide the fate of the empire.


He tried so hard to please his father, excelling at his lessons and besting the other boys in sports. Nothing was good enough. Nothing ever met with any sign of approval.


The message he received from everyone else about his importance, his privilege, and his great responsibility was never the message he received from his father.


What he saw in the duke’s eyes was disgust. He saw that he was flawed, stained, and unlovable. The duke beat the message into him with a cane. With his fists.


With stony, reproachful silence.


“Why does Father hate me?” Brandan mustered the courage to ask his mother when he was twelve years old and considered himself to be a man.


His mother was in the garden at Westbury Abbey, their estate in Hertfordshire, pruning the beloved roses she refused to entrust to the gardener’s care. She lowered her sharp silver secateurs. “Why would you ask something like that?”


“Nothing I do is ever good enough.”


“He expects much from you. You must do better. Be better.”


“What did I do to displease him?”


“You’ve done nothing wrong.” She turned away, her bonnet hiding her face. “Hand me the watering pot, will you, darling?”


She poured water onto the base of a rosebush. When she turned back to him it looked as though the water she’d used to douse the roses had reappeared on her cheeks.


“Are you crying, Mama?” he asked in a whisper.


“Of course not. Don’t be silly.” She pushed back the brim of her bonnet and turned her face to the sky. “Do you think it looks like rain, darling? I do so hope it will rain. My roses will be stunted if it continues so hot.”


He studied the sky, which was bright blue, with not a wisp of cloud in sight. “It will rain soon. Don’t worry.” He knelt beside her on the wool blanket and helped her water the roses.


He ached with the awareness that he’d made her cry. He wanted to hold her hand but surely he was too old for that now.


Her smile was as unfalteringly bright as the sky, but Brandan saw that he’d made her sad by asking the question. He loved his mother with all his heart. He would never ask her the question again. He couldn’t bear it if she hated him, as well.


“You’ll have another sister soon,” she said, glancing down at her rounded belly. “Your father wants a son, but I know it will be another girl.” Her shoulders drooped like a wilting rose in desperate need of rain.


His cheeks heated. Childbearing wasn’t a fit topic for men, or so his Latin tutor told him when Brandan mused aloud about whether he didn’t have more than enough sisters and his mother might stop producing them.


It wasn’t that he didn’t like his younger sisters. He loved their dear sweet smiles and their delighted laughter when he visited them in the nursery to read to them from storybooks. Blanche was a jolly, pretty little thing with expressive blue eyes, just like their mother. Bernadette was quiet and solitary, preferring to play by herself. And the twins, Belinda and Betsy, were still crawling across the nursery floor, little more than babes.


He knew there’d been other male children born in the house. He’d heard the servants whispering about stillbirths. He’d attended the funerals, seen the tiny coffins lowered into the ground. Heard his father bellowing his rage. Covered his ears to block out his mother’s heartbreaking sobs, late at night, feeling small and helpless.


“I should like another sister,” he said gamely, smiling at his mother so she knew that she had his approval, at least.


“Thank you, darling.” She placed a gloved hand on his cheek and Brandan’s heart filled with warmth and tenderness.


He’d make her so very proud of him.


He was the only male child of the Duke of Westbury. He’d study harder, push himself to excel in all things, be the best duke’s heir in the world.


He must be stern and strong to win his father’s respect.


TWO MONTHS LATER, the babe arrived. But it wasn’t another sister. It was a healthy baby boy, with all his fingers and toes, and a great lusty wail that no nursery wall could contain.


The duke’s elation reverberated throughout Westbury Abbey. He provided a sumptuous feast for the staff in celebration. Everyone was smiling and singing and congratulating each other on the birth of the second son; the spare heir.


When Brandan received the summons to attend his father in his study that evening, he dared to hope that perhaps some of the general mood of expansive goodwill might extend to him.


A visit to his father’s study was usually a terrifying occurrence. Brandan would stand in silence in front of the desk, which seemed as wide and uncrossable as an ocean, and listen to his father lecture him on all his faults and failings. He tried to bear it manfully, but when the inevitable beating came, the blow of a hand, lash of the switch, or cut from a cane made his knees knock together and his teeth chatter.


“Stop that shivering, boy,” his father always said with contempt. “The punishment is for your own good. You must learn that life is no bed of roses. Especially for one as wicked as you.”


But today, in celebration of the birth of another son, his father might smile upon Brandan, as he’d smiled upon even the scullery maid, or so she’d told the cook incredulously when Brandan had snuck an apple tart from the kitchens.


Down the long corridor, heart thumping with every step. Back straight, shoulders back. Stride with purpose, as father walked. Meet him man-to-man. Whatever happened, show no sign of weakness.


The door to the study was ajar. A fire crackled in the grate, doing little to dispel the gloom of dark wood paneling and oil portraits of dour-faced ancestors.


His dour-faced father sat behind his desk, staring out the window. For one moment it seemed to Brandan that his father was already a painting, hung by a hook on the wall, immobile and all-seeing.


“Good day, Father,” Brandan said.


The portrait creaked to life. The dark blue, hooded gaze found him. His upper lip curled. “It is a good day. A very propitious day, indeed. I finally have the child I’ve wanted for so long.”


Brandan’s spirits elevated and his knees stayed sturdy and strong. “What is my brother’s name, please?”


“His name is Bertram.”


“That’s your name, Father.”


“It is.” Another curl of his lips. Not to be mistaken for a smile. This was the cruel and disdainful expression Brandan knew so well.


His hopes and his heart plummeted. “It’s an excellent name.”


“It is. And now it’s time we had a little talk, you and I.”


The way he said those words, the glacial grimace on his face, started Brandan’s heart hammering. “Have I done anything wrong, Father?”


The answer to his innocent question was lengthy and it was delivered in the somber tones of a bishop presiding over a funeral service.


In a way it was a funeral, Brandan would think, years later.


That day in his father’s study was the death of young Brandan Delamar, a youth who sought his father’s approval, and pined for his love. And the birth of something new. Something twisted. Stunted. Something to be buried deep in the frozen ground.


When it was over, and Brandan had done all the things he’d resolved not to do—when his knees knocked together, his teeth chattered, his voice broke, and he cowered as his father beat him—the last of Brandan’s youthful optimism burnt to ash.


He walked into his father’s study with a tender and open heart.


He left with that heart shattered into shards that would stay lodged in his chest forever, causing pain with every breath.


Now he knew the reason his father hated him.


And he could never tell another soul for as long as he lived.


He was sent off to boarding school the next morning. During the carriage ride he had ample time to contemplate what his father had told him. He knew now that no matter how hard he tried, no matter how much he longed for his father’s admiration and respect, he’d never have it. It had been a waste of time to attempt to be the best son, the worthiest heir.


He could never please his father.


So he vowed to disappoint him instead.


And he’d do it properly, with the same force of will and determination he’d employed in his doomed bid for affection.


No more seeking to please. No more abiding by scriptures or strictures.


His grave, stony-hearted, and iron-fisted father had pronounced Brandan to be wicked. Tainted. A child of sin.


And that’s exactly what he’d become.


He vowed to become wild and wicked. He’d break every one of society’s rules. He’d be depraved and dangerous to know.


He’d become the very best … at being the absolute worst duke’s heir in the world.









Chapter One
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EVERYONE SAID THAT Brandan Delamar, Duke of Westbury, lived life as though there would be no tomorrow. No consequences. No piper to pay. But there was always a tomorrow. A morning after. And this particular morning after was hell on earth.


“This is the worst morning of my entire life,” West announced, without opening his eyes. “And I’ve had some truly awful ones.”


His head felt like a billiard ball that had been slammed against wood and sent careening into a dark, musty cave. The inside of his mouth had the texture of fuzzy felted fabric and the taste of billiard cue chalk.


He was lying in a strange bed, fully clothed, which meant he hadn’t had a very good night at all. Most mornings after of this caliber he at least woke with a curvaceous female, or two, draped across him in lieu of clothing.


“Ah … sleeping beauty finally awakes,” a voice said from somewhere nearby. A gravelly, male voice.


West considered himself to be a hedonist, and a true hedonist would try any manner of pleasure at least once in a lifetime. Though West couldn’t remember anything about last night, pleasurable or otherwise.


He managed to pry one eyelid open. The man sitting in a chair near the fireplace was also fully clothed. West knew that handsome face. Lord Rafe Bentley. One of the only true friends West had left in this cesspool of a town. “Rafe. What are you doing here? Where are we?”


“My club. I’ve been waiting to make sure you’re alive. Now that I know you’ll survive your injuries, I’ll be leaving. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like. Ring for a bath. You could use one.”


“My injuries … ?” West tried to sit up and was stopped by a lancing pain in his ribs. Clutching his abdomen, he gritted his teeth and dragged himself to a seated position. “Who the devil kicked me? I don’t remember a thing.”


“I found you betting on billiards at The Devil’s Staircase. You were sloshed on cheap gin and picking fights with a fellow twice your size, so I knocked you senseless and hauled you here for safekeeping. The ribs weren’t me. That was the bruiser of a barkeep at the Staircase.”


West touched the large, painful bump on his temple gingerly. “With friends like you, eh?”


“It was for your own good. You were being a right knob and were liable to get yourself killed.”


“I can handle myself.”


“You know I’m not one to judge. I’ve had my days of dissipation and ruin, but you’re going arse over teakettle down the highway to hell. I count you as a friend and it’s my duty to tell you that you should slow down on the drink, the gambling, the outrageous bets, and whatever other illegal vices you indulge in that I don’t care to know about.”


“Or I could accelerate the pace and hasten my entry into that early grave I hear so much about.”


“The social Season begins in a few days.”


“Speaking of early graves.”


“You have obligations, both personal and political. You’re a duke.” Rafe stared down at him accusingly. “You’re eight-and-twenty. It’s time to stop wasting your life.”


West collapsed back on the bed with a groan. “If I close my eyes, I can see my great-aunt Hermione standing by the bed, pointing her bony finger at me. You sound exactly like her.”


He pitched his voice higher and infused it with aristocratic disdain. “Westbury, doing your best to dig your own grave while you had a younger brother was foolish and irresponsible. But since poor Bertram was taken from us too soon you must cease this depraved and immoral existence at once.”


“She’s right, you know. You had a brother and now you don’t. It’s all on your shoulders now.”


“I didn’t just have a brother. I had a shiny archetype of everything virtuous, honorable, and untainted. My father used to write me weekly letters detailing every one of Bertram’s triumphs. When Bertram died in that horse riding accident my father lost the will to live.” West tried to pull himself upright but the sharp pain in his ribs stopped him. “It should have been me, Rafe. I should have died young, not Bertram.”


Rafe thumped his walking stick on the floor. “Enough! Don’t you have a gaggle of sisters to escort to balls? You’ll have to go sober long enough to fulfill your brotherly duties.”


“Geese form a gaggle. Finches form a charm. I believe the collective noun for my sisters is a ‘haunting.’ Or perhaps, like hippopotamuses, a ‘bloat.’ I do love those girls.” He managed to haul himself upright and swing his legs out of bed. “But the sheer number of them and the staggering grandiosity of their millinery and seamstress bills is enough to drive a duke to drink. Maybe they should be a ‘banditry’ of sisters. Got any tipple in this room?”


“Not a drop. Have some coffee.” He waved a cup at him. “It’ll wake you up.”


“I don’t want to be alert. I prefer a cloudy state of inebriation that gathers to a thick, impenetrable fog by nightfall.”


Rafe shook his head sadly. “You’ve a sharp mind and a good heart buried somewhere under that tough shell of depravity.”


“Lecturing me on the evils of strong spirits. Next you’ll be raising your quizzing glass and telling me to do my duty and marry a girl of good birth and good upbringing. I don’t need another aunt.” West stumbled over to the cheval glass.


Dark stubble on his square jaw. Blood matted in his blond hair. A bluish bruise on his cheekbone that nearly matched his eyes. He tilted his head. The raised bump on his temple was a shade best described as rotting aubergine.


“My sisters aren’t going to be pleased about these scrapes and bruises.” He splashed cold water from the basin on his face. “Maybe you’d agree to escort them to the first ball in my—”


“Are you seriously suggesting such a hare-brained idea? I’m not a fit escort for innocent debutantes. And if you’re scheming about marrying me off to one of them, you’re wasting your breath.”


“God no.” West flicked cold water at Rafe. “I know too much about you. All of it bad.”


“Not as bad as you.”


The two men were both tall and kept themselves in fine trim, though Rafe used a cane and walked with a pronounced limp after a perilous encounter with a gang of French smugglers. The two of them attracted plenty of female attention wherever they went, but both were damaged goods, in more ways than one.


“Only thought you might dance with them.” West dabbed at the dried blood in his hair with a wet cloth. “Make them seem in demand. Blanche has been out for some time now. She keeps a stiff upper lip, but I can tell she’s near frantic with worry.”


Rafe lifted his ebony walking stick. “I’m not the most graceful of dancers these days.”


“Doesn’t matter. You’re brother to a duke and a reformed rake. There was a time when you would have joined the drunken melee instead of shutting it down. I miss the old Rafe.”


“Staring death in the face will make a man reevaluate his priorities.”


“What happened on that ship?” His friend had never divulged how he received his injury.


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


“And I don’t want to talk about the social Season. I’d rather face a ship full of unwashed and armed-to-the-teeth smugglers than a ballroom full of rose-scented, marriage-minded debutantes.”


“It’s not as bad as all that.”


“I don’t see you attending balls.”


“And you never will.”


“I only subject myself to such indignities for the sake of my sisters. I promised our mother before she died that I’d see all five of them safely wed, and so I will. The twins, Belinda and Betsy, make their debuts this year. I don’t have to worry about the youngest, Birdie, for several years yet.”


“Thankfully, I have but one sister and she’s happily married. I’m the charity project my mother is scheming about. She won’t rest until she finds me a respectable wife.”


“No respectable young lady will have anything to do with either of us, even though you’ve reformed more than I ever will.”


“I’m taking an extended journey to France and Switzerland with a departure date that coincides most fortuitously with the first ball of the Season.”


“Lucky you.”


“I have to finalize my travel arrangements. I’ll tell the club to put everything on my account before I leave.”


“In that case, send up some champagne and cigars. And a bottle of aged Scotch whisky.”


“Seriously, West, I’m worried about you.”


West waved his concern aside. “It’s too late for me to change. I’ve been living too long in the underworld, drowning in vice and sin. I don’t know how to exist up here, on terra firma, with the sunshine seekers.”


Walking through the doors of a gaming hell wasn’t just about the cards, and the clink of the money on the table, the surge of excitement, and the heart-pounding risk of it all.


The cards led to the drinking. The drinking led to losing at cards. Losing at cards led to more drinking. Which led to waking up in strange beds, not remembering how he got there, with pain spiking his mind and an empty feeling in his chest.


And the emptiness led him back through the doors to hell.


He knew what he did was wrong; but he couldn’t stop the cycle.


He’d more than lived up to his father’s curse. He was sin incarnate. Dangerously depraved. Wicked Westbury.


He’d managed his fall from grace so thoroughly that there was nothing left of light or idealism in him. Especially since the death of his brother five years past. “My shirt smells like a gin manufactory. I’ll have to borrow one from you.”


“The barkeep broke a bottle of gin over your head.”


“And where’s my coat?”


“Ruined. Torn and bloody. Left it at the Staircase.”


“I had a wallet containing several banknotes in that coat!”


“Then you shouldn’t have taken it off, rolled up your shirtsleeves, and started a fight with a giant.”


“At least I still have my trousers on.” West grinned. Then winced. His jaw hurt like hell. “I seem to recall an infamous incident involving you sprinting bare-arsed through the streets of London being chased by a pistol-waving viscount.”


Rafe shook his head. “Seems like it happened to someone else entirely.”


“Makes a good story, though.”


“A cautionary tale. I could have ended up with a bullet in the back, bleeding and bare-arsed on the public streets.”


“I anticipate just such an ignoble end to my blighted life.”


“You’d leave your sisters to fend for themselves?”


West finished his ablutions and donned a fresh shirt. “My uncle isn’t the most attentive of fellows, but he’d have their best interests at heart. I can’t understand why no one’s offered for Blanche, at least. I was hoping her lack of dowry would be overlooked because of her beauty, propriety, and accomplishments.”


“Hasn’t she set her cap for Laxton? Maybe that’s frightened the suitors away.”


“Laxton’s a conceited prig of a dandy. I keep telling her to set her sights on someone else. No matter, I’ll replenish our coffers soon enough. All I require is one good night at the tables. One fateful night where Lady Luck nestles on my lap and whispers seductive things in my ear.”


Rafe ground the tip of his cane against the carpet. “That’s what all wicked rogues tell themselves. Just one more drink. One more game of cards. One more meaningless liaison.”


West shrugged. “I never said I was redeemable.”


“I won’t be here to save you next time. I’ll be gone for months.”


“You call punching me and dragging me to a fusty old gentleman’s club saving me?”


“Just be more cautious in future, will you? I don’t want to have to worry about you while I’m gone.”


Rafe threw him one of the coats he kept at his club and West put it on. “I’ll be all right. Let’s leave. I don’t like these mildewy clubs. Too many doddering old autocrats telling tales of their youthful exploits. Enough to drive a duke to drink.”


“As if you require an excuse.”


The two men were on their way out when West overheard his eldest sister’s name. “Hold a moment.” He caught Rafe by the arm. “I think they’re talking about Blanche.”


He moved closer to the doorway of a room where several men, just out of sight, were laughing loudly and placing wagers.


“My money’s on Miss Brunhilda Shufflebottom for Wallflower of the Year. Her name alone makes me convulse with laughter. No gentleman in his right mind will ask her to dance for fear of the japes he’ll endure,” said a loud male voice that West didn’t recognize.


“No, no, it’s Lady Blanche who’ll take the honors again this year.”


West recognized the blasé tones of Lord Laxton, the coxcomb of a viscount whom Blanche fancied herself to be in love with.


“You’ve led her a merry chase, Laxton. Not going to make an honest woman of her this Season?”


“Or ever,” Laxton replied, with casual cruelty. “She’s not bride material. She’s tainted by association with that ruinous wreck of a brother.”


The floor dropped from beneath West’s boots. He steadied himself with a palm against the wainscotting.


“Westbury’s so wicked,” Laxton continued, “that his poor sisters are clinging to respectability by a thin thread which could snap at any moment, leaving them mired in the muck of scandal. Not to mention the fact that he’s gambled away most of their dowries.”


“I heard he sold the ancestral jewels to settle a debt,” another man said.


“That’s not true,” West whispered to Rafe, who gave him a sidelong glance. “I only sold the antiquities.”


“I heard he contracted a wasting disease from brothels catering to gents who prefer, ahem, you know … flagellation and that sort of thing.”


“Definitely not!” West whispered hoarsely. “I don’t pay for punishment.” He shuddered. “Had enough as a child. And I don’t have any diseases.”


“Relieved to hear it,” Rafe replied with a sardonic twist to his mouth. “Now can we leave?”


“Not yet. I …” West gripped the carved wood. “I hadn’t considered that I was causing such harm to my sisters. I want to know what they’re saying about me.”


The men in the billiard room continued assassinating his character, trying to outdo themselves with the outrageousness of the rumors they’d heard about him.


“I saw this one with my own eyes, gents,” a man said loudly. “He picked a fight last night with the barkeep at The Devil’s Staircase and had a bottle of gin broken over his head, and his ribs kicked in when he went down. Shouldn’t wonder if he’s lying in an alley right now, reeking of gin, with several broken ribs.”


“Now that one’s true as gospel,” Rafe said.


West caught his friend’s eye. “Rafe. Tell me truly. Have I ruined my sisters by association?”


“Well, you certainly haven’t helped their reputations.”


“I thought … I thought that they were irreproachable. They’re such bright, lively, intelligent young ladies.”


“Like brother, like sisters,” Laxton drawled loudly. “That’s all I can say on the subject, gents.”


“What do you mean?” a man asked eagerly, scenting more gossip. “Do you know something salacious about the Delamar sisters?”


Laxton snorted. “The things I could tell you about Lady Blanche …”


“Tell us!”


“Come, Laxton, it’s only us gents here. Spill your guts.”


“Well, I shouldn’t spread rumors,” Laxton began, with a poor show of reluctance. “Lady Blanche might act proper and untouchable but when she gets you alone in a secluded alcove … she’s as debauched and debased as her brother. I tell you I barely escaped with my trousers intact.”


Several guffaws from the men.


“Are you saying she attacked you?” someone asked.


“I’m saying that her frosty facade hides a wanton. She’s cut from the same wicked cloth as her brother and will make no man a respectable wife. The best she can hope for is spinster … or courtesan.”


“The devil!” West launched toward the doorway, fists raised, only to be caught around the neck by Rafe’s elbow.


“Steady on, old friend,” Rafe said in a low voice.


“Did you hear what he said?” West asked hotly. “I have to kill him.”


“He’s obviously lying.”


“Of course he’s lying, trying to puff himself up, but those men don’t know it.” It was a shameful double standard, but it was the way of the world. Men could and indeed were expected to indulge in carnal, animalistic pursuits while a young lady must remain pure as the driven snow and unimpeachably virtuous. Even a hint of scandal could ruin his sister forever. “I’m going to make him retract it. Let me go!” He tried to twist away but Rafe applied enough pressure to his throat to make him cough. “Release me so I can murder Laxton,” he croaked.


“I don’t want you to do anything rash.”


“He’s shaming my sister.”


“It won’t help your sisters if you get yourself killed in a duel.”


“Maybe they’d be better off without me.”


“Stop saying that. Your sisters love you.”


“And I care about them and that’s why I’m going in there to defend their honor.”


“And the younger sister,” said Laxton in an insinuating tone. “Not Bernadette, the bluestocking, I’m speaking of Miss Belinda. She’s as lush and libidinous as Blanche. And dreadfully indiscreet. I heard something about an amorous tryst in the park yesterday. With no dowries to speak of, and a brother who’s the worst wastrel in London, those girls will be lucky to receive even one offer.”


“That’s it!” West broke Rafe’s hold. “That miscreant is slandering my sisters. I’ll make him beg for mercy!”


“Your choice.” Rafe shrugged. “Just think about it. If you charge in there and challenge him to a duel think about how much worse the situation will be for your sisters. The gossip alone would ruin them. Everyone would want to know what slight or insult had been alleged. A duel would cause an even greater scandal and draw more attention to your sisters.”


“Damn it, Rafe! Stop being right. I can’t just stand here and do nothing.” His entire body coiled tight with fury. “I have to defend them.”


“There are other ways of silencing Laxton. Trust me, it will be far more satisfying to devise some method of retaliation where Laxton not only suffers, but Lady Blanche is elevated in the eyes of society.”


“I can’t sodding believe this,” West muttered. “I can’t even defend my sisters’ honor without tarnishing them more than I already have. This is a damned nightmare.”


“Let’s leave,” Rafe said gently.


“This isn’t over by half. I’ll have my revenge on that libelous snake.”


Rafe nodded. “And I’ll help.”


West stomped out of the club, still seething. “I can’t tell Blanche what I overheard. It would devastate her. But I can’t let Laxton’s words go unpunished. He’s going to wish he’d never been born when I’m through with him.”


“Think strategically.”


“I can’t think at all because someone broke a bottle over my head last night and then my best friend finished the job and put me down for the count.”


“The damage to your head was done long before I planted my fist. You’re poisoning yourself, West. And now that poison is spreading to your sisters. They deserve to make their own mistakes in life, not pay for yours.”


“I know.” West jammed his hat down lower on his head, ignoring the pain from his multiple bruises.


“Now don’t bite my head off, but do you think there could be any truth to what Laxton said about Belinda having an amorous tryst? Not that it would excuse his execrable slander.”


“Absolutely not. They have a strict governess, dozens of maids, and an overabundance of aunts watching over them. They’re never alone. Laxton was telling tales.”


He thought about the last time he’d spoken with his sisters. They’d been assembled in the conservatory with their music teacher. “Oh, come to think of it, the governess quit her post unexpectedly. I’m sure my housekeeper has advertised for another. In the meantime, the girls are very devoted to their music instructor, Miss Beaton, who’s also a sort of companion for them. She’s a sweet-natured, dimpled thing, though she’s a member of that infernal virago club that your brother’s wife patronizes.”


“The Boadicea Club on the Strand.”


“I warned her not to fill my sisters’ heads with incendiary ideas.”


Miss Beaton had already filled his mind with incendiary images. They’d collided in the hallway on one memorable occasion and the feel of her petite curves pressed against him had fueled his fantasies for months.


She certainly wasn’t what he’d expected when he’d engaged a music instructor on the recommendation of his friend the Duke of Ravenwood. He hadn’t been paying attention and had assumed Louis Beaton, the notorious composer, had a son.


Instead, the person who’d arrived at his home had been a curvaceous, bewitchingly green-eyed and dimpled female with a sunny smile that made everyone around her feel at ease. She wore plain gowns and hid her wavy light brown hair under a white lace cap, like a spinster, but she was young and attractive.


Far too attractive. He shouldn’t be thinking about her at all. She was a member of his staff and therefore strictly off-limits.


“My sisters have sufficient supervision. Laxton wants to harm their reputations and I’m going to make him suffer for it.”


“All I’m saying is that there are ways of humiliating Laxton without further humiliating your sisters. More devious, secret ways.”


West had long suspected that his friend dabbled in espionage. Rafe took frequent, and very mysterious, trips abroad. And that stranglehold he’d just used hadn’t been any ordinary hold. Even suffering from a disastrous morning after, West should have been able to break free from the smaller man’s grip.


“Laxton aside, it’s worse than I’d thought. I knew that no respectable and well-bred young lady would have me. I didn’t know that my wicked ways had nearly ruined my sisters.”


“It’s unfortunate that they must pay the price.”


“I swear on my wasted life, Rafe.” West slammed his fist into his palm. “I’m going to find a way to make this right.”









Chapter Two
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IF MISS VIOLA Beaton were a character in a novel, she’d be the heroine’s best friend. The one who gave trusted advice, who poured a nip of brandy into her friend’s tea, offered a shoulder to cry on, and served as a staunch ally in times of adversity.


She often felt like a supporting character in her own life.


She’d been a bridesmaid three times now, and, while she was very happy for her friends, it was sometimes difficult to know that she’d always be backstage, the bridesmaid and never the bride.


Her twenty-four years of existence had revolved around the blazing sun of her father, Louis Beaton, once Britain’s foremost musical composer—whose works were commissioned by kings and lauded across the globe—now disgraced, in poor health, and buried by a mountain of debt.


Their circumstances were so straitened that Viola had been forced to take employment as music instructor to the Duke of Westbury’s five sisters.


Today her pupils were rehearsing the pieces they were to perform at a musical evening to be hosted here, at Westbury House, the duke’s London mansion, in less than one month.


Music was what she lived for, what she loved, and she was determined that the Delamar sisters would shine brightly amidst the polished and elegant debutantes of the ton.


Lady Blanche, the eldest, sat at a gleaming pianoforte playing Mozart’s Sonata no. 11. Not a strand of blond hair dared escape her carefully coiled coiffure, and her back remained stiff and straight as her fingers ranged methodically across the ivory keys. She was technically proficient but played with a lack of feeling that Viola found more jarring than wrong notes.


Blanche’s four younger sisters were arranged before the pianoforte to simulate an audience. When Viola had begun giving them lessons, she’d had difficulty telling them apart. Their names all began with the letter B, and they all shared the famous Delamar brilliant blue eyes. But now that she’d been instructing them for several years, she knew them as well as if they were the sisters she’d never had.


Lady Blanche expected perfection of herself, and those around her. She took her role as eldest very seriously, scolding her younger sisters and attempting to mold them in her own polished image. She had her work cut out for her. Bernadette was a retiring, bookish young lady with not one elegant or musical bone in her body. She could butcher the simplest of tunes and render it a jangling cacophony. Viola adored her all the same.


The twins, Belinda and Betsy, shared the same brown hair and big blue eyes, but they were like night and day in all else. Belinda was high-spirited, obsessed with being fashionable, and longed to be admired by a large collection of beaus, while Betsy was a hoyden who couldn’t care less about gentlemen, unless it was to best them at cricket.


Birgitta, or Birdie, who wouldn’t make her debut for some years, was Viola’s secret favorite, a sweet-natured girl who played the pianoforte with a sensitivity and emotion that couldn’t be taught. She had shown talent for musical composition and was to perform a piece of her own authorship at the musicale.


As for their brother, the duke, his conduct was not to be held as an example for any respectable soul. He slept the day away and left the house in the evenings with the sole intent of furthering his dreadful reputation as London’s Most Wicked Rogue.


Even when he was mostly absent, his formidable presence permeated the entire house. He left reminders of his decadent pursuits strewn about—playbills from bawdy entertainments, vouchers for debts at gaming hells, even the odd silk stocking or jewel-encrusted hairpin, mementos of passionate liaisons that fell, unheeded, from his coat pockets.


Blanche moved from the andante grazioso movement to the menuetto and Viola’s thoughts remained with the duke. He had the same gilded hair and dark blue eyes as his sisters, but he was a colossus of a man, with broad shoulders, a chiseled jaw, and the dangerously handsome face of a fallen angel.


Her friends were always scolding her on the subject of Wicked Westbury. They thought she was secretly in love with him. Ridiculous! She’d never be so incredibly stupid as to give her heart to such a rake. Even though he was sinfully attractive, and his commanding bass voice gave her gooseflesh.


Even though she suspected his gruff exterior hid a warm and generous heart because he doted on his sisters, and they adored him in return. She’d gleaned that whatever drove him to drink and gamble had probably originated with his father who, by all accounts, had been exceedingly cold and distant toward his firstborn son.


She wanted to know more about his past. Sometimes she led the conversation toward him, to hear his sisters’ tales of their childhood. How their brother had always had a kind word for them, a smile, a new book, or toy. How all of that had changed when he was sent off to school after their brother Bertram’s birth.


The family had experienced its share of tragedies. The girls’ mother had passed from this earth six years ago, with Bertram following less than a year later in a horse riding accident. Their father had soon followed and the ladies whispered that he’d died of a broken heart.


When Westbury was a young man he’d gone downhill so swiftly, Blanche had told Viola with a deep sadness in her eyes. He’d lost himself in London’s demimonde. Developed a compulsion to frequent gaming hells and throw his money away until he stumbled home in the wee hours of the morning.


Viola had a compulsion that wasn’t as visible and didn’t have such bad consequences but was, in its own way, equally as destructive. She couldn’t stop thinking about Westbury.


But she was most certainly not secretly in love with him.


Even though every time she saw him, she stammered and blushed and generally made a complete ninny of herself. And even though once, when she’d stayed over at the house because Birdie had a toothache, she’d been rushing down a hallway and she and the duke had accidentally collided and his strong arms had wrapped around her, holding her close against his body.


The blue of his eyes had swallowed her whole. The heat of his body, his intimate embrace, had set her body and mind aglow. Those few seconds in his arms had inspired her to write a sonata. She’d wanted to capture the thudding beat of her heart, the music that had swelled in her mind, the way she’d swayed into him, prolonging the moment, holding the note until at last she had to breathe and—


“Miss Beaton?”


Viola crashed back into the room with a start, her heart beating wildly, her mind scrambling. “Yes, Lady Blanche?”


“Will it do?”


“You’ve achieved a remarkable accuracy.”


“Thank you.”


“But if you could infuse more emotion into the music, what you’re feeling as you play has a way of coloring the music, of breathing life into it. The final movement must be played with feeling.”


Blanche tilted her head. “I’m not really feeling anything. I’m concentrating on playing each note at precisely the right time.”


“Try to lose yourself a little more. Let the music have its way.”


Blanche gave her a blank look. “I’ll try.”


“Play the final movement again.”


As Blanche began the final Alla Turca movement, Viola’s heart skipped and danced in time with the famous percussive march. Try as she might to exert control over her heart, she was in an uproar thinking about the duke being here, in this very room, to watch his sisters perform.


The unmarried ladies in attendance would be watching the duke like birds of prey.


His sanctioned public appearances were so infrequent that this chance to corner him for conversation and flirtation had generated much anticipation and speculation.


Was the duke finally thinking of reforming, settling down, and taking a bride?


Viola had to confess that she’d speculated on the subject more than was prudent for the impoverished daughter of a struggling musician who had resigned herself to a spinster’s life.


Perhaps he’d arrive early and catch Viola setting out the sheet music. She intended to wear her one and only presentable gown, though it was sadly out of fashion. She’d allowed herself the indulgence of purchasing a new ribbon for a sash, and one for her hair, in a deep shade of gold to set off her green eyes.


She’d think of something witty and sophisticated to say to Westbury if they had a moment alone together, as though she were one of her clever, eloquent friends. And then he’d laugh. A real laugh, from his belly, a full-blown chortle. She’d amuse him, and not because of her bumbling or blushing. She’d amuse him with her quick wit. And he’d want to know more, he’d burn to know more about her.


He’d say, Miss Beaton, you’re a most enigmatic creature and I must know more about you. For example, what is your favorite food? Is it gooseberry tart with clotted cream? Do you compose piano sonatas and enter them into competitions under a male pseudonym? And are you fond of reading romantic Gothic novels? I want to know everything there is to know about Viola Beaton …


And that’s when the duke in her mind faltered, and sort of faded around the edges, and became transparent, disappearing in a shimmer of wishful mist. Because she couldn’t actually imagine him asking her any of those things.


The truth of the matter was that the Duke of Westbury barely knew she existed, even though he’d been the one to hire her on the recommendation of one of his friends.


When she’d arrived and been introduced, he’d stared at her. I thought you would be the great composer’s son, he’d said with a perplexed look in his eyes. She’d been so afraid he might dismiss her then and there. She’d desperately needed the work. She’d lost her last position when she resisted the lecherous advances of her employer and been dismissed with no reference.


She was most grateful to the duke for hiring her. And he certainly never made any amorous advances upon her. He didn’t even remember her name. On the rare occasions they spoke to one another, he invariably referred to her as Miss Bleating, or Miss Bedlam.


She meant nothing to him. He had no idea of her likes or dislikes, goals or dreams. He saw in her something of utility. A foot soldier in the army of servants and hirelings he employed to maintain this lavish London lifestyle that he couldn’t afford because he’d gambled away the bulk of his fortune.


The last notes rang out and Blanche turned to Viola with a satisfied smile. “I think I’m nearly ready, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Beaton?”


“Indeed. That was much better.”


“Shall I play the Bach concerto now?”


Betsy groaned. “Must you? We’ve only heard it ten billion times. When’s my turn? I’d like to get it jolly well over with.”


“You have to wait your turn, Bets,” said Belinda. “I’m three minutes older than you so I’m after Bernadette.”


Bernadette was surreptitiously reading the book she was hiding under a lace handkerchief on her lap and didn’t comment.


Betsy frowned. “You’re always lording that three minutes over me.”


“And you’re always trying to hold me back,” Belinda said.


“I jolly well will hold you back if you’re thinking of doing idiotic things. Like allowing that beef-witted baron to kiss you behind a tree in the park.”


Blanche gasped. “What’s this?”


Belinda rounded on her twin. “You promised not to tell anyone, you beastly thing!”


“Belinda. Did you allow someone to kiss you?” Viola asked.


Birdie perched on the edge of her seat. “What was it like?”


“Birdie!” Blanche exclaimed.


“Not really,” Belinda replied. “He wanted to kiss me, but I ducked away, and then Betsy interrupted and made me leave with her. Don’t go telling tales, sister dear,” she said haughtily, “for I could tell some about you climbing down from our bedroom window at night, dressed in trous—”


“Ah, isn’t it Bernadette’s turn to play?” Betsy asked. “We’re all dying to hear her melodic rendition of an Irish air.”


“Ha,” Bernadette said, without raising her head from her novel. “Melodic and I have never met.”


Viola caught Belinda’s gaze. “Going behind trees with gentlemen, whether kissing occurs, or not, is perilous behavior for a young lady making her debut.”


“That’s putting it quite mildly!” said Blanche. “This is potentially disastrous. Did anyone see you?”


Belinda tossed her head. “Not a soul. Except my turncoat sister.”


“And, Betsy,” Viola continued, “if what your sister says is true, I can’t lecture you for wearing trousers, because my friend the Duchess of Ravenwood frequently wears gentlemen’s attire, but I can, and I will, inquire as to the destination of your nocturnal escapades and forbid you from leaving this house unattended.”


Since the ladies’ governess had left some months ago, Viola had filled the position as best she was able. The duke’s housekeeper, Mrs. McClurg, had interviewed several candidates but pronounced them all unsuitable, sighing over what passed for education these days.


Viola had never even received a formal education. She’d been traveling across Europe with her father and benefited from sporadic lessons and the learning she’d gleaned from a voracious appetite for books.


Betsy sighed. “I only snuck into the back of a public house to watch a bantamweight prize fight. It was ever so thrilling. No one knew it was me. I swear!”


“Oh my dear sweet Lord.” Blanche swayed on the piano bench, her face gone pale. “I wish Great-Aunt Hermione would return from taking the Bath waters for her rheumatism. You never would dare to do such outrageous things under her supervision. You could ruin us all! Think of poor Birdie, she’s only fourteen and may never have a Season if you keep this up.”


“What does a public house look like on the inside, Bets?” Birdie asked, her eyes alight with curiosity.


“Dirty, smelly, and filled with belching, cursing, fart—”


“That’s quite enough, Betsy,” Viola said firmly. “You and I will speak of this further. In private.”


“I simply can’t bear it!” wailed Blanche. “I’m a very calm person but my nerves are at the breaking point. If I don’t find a match this year, then none of you will. Do you understand?”


“I don’t want to find a match,” Bernadette said, raising her head briefly from the book. “At least not yet. I have many more important things to do first.” She turned to Viola. “I wrote a letter to your friends at The Boadicea Club for Ladies on the Strand about my studies of soil composition and insects and Lady Beatrice Wright wrote back a very encouraging missive and told me that if I wanted to consult the library, I’d be welcome to—”


“Lady Beatrice married the carpenter on her brother’s estate.” Blanche shuddered delicately. “You mustn’t prefer books to balls or you’ll marry a tradesperson, Bernadette.”


“It was a love match,” said Viola, defending her best friend, Beatrice. “They’re blissfully happy. And Mr. Wright has built her ever so many bookshelves.”


“I don’t care if she’s happy and has more bookshelves than Hatchards Bookshop. She’s an object of ridicule,” said Blanche. “I couldn’t bear it if I was shunned by polite society. We must all make suitable matches.”


“She’s one of my heroes,” said Bernadette. “She and the Duchess of Ravenwood, the intrepid archaeologist.”


Viola smiled at her. “They’re both wonderful women and you would do well to emulate them.”


“I’m beginning to despair of you.” Blanche narrowed her eyes, fixing each of her sisters with a glare in turn. “You must be on your best behavior, and behave like perfect ladies, not dreadful hoydens, isn’t that right, Miss Beaton?”


“Lady Blanche is right,” Viola said.


Betsy groaned.


“She’s right,” Viola continued, “though one may maintain an outward appearance of decorum and propriety while maintaining an inner freedom of thought.”


“Is that what you do, Miss Beaton?” asked Bernadette. “I can’t imagine you being a hoyden in any way. You’re so sweet and accommodating at all times.”


Accommodating. She was that. Like a portmanteau stuffed so full of items that the seams were stretching and beginning to fray and the whole thing was in danger of ripping apart. She was responsible for so many things. She was her father’s caretaker. He was gradually going deaf for undiagnosed reasons and the worse his hearing got, the worse his tempers became.


“You two must promise to behave,” Viola said sternly, speaking to the twins.


“We promise,” Belinda and Betsy said in unison, too glibly for Viola’s liking.


Blanche smoothed her hair and straightened her skirts. “All must be perfect for the musicale. I’ll play the Bach concerto which I happen to know is a particular favorite of Lord Laxton’s and will inspire him to offer for me on the spot.”


“Oh, Blanche.” Viola knew all about pinning hopes and dreams on an unattainable outcome. “Isn’t there anyone else you might consider? It doesn’t appear that Lord Laxton …” How could she put this tactfully? “It doesn’t appear that he’s of a mind to marry at the moment.”


“You can forget about Laxton,” a bass voice pronounced forcefully.


Viola nearly started out of her chair. The duke was here. In the room with them. Days too early! She looked a fright, her hair mussed from playing croquet in the gardens with Betsy earlier, her gray gown stained from Bernadette’s disastrous attempt at making cherry cordial to bring to a meeting of her book club.


Maybe he wasn’t really here. Maybe she’d imagined him. She turned her head slightly, only to snap it back to face the pianoforte.


He was here. Every broad-shouldered, blond-haired, blue-eyed, square-jawed inch of him.


Every time she saw him, something went ping inside her heart, as though she were a pianoforte played so forcefully that one of the strings snapped.


Every time she saw him, she was lost. Over and over again.


“West! You’re here!” Birdie jumped up from her chair and ran across the room to embrace him.


He laughed. “How’s my little Birdie today?”


“Bored. But now you’re here and you’re never boring.”


“Glad to hear it.”


“West,” said Blanche in measured tones. “Why do you have bruises on your face?”


“You should see the other fellow,” the duke joked.


“Were you bare-knuckle boxing?” Betsy asked eagerly, leaving her seat to join her brother by the door.


“Something like that.”


Viola had to acknowledge his presence. She couldn’t sit here frozen forever, staring at the piano keys as if she could disappear between the cracks.


“Your Grace,” she said, and turned toward him, only to knock the music off the pianoforte in a cascade of fluttering white pages. She bent to retrieve the pages and hit her head on the edge of the pianoforte as she came back up.


“Mother of …” she muttered, seeing red stars dancing before her eyes. The pain was intense, but nothing compared to the humiliation she would experience as she recalled this excruciating moment later.


“Are you quite all right, Miss Beetle?” the duke asked.


A new name. A small insect to be crushed under his custom-made leather boots. Appropriate.


Viola’s eyes were still screwed shut to block out the pain. She had to open them sometime. The girls would be staring at her with concern and their brother … he would gaze at her with tender solicitation as he knelt to help her lift the sheet music and accidentally on purpose brush his hand against hers.


Miss Beaton, I feel as though I’ve never truly seen you before this moment.


“Miss Beetle,” the duke said impatiently. “Are you quite all right? I hope you didn’t hit your head too forcefully. Allow me to help you up.”


Viola opened her eyes. There was a hand extended in front of her. His hand. She was meant to take it, to be lifted by him, lifted from the floor and into his …


On no account would she touch the Duke of Westbury.


She had an irrational feeling that if she touched him, her foolish, forbidden fantasies would be communicated through the contact.


She lifted herself upright and sank onto the piano bench, holding the sheet music to her chest like a shield against dukes.


Westbury gazed at her with what could only be described as fleeting concern, the same momentary pity one might feel when witnessing a stranger stumble on an uneven cobblestone.


“I’m quite well, Your Grace. We were rehearsing for the musicale.”


“You can stop rehearsing. This”—he gestured toward the pianoforte—“is unnecessary now. We’ll send out a notice of cancellation to the invitees.”


“But the ladies have worked so very hard,” Viola said with dismay.


“Why should we cancel it?” Blanche asked. “We must have the musicale. We simply must!”


“We must!” Belinda agreed. “I’ve a new gown to wear with the most adorable cherry blossoms embroidered around the hem.”


“Bully!” Betsy raised her fist. “The musicale is canceled!”


She and Bernadette exchanged delighted grins.


“The musicale isn’t necessary,” the duke repeated. “You don’t have to display your talents in an antiquated mating ritual. I’ve procured husbands for you.”


“Pardon?” Blanche, who prided herself on always maintaining her composure, even when severely tried by her recalcitrant sisters, was actually seen to gape. “You’ve procured what?”


“Husbands, dear Blanche. Two for you to choose from, one likely gentleman suitor for Bernadette, that was a rather more difficult task, I must say, and several promising prospects for the fine ladies Belinda and Betsy, though you two may take your time in making a decision since you’re still so young.”


The room erupted into chaos, the ladies speaking over one another.


“I don’t want a husband!” said Bernadette.


“We haven’t even had our first Season,” cried Belinda. “You can’t steal my moment in the sun!”


“Ladies,” Viola said. “Ladies! Allow your brother to explain. I’m sure he doesn’t mean that the way it sounded.” He’d better not. He couldn’t simply arrange marriages for his sisters without consulting them first. That would be the height of male arrogance and presumption.


“Thank you, Miss Beetle,” he said, without glancing in her direction.


“Beaton,” she muttered under her breath.


“There’s really no explanation required. I’m making an executive decision. You don’t have to prance about at balls, dropping your fans and other such transparent maneuvers. I’ve taken care of everything. It’s much simpler this way. And more economical.”


“Brother,” said Blanche, “am I to understand that you’ve made some marital arrangements on my behalf?”


“No contract as of yet, but two outstanding candidates.” He crossed to the sofa and settled in, a footman immediately bringing him a tumbler of brandy. “When I do something, I don’t do it by half, by God.” He slapped his gloves upon his thigh.
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