





[image: image]














[image: image]


[image: image]












Copyright © 2021 Sabrina Jeffries, LLC


Cover illustration © Jon Paul


Author photograph © Jessi Blakely for Tamara Lackey photography


The right of Sabrina Jeffries to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Published by arrangement with Zebra Books, an imprint of Kensington Publishing Corp.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2021


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 6634 7


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









About the Author


[image: image]


Sabrina Jeffries is the New York Times bestselling author of more than 50 novels and works of short fiction (some written under the pseudonyms Deborah Martin and Deborah Nicholas).


Whatever time not spent speaking to organizations around the country or writing in a coffee-fueled haze is spent traveling with her husband and adult autistic son or indulging in one of her passions – jigsaw puzzles, chocolate, and music.


With over 9 million books in print in more than 20 languages, the North Carolina author never regrets tossing aside a budding career in academics (she has a Ph.D. in English literature) for the sheer joy of writing fun fiction, and hopes that one day a book of hers will end up saving the world. She always dreams big.


For more information, visit her at www.sabrinajeffries.com, on Facebook at www.facebook.com/SabrinaJeffriesAuthor or on Twitter @SabrinaJeffries.









Praise for Sabrina Jeffries, queen of the sexy regency romance:
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Love is intriguing. . .


Along with his half-siblings, Sheridan Wolfe, Duke of Armitage, is determined to solve the mysteries behind the suspicious deaths of their mother’s three husbands. His investigations bring him into dangerous proximity with the captivating Vanessa Pryde, but the duke, still haunted by a tragically lost love, is resolved to resist the attraction. Besides, lovely Miss Pryde seems utterly smitten with a roguish London playwright. . .


Vanessa’s theatrical flirtation is intended only to break through the duke’s business-like demeanour and guarded emotions, for it is Sheridan she truly has her sights, and her heart, set on. As the duke’s jealousy becomes evident, the two find themselves propelled into a scheme involving a pretend engagement, a secret inquiry – and a perhaps not-so-secret leap into true love. . .









To my late mom, I miss you
and wish you hadn’t gone so soon.
Thanks for all the years of looking out for us and Dad.
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LONDON SOCIETY TIMES


THE LAST DUKE STANDING




Dear readers,


I, your esteemed correspondent, cannot believe it. Not only has that randy devil, the Duke of Thornstock, actually married, but he chose Miss Olivia Norley as his bride! And this, after she refused him most soundly years ago. He must have reformed because Yours Truly knows full well Miss Norley would never have married him otherwise.


This means that his half brother, Sheridan Wolfe, the Duke of Armitage, is the only one of the dowager duchess’s offspring not yet married. What a coup it will be for the young lady who snags him! Although the usual wagging tongues claim he must needs marry a fortune to shore up his estate, that will not matter to anyone with an eligible daughter. He’s a duke, after all, and a young, handsome one at that, which is particularly rare. I daresay he will not be left unwed for long.


How delicious it will be to watch him hunt for his bride. Armitage is discreet where Thornstock was not, and he’s more reclusive even than his other half brother, the Duke of Greycourt. So it will have to be a most intriguing lady to pierce his armor and seize the rare heart that surely beats beneath. We await the result with bated breath.












Chapter One


Armitage House, London


November 1809


“The Duke of Greycourt is here to see you, Your Grace.”


Sheridan Wolfe, the Duke of Armitage, looked up from the list of horses in the stables of his family seat, Armitage Hall, to find his butler in the doorway. “Show him in.”


Grey, his half brother, was supposed to be in Suffolk. Thank God that wasn’t the case. Grey would be a welcome distraction from trying to decide which horses should be auctioned off. Sheridan didn’t want to get rid of any of the truly superior mounts or prime goers. But the Armitage dukedom was being crushed by a mountain of debt, thanks to his late uncle’s overspending and the fact that Sheridan’s father . . .


A lump stuck in his throat. The fact that his father—Grey’s stepfather—had died much too soon.


Sheridan shoved the list aside. Damn it, it had been a year already. Why did Father’s death still haunt him so? Even Mother seemed to be handling it better than he was. If not for Grey’s arrival, he could take Juno out for a run in Hyde Park to get his mind off of it.


Perhaps later. The Thoroughbred mare had a knack for—


With a groan, he remembered that Juno no longer belonged to him. She’d been the first he’d had to sell to keep the estate afloat. He’d hated to do so—she was the best saddle mare in his late uncle’s stables—but it was either sell her or one of the racing Thoroughbreds, and he could still get money out of those in stud fees and racing prizes, even if they didn’t make good saddle horses.


What a depressing thought. He rose and walked over to the brandy decanter. He supposed midafternoon was early for spirits, but if he couldn’t ride, then he needed a brandy and a pleasant chat with Grey. He poured himself a glass and was about to pour one for his half brother when the butler showed Grey in, and Sheridan’s idea of a pleasant chat evaporated.


His brother looked as if he’d drunk one too many brandies already and was now about to cast up his accounts. Pale and agitated, Grey scanned the study of Sheridan’s London manor as if expecting a footpad to leap out from behind a bookcase at any moment.


“Do you want anything?” Sheridan asked his brother, motioning to the butler to wait a moment. “Tea? Coffee?” He lifted the glass in his hand. “Brandy?”


“I’ve no time for that, I’m afraid.”


Sheridan waved the butler off. As soon as the door closed, he asked, “What has happened? Is it Beatrice? Surely you’re not in town for the play, not under the circumstances.”


In a few hours the rest of the family would be attending a charitable production of Konrad Juncker’s The Wild Adventures of a Foreign Gentleman Loose in London at the Parthenon Theater. Although Sheridan barely knew the playwright, his other half brother, Thorn, had asked him to go because the charity was a cause near and dear to his wife’s heart: Half Moon House, which helped women of all situations and stations get back on their feet.


Grey shook his head. “No, I came to fetch an accoucheur to attend Beatrice. Our local midwife says my wife may give birth sooner rather than later, and she is worried about complications. So I’ve rushed to London to find a physician to examine Beatrice, in case the midwife is right. The man awaits me in my carriage even as we speak.”


Lifting an eyebrow, Sheridan said, “I would suspect you of having taken Beatrice to bed ‘sooner rather than later,’ but you’ve been married ten months, so this is hardly an early babe.”


“No, indeed. And the midwife might be wrong, but I can’t count on that. That’s why I stopped here on my way out. I need a favor.”


Sheridan cocked his head. “Sadly I have no skills in the area of bringing babies into this world, so—”


“Do you remember how we decided I should be the one to question Aunt Cora about those two house parties we suspected were attended by my father’s killer?”


“I do indeed.”


Their mother’s five children had finally concluded that her thrice-widowed status had not been just a tragic confluence of events. Someone had murdered her husbands, including Maurice Wolfe, the father of Sheridan and his brother Heywood, and the previous holder of the title Duke of Armitage. They suspected the person behind the murders was one of three women, all of whom had been at the house parties underway when the first two husbands had died. So Sheridan and his siblings were now engaged in a covert investigation, and had each taken assignments. Grey’s was to question his aunt Cora, otherwise known as Lady Eustace, who was no relation to any of the rest of them.


Sheridan suddenly realized what the “favor” must be. “No. God, no. I am not doing that.” Damn.


“You don’t know what I’m going to ask,” Grey said.


“I can guess. You want me to be the one to question Lady Eustace.”


Grey sighed. “Yes, given the situation.”


“You’ll be back in town soon enough. It can wait until then, can’t it?”


“I don’t know. I honestly have no idea how long I shall have to be in the country.”


Sheridan dragged in a heavy breath. “Yes, but why ask me to do it? I barely know her.”


“The others don’t know her at all,” Grey pointed out. “But you at least are friendly with Vanessa, and that gives you an excuse.”


Which was precisely why Sheridan didn’t want to do it. Because questioning Lady Eustace meant being around her daughter, Miss Vanessa Pryde, who was too attractive for his sanity, with her raven curls and lush figure and vivacious smile.


“I’ve chatted with Vanessa a handful of times,” Sheridan said. “That hardly makes me ideal for this.”


“Ah, but my aunt and I hate each other. That hardly makes me ideal, since it’s unlikely she’d tell me the truth.”


It was a poorly kept secret in their family that Grey’s uncle Eustace had badly mistreated Grey as a boy, hoping to force him to sign over several properties. That Grey’s aunt Eustace had looked the other way while her husband had done so.


Sheridan sipped some of his brandy. “And why should your aunt tell me the truth?”


“Because you’re an eligible duke. And her daughter is an eligible young lady. Not that I’m suggesting you should even pretend to court Vanessa, but her mother will certainly see the opportunity, and be more likely to let her guard down.”


“I’m not so sure. Your aunt has always been cold to me, probably because I’m a poor eligible duke. She’s looking for a wealthy man for Vanessa. And Vanessa will need one, to be honest. The chit is spoiled and impudent, a dangerous combination for a man who can’t afford expensive gowns and furs and jewelry for his wife. I’m already barely treading water. A wife like Vanessa would drown me.”


Grey narrowed his gaze. “Vanessa isn’t so much spoiled as determined to get her own way.”


“How is that different?”


“A spoiled girl has had everything handed to her, so she expects that to continue once she’s married. Trust me, while Vanessa has been given certain advantages, she’s also had to grow up in a turbulent household. Hence her determination not to let anyone ride roughshod over her.”


“Still, marrying such a woman means having constant strife in one’s marriage.”


“Gwyn and Beatrice are both of that ilk, and so far Joshua and I are quite content. Indeed, I rather like being married to a spirited woman who knows what she wants.”


“Good for you,” Sheridan clipped out. “But you have pots of money to indulge her if you wish, and I don’t. Nor does your wife have an absurd fixation on that damned poet Juncker.”


“Ah, yes, Juncker.” Grey stroked his chin. “I doubt that’s anything more than a girlish infatuation.”


“Trust me, I’ve heard her babble on about Juncker’s ‘brilliant’ plays plenty of times. She once told me some nonsense about how Juncker wrote with the ferocity of a ‘dark angel,’ whatever that means. Frivolous chit has no idea about what sort of man she should marry.”


“But you know, I take it,” Grey said with an odd glint in his eye.


“I do, indeed. She needs a fellow who will curb her worst excesses, who will help her channel her youthful enthusiasm into more practical activities. Sadly, she has romantic notions that will only serve her ill, and those are leading her into wanting a man she thinks she can keep under her thumb, so she can spend her dowry as she pleases.”


“You mean Juncker,” Grey said.


“Who else? You know perfectly well she’s been mooning after him for a couple of years at least.”


“And that bothers you?”


The query caught Sheridan off guard. “Certainly not.” When Grey smirked at him, Sheridan added with ill grace, “Juncker is welcome to her. She could do better perhaps, but she could also do a hell of a lot worse.”


“You’ve convinced me,” Grey said blandly. “Unless . . .”


“Unless what?”


“You’re merely chafing at the fact that she thinks dukes are arrogant and unfeeling, or some such rot. So she would never agree to marry you.”


“Yes, you told me.” More than once. Often enough to irritate him. “And I’m not looking for her to marry me.”


“I suppose it’s possible you could coax her into liking you, but beyond that . . .”


When Grey left the thought dangling, Sheridan gritted his teeth. “You’ve made your point.”


Not that Sheridan had any intention of making Vanessa “like” him. She was not the right woman for him. He’d decided that long ago.


“Didn’t you agree to fund Vanessa’s dowry?” Sheridan added and swallowed more brandy. “You could just bully Lady Eustace into revealing her secrets by threatening to withhold the dowry unless your aunt comes clean.”


“First of all, that only hurts Vanessa. Second, if my aunt is cornered, she’ll just lie. Besides, all of this depends upon our pursuing our investigation while the killer still thinks she got away with it. That’s why I haven’t told Aunt Cora or Vanessa that we’ve determined my father died of arsenic. Which is another reason you should question my aunt. She won’t suspect you.”


“What about Sanforth?” Sheridan asked. “Originally we decided I was to ask questions in the town. What happened to that part of our plan to find the killer—or killers—of our fathers?”


“Heywood can manage the Sanforth investigation perfectly well.”


That was probably true. Sheridan’s younger brother, a retired Army colonel, had already made significant improvements to his own modest estate. Compared to that, asking questions of Sanforth’s tiny populace would be an afternoon’s entertainment.


“So you see,” Grey went on, “there’s no reason for you to even return to the country. As long as you’re in town for the play this afternoon, you might as well pop into the box my aunt’s brother has at the theater and see what you can find out. You can pretend you’re there to chat with Vanessa.”


“That’s assuming they even attend the play,” Sheridan said. “Charitable productions don’t sound like things Lady Eustace would enjoy.”


“Oh, they’ll be there,” Grey said. “Vanessa will make sure of it. It’s Juncker’s play, remember?”


“Right.” He stared down into the shimmering liquor and bit back an oath. “Very well. I will endure Lady Eustace’s suspicions to learn what I can.” Which meant he’d also be enduring Vanessa’s foolish gushing over Juncker.


His throat tightened. He didn’t care. He wouldn’t care.


“Thank you,” Grey said. “Now if you don’t mind . . .”


“I know. Beatrice is waiting for you at the estate, and you’ve got quite a long journey.” He met his brother’s anxious gaze and softened his tone. “Everything will be fine. The Wolfes come from hardy stock. Not to mention our mother. If she can bear five children to three husbands before the age of twenty-five, I’m sure my cousin can give you an heir without too much trouble.”


“Or give me a girl. I don’t care which. As long as Beatrice survives it, and the child is healthy . . .”


“Go.” Sheridan could tell from Grey’s distracted expression that the man’s mind was already leaping forward to the moment he would reach his wife. “Go be with her. I won’t disappoint you.”


Sheridan knew firsthand the anguish love could cause, how deep it ran, how painful the knot it tied around one’s throat. Helene hadn’t meant to, but she’d made him wary of love.


That was precisely why he never intended to be in such a situation again. Just seeing Grey’s agitation was more than enough to caution him. Love could chew a man up and spit him out faster than his Thoroughbreds could run. Sheridan already had plenty of things to worry about. He didn’t intend to add a wife to that number.









Chapter Two


“Wait, girl,” Vanessa’s mother said as she stopped her daughter from entering the Pryde family box. “Your headpiece is crooked.” She shoved a hat pin into Vanessa’s fancy turban, skimming her scalp.


“Mama! That hurt!”


“It’s not my fault it won’t stay put. Bridget must have put on the trim unevenly. Serves you right for not buying a new turban.”


Her mother always wanted her to buy new instead of remaking something. Unfortunately, the estate of Vanessa’s late father didn’t produce enough income—and the widow’s portion for her mother never stretched far enough—for Vanessa to spend money recklessly. So Vanessa and her lady’s maid, Bridget, were always practicing small economies to ensure she and Mama lived within their means.


Mama didn’t see the point of that. First, she was incessantly trying to impress someone with how lofty they were. Second, she was pinning her hopes on Vanessa marrying well.


“It’s not the trim, Mama,” Vanessa grumbled. “The whole thing is lopsided from your fooling with it.”


“I’m merely trying to fix it. You must look nice for the gentlemen.”


Vanessa really only wanted to look nice for one gentleman, but he would probably ignore her as usual. If he did, she would have to give up hope of ever gaining his attention. So far, nothing seemed to have worked in that regard.


Uncle Noah Rayner, her favorite relation next to her cousin Grey, patted Vanessa’s arm reassuringly. “You know your mother—always thinking about your suitors.”


“And with good reason,” her mother said. “The girl doesn’t have the sense God gave her when it comes to men. She should be married to Greycourt, but instead she dragged her feet, and now he’s married to that low chit Miss Wolfe.”


“That ‘low’ chit,” Vanessa bit out, “is the granddaughter of a duke just as I am. So if she’s low, then so am I. Besides, I like her.” Beatrice had proved a fitting match for Grey when Vanessa had despaired of ever seeing him wed.


“Of course you do.” Mama fussed a bit more over the turban. “You always prefer the wrong sort of people.”


“I find they’re generally more interesting than the right sort,” Vanessa grumbled.


“Like that playwright you’re enamored of?” Her mother shook her head. “Sometimes I think you want to marry the poorest fellow you can find just to vex me.”


“Mr. Juncker is very talented,” Vanessa pointed out, for the very reason her mother had given—to vex her. Despite his very German name, Konrad Juncker had been raised in London, having been born to German immigrants. He was handsome, too, with a winning smile, teasing eyes, and good teeth, but Vanessa didn’t care about any of that.


Her uncle huffed out a breath. “Are we going to enter the box sometime before the end of the century, Sister?”


“Oh, stubble it, Noah. The orchestra is still tuning its instruments.”


“That sounds like an overture to me,” he said. “Which is why the corridor is empty except for us.”


“Almost done.” Her mother finally left off adjusting Vanessa’s turban, only to give Vanessa’s bodice a tug downward.


Vanessa groaned. “It will just creep back up. Honestly, Mama, do you want me looking like a strumpet?”


“If it will catch you a good husband? Absolutely. You’re not getting any younger, you know.”


Her mother pinched Vanessa’s cheeks. Hard.


Vanessa winced. “I fail to see how pinching rolls back the years.”


“You must trust your mother on this,” Mama said. “I swear, someday I hope you have a child as recalcitrant as you. ’Twould serve you right.” When Uncle Noah cleared his throat, Mama scowled at him and opened the door. “Very well, now we shall go in.”


Thank heaven. Navigating Mama’s machinations and attempts to wed her to “the right sort” was as perilous as sailing a ship on the deepest ocean. One moment a light breeze carried it along on wings of silk, and the next moment stormy seas threatened to engulf it. She never knew which to expect of her mother—bad temper or cool disdain or syrupy kindness as false as it was cloying. Mama had kept her off-kilter her entire life.


“Are you expecting someone in particular tonight?” Vanessa asked as they entered the box. Her mother usually primped her, but this went beyond the pale.


Mama lowered her voice as she scanned the boxes. “I heard that the Marquess of Lisbourne might attend.”


An involuntary shudder passed through Vanessa.


Her mother went on without noticing. “They say he owns more property than even your cousin. And if he does come to the play—”


“He will magically decide to marry me because my cheeks are rosy and my bosom is half-bare?”


“Men do that, you know,” her mother said. “Anything to make him notice you is good.”


Heaven help Vanessa if Lord Lisbourne noticed her. She would have to join a convent.


“Lisbourne is sixty if he’s a day, Cora,” Uncle Noah said.


“A robust sixty,” Mama said.


And a notorious debauchee to boot.


Uncle Noah shook his head. “Personally, I think my niece should set her cap for Armitage. He’s closer to her age, very eligible, and related to your nephew.”


“But according to the gossips, Armitage has pockets to let,” her mother said.


“He’s a duke,” Uncle Noah said. “As long as he’s not a gambler, he can get money.”


Her mother’s voice turned steely. “Then let him get it from Greycourt and not my daughter’s dowry.”


“My dowry is provided by Grey, Mama. So Armitage would be getting the money from Grey either way.”


“Yes, but if Armitage uses your dowry to pay his debts, then Greycourt has kept the money in his family and hasn’t had to lay out both a dowry and financial help for his brother. I don’t need to fatten his family’s coffers, do I?”


Uncle Noah blinked. “That makes no sense. And what do you have against Greycourt, anyway?”


“He’s Mama’s nemesis,” Vanessa explained with a sigh. “I don’t know which she considers worse—that Grey resisted her attempts to marry him off to me, or that I think of him as the big brother I never had.”


Mama snorted. “If you’d had a big brother, there would be no problem. Your brother would already have inherited your father’s estate, and we wouldn’t need to rely on my pitiful widow’s portion to live. But since you didn’t have an actual big brother, you should have married Greycourt.”


“Mama! I didn’t want to marry him, nor did he wish to marry me. Besides, he has been more than kind to us.” Especially considering how her parents had treated him when Vanessa was in her infancy. “Aside from my large dowry, he has paid the rent on our town house so we can remain in London, which is more than generous.” And he’d done it so Vanessa could find a husband. Very kind of him indeed.


“All the same,” her mother said, “I mean to make sure you don’t marry Armitage. If you marry Lisbourne, who by all reports is rich, you’ll have pin money to spare.”


Which Mama was undoubtedly hoping to get her hands on through Vanessa.


“But if you marry Armitage,” her mother went on, “and your dowry goes to the man’s debts, which it will, you won’t have any pin money at all. Indeed, Grey undoubtedly doubled your dowry because he knew he could get it back into his family by arranging for his penniless half brother to marry you.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Vanessa said. “Sheridan—I mean, Armitage—isn’t penniless. Besides, he has no interest in marrying me.” More was the pity.


Her uncle nudged her. “I thought you were friendly with him.”


“Not exactly. We know each other, and we’ve shared a few dances, but—”


Someone nearby shushed them, and they took their seats.


From the moment of her first dance with Saint Sheridan—she would never get used to calling him Armitage—the dratted fellow had relegated her to the position of pesky little sister, even though he was only twenty-nine years old to her twenty-five. By their third dance, Vanessa had realized she didn’t want to be his pesky little sister. She wanted to be his wife. It was most annoying.


Why him? He wasn’t her sort at all. Her firmest requirement was that the man have no secrets and be incapable of subterfuge—in other words, be as opposite to her late father as possible. So whom did she fancy? Sheridan, of all people, with his well of quiet that hinted at nothing but secrets. Worse yet, all she ached to do was uncover them, drat him.


Why was he the only man who made her blood roar and her pulse falter? Was her body that stupid? Because somehow, despite his aloof manner and a typically duke-like reticence she fought to ignore, he gave her goose bumps . . . and then goose bumps on her goose bumps.


She’d think he was playing some game to catch her, but he didn’t seem to play any games. He certainly didn’t seem to notice her in that way. Or care if she was drawn to him. It maddened her.


If she could just figure him out, she could prove whether he’d make a reliable husband. It was all she could hope for these days, with Mama going to increasingly desperate lengths to catch her a rich fellow. Vanessa lived in daily fear that her mother might trick her into being caught in a compromising position with the likes of Lord Lisbourne.


Fortunately, Sheridan wasn’t known to be a debauchee. Unfortunately, after their initial three dances, Sheridan had avoided her. At first, she’d chalked it up to his being in mourning. But mourning had ended for him at the beginning of last season, and still he’d kept her at a distance. Meanwhile, Mama had nearly thrown Vanessa into Lisbourne’s arms half a dozen times. One day she would succeed . . . if Vanessa didn’t find a husband herself before that.


Her uncle leaned forward to whisper in her ear, “If it’s not Armitage you have your eye on, who is it? Juncker, perhaps, as your mother claims?”


Oh, dear, this was a dicey conversation. “Mama doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”


“No? She’s not the first person to say you’re enamored of him.”


That was her own fault. She cursed the day she’d told Grey she had a tendre for some unnamed poet. She’d said it just to tease him . . . and to keep him from guessing she really had a tendre for Sheridan. Because if he were to tell Sheridan and Sheridan were to disdain her for it, she would die of mortification.


After that, at Grey’s wedding, Sheridan had asked her, rather condescendingly, about the identity of the poet she was romantically interested in. First, she’d wanted to brain Grey for telling him about her “poet” at all. Then, desperate to think of a poet she might know, and having just read a book of Mr. Juncker’s poetry, she’d told Sheridan it was Mr. Juncker.


From there, her white lie had run amok with her life. Mr. Juncker had discovered it and had started flirting with her. Grey had learned of it and started teasing her regularly about it, while Thornstock had taken her aside to warn her about Mr. Juncker’s raffish ways. Even Mama had heard and now lectured her frequently about not being taken in by people of Mr. Juncker’s “sort,” whatever that was.


Out of that, however, had come one distinct advantage. Sheridan had seemed jealous. She couldn’t be certain, since he was mostly as inscrutable as ever. But having him regard her as a grown woman—no matter how infrequently—was better than not having him regard her at all.


Which prompted the question: Was Sheridan even here tonight? Leaning forward enough to see if he sat in the Armitage family’s box would give Vanessa’s interest away. Then a thought occurred to her. “Mama,” she whispered, “do you have your polemoscope with you?”


With a nod, her mother drew it from her reticule. But before Vanessa could seize it, her mother asked, “Whom are you using it to observe?”


After her mother’s diatribe against Sheridan, she dared not say it was him. “The marquess, of course.”


“Don’t toy with me, girl.” Funny how Mama always assumed other people lied as much as she did. “I know you have your heart set on that playwright, and he is far beneath you.”


“Yes, Mama.”


Taking the polemoscope from her mother, she put it to her eye and leaned forward. Mama had purchased the curiosity after Papa’s death, but Vanessa had never used it.


Until now. The polemoscope looked exactly like an opera glass or spyglass, which was ironic because it literally allowed one to spy on the people in the boxes to one’s right or left without anyone knowing. She could easily see everyone in the Armitage box.


Thornstock and Sheridan sat behind their sister, Lady Gwyn, and their mother. The two ladies were clearly chatting, but although his brother chimed in from time to time, Sheridan seemed disengaged from them, cloaked in his usual stoic manner. Like a saint.


Or a sphinx. A sphinx fit him better, given his impenetrable character. Suddenly he looked over at her, and she started, unnerved by his attention, though she knew he couldn’t tell she was watching him.


She dropped the polemoscope into her lap.


“Is he there?” Mama asked.


“Who?”


“Your Mr. Juncker.”


Good Lord, she hadn’t even checked. “Yes,” she said, praying he was. She lifted the polemoscope and scanned the other boxes. And there he was, Mr. Konrad Juncker, the supposed object of her affections. Plenty of women worshipped him for his wild golden hair and his Nordic blue eyes, though he wasn’t really accepted in good society. He dressed like a poet and talked like a playwright. Indeed, at the moment, he was clearly flirting with some lady Vanessa didn’t even know. That was why she would never be enamored of him. He was rumored to be quite the rakehell, resembling her late father too well to suit her.


Still, she wished she’d never blurted out the words that had set her on the path to pretending to care for him. Because if she seemed to switch her affections to Sheridan at this juncture, Sheridan would think her fickle. Or worse, playing some deep game. Which she hadn’t been initially. But as Sir Walter Scott had written, “Oh, what a tangled web we weave / When first we practice to deceive.” Her web grew more tangled by the day.


She set the polemoscope down. Vanessa had prayed she’d get a chance to speak to Sheridan, but she despaired of that happening. Especially as the play reached the end of the first act, and a quick glance at the Armitage box showed he’d disappeared. No doubt he was flirting with some other—


“Good evening,” said a smooth-as-brandy voice. “I trust you’re all enjoying the performance?”


Vanessa’s pulse jumped as Sheridan came around the chairs to lean against the balustrade, facing her and Mama. Sheridan was in her uncle’s box? How unexpected.


How delicious.


“We’re liking it as much as one can, given that it’s not new,” Uncle Noah said from his seat behind Mama. “Still, I’ll take an old play by Juncker over a new one by just about any other playwright. He knows how to entertain, I’ll give you that.”


Only the slight furrowing of Sheridan’s brow told her he wasn’t pleased by the praise of Mr. Juncker. She only wished she could be sure why.


“Armitage,” Mama said coldly. “I don’t believe you’ve met my brother, Sir Noah Rayner.”


Given the rude familiarity of Mama’s greeting, Vanessa wouldn’t have blamed Sheridan one whit if he’d left. Fortunately, Uncle Noah glossed over it by rising and coming around Mama’s seat to thrust out his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Duke.” His gray eyes twinkled a bit. “I’ve heard so much about you from my sister.”


“Don’t be silly, Noah,” her mother snapped. “Ignore my brother, if you please, Your Grace. I am not a gossip.”


What a lie. Mama was both a gossip and a manipulator.


Her uncle gestured to the seat beside his, the one directly behind Vanessa. “Do join us. My niece was just saying she would love your opinion on the performance.”


Clearly Mama wasn’t the only one who could turn a situation to her advantage. But at least Uncle Noah was pushing Vanessa toward Sheridan and not toward Lord Lisbourne.


When Sheridan focused his gorgeous green eyes on Vanessa, she pasted a flirtatious smile to her face. “Nonsense, Uncle. I already know his opinion.”


Sheridan’s expression didn’t change one whit. It exhibited a perfect blend of boredom and nonchalance. “Oh? And what might that be?”


“That the shenanigans of Felix and his friends are ridiculous. That you don’t consider such frivolity entertaining in the least.”


“If you say so.” He shrugged. “Honestly, I have no opinion whatsoever.”


It was the sort of thing he always said. “Ah, but you must admit that when you do, it’s contrary to everyone else’s. Why, I once heard you tell the Secretary of War that Napoleon was a masterful strategist who would win against us if we didn’t recognize it and act accordingly.”


“That wasn’t an opinion; it was the truth.” He stared her down. “Just because the man is our enemy doesn’t mean we should assume he’s stupid. Greater men than our Secretary of War have made that mistake, to their detriment.”


The words piqued her uncle’s curiosity. “Forgive me, Duke, but are you familiar with military strategy?”


“My father trained me from an early age to follow in his footsteps in Britain’s diplomatic service, a profession which requires knowing strategies of all kinds. So yes, Sir Noah, I do know quite a bit.”


Mama turned up her nose at the very idea. “I’m sure your late father was relieved when you became his heir to the dukedom instead. What a fortuitous event that was.”


Sheridan shifted his attention to Vanessa’s mother. “I doubt Father would have called the death of his brother fortuitous.” As if realizing Mama might take offense at his blunt speech, he softened his words. “Personally, I’d have preferred a post abroad over inheriting the dukedom, but that wasn’t meant to be.”


Vanessa wasn’t sure she believed him. He didn’t sound convincing. Perhaps he was trying to convince himself? Then again, watching his every word and bowing to the needs of England over his own would probably come naturally to him, given his reticence.


As if Mama wondered about it herself, she lifted an eyebrow. “You would have been happy to live outside of England as some low envoy all of your life?”


“I wasn’t born in England, Lady Eustace. So if I’d had the chance to live the remainder of my days in Prussia, for example, I would have been perfectly content.”


“With all your family here?” Vanessa asked, genuinely curious now. “Wouldn’t you miss them?”


His gaze swung to her. “Of course. But if I were still in the diplomatic service, it would be because my uncle was still alive and my parents and Gwyn were still in Prussia.”


“Still, wouldn’t you miss your brothers?” Vanessa said. She would miss Grey terribly if he were abroad, and he was merely her cousin.


“Until the past year, I hadn’t been around them for a very long time.” A small frown knit his brow. “I was used to that. I was only a child when Grey left, Heywood got his commission when I was seventeen, and Thorn departed when I was nineteen. I spent nine years without them all.” His fraught tone belied the nonchalant words.


“But surely you would have missed entertainments like this or hunting house parties or our glittering balls,” Mama said.


Uncle Noah shook his head. “They have those in Prussia, too, eh, Duke?”


“But not peopled by Englishmen,” her mother persisted. “And those Prussians are not to be trusted.”


Vanessa stifled a groan. “Do forgive my mother. She finds all foreigners suspect.”


Sheridan ignored Vanessa’s commentary. “I will confess, Lady Eustace, that the house parties in Berlin paled to those my mother always describes from her youth in England. Prussian house parties were orderly events, with every activity scheduled. Whereas my mother says that her first husband’s parties at Carymont were madcap and not the least scheduled. Everyone had differing plans for activities, and no one consulted with anyone else concerning those plans.”


“Exactly,” Mama said, brightening. “That’s how they were indeed. We did as we pleased in those days. None of this ‘Oh, the young gentlemen must be appeased’ nonsense. We enjoyed ourselves however we could.”


“I suppose that left time for guests to roam Carymont and explore,” Sheridan said.


“And have assignations,” Uncle Noah added, slyly.


Mama swatted her brother with her reticule. “No one was having assignations, Noah. I was newly married and not about to risk my marriage for any man. And my husband wasn’t even there.” She glanced at Vanessa and colored. “Not that he would have done such a thing either.”


It was all Vanessa could do not to roll her eyes. How could Mama think Vanessa hadn’t noticed Papa’s many payments to ladies through the years? Vanessa had done the books for him from the time she was old enough to know what an account ledger was. Papa had been woefully bad at managing money. “The gathering at Carymont,” Vanessa mused aloud. “What was the occasion or was it just a typical house party?”


Her mother sighed. “We were supposed to be there to celebrate Grey’s christening. Instead—”


“Grey’s father died,” Sheridan said bluntly.


Vanessa groaned. She’d had no idea or she would never have brought it up. But her parents hadn’t revealed any details about the death of Grey’s father except to mention that Grey had been a mere infant at the time.


Uncle Noah’s gaze shot to Mama. “That was when it happened?”


“It was indeed.” Sheridan focused on Mama. “I wonder how the guests felt about that, Lady Eustace. It must have lowered their spirits dramatically.”


Mama waved her hand in the air. “Oh, let’s not talk about it. It’s . . . too awful and sad. Besides, the next act is about to begin.”


Sure enough, the orchestra began to play a more dramatic piece. Uncle Noah took his seat but Sheridan continued to lounge against the balustrade.


“Would you like a lemon drop, Your Grace?” Vanessa asked as she drew one out of her reticule, hoping to keep him there.


“Thank you, but no,” Sheridan drawled, flashing her the faintest of smiles. “I gave up sweets for Lent.”


When she and Uncle Noah chuckled, Vanessa’s mother frowned. “Lent was several months ago.”


Mama had never had much of a sense of humor.


“Exactly, Sister.” Uncle Noah smiled at Vanessa. “But I’ll take one of those lemon drops.” He snatched the comfit right out of Vanessa’s hand.


Then a boy took the stage and began a comic introduction to the second act, which effectively ended all conversation.


Looking frustrated—for no reason that Vanessa could tell—Sheridan pushed away from the balustrade, unwittingly drawing her attention to his fine physique. The man had the best-crafted calves she’d ever seen, not to mention a chest as broad as a pugilist’s and clearly capable of any test of strength. As if that weren’t enough to tempt a young lady, his hair . . . Oh, she must not even think of those glorious ash-brown curls. It made her want to run her fingers through them, a possibility that clearly escaped him, since he ignored Vanessa completely while twice more bending to whisper something to her mother, as if to renew their conversation.


Like a balloon deflating, she felt the air go out of her happiness. He was here to visit—to talk with—Mama, given that even after he took his seat behind her mother, he leaned forward to exchange remarks with her. Vanessa couldn’t understand why, but the point was he wasn’t here to be with her.


What must she do to get him to converse with her? Or notice her? If she couldn’t think of anything to pry him from Mama, she’d have to give up the foolish dream of marrying him and instead find some other safe, reliable, and preferably young man to wed.


Using Mama’s polemoscope, Vanessa surveyed the boxes nearby, racking her brain for something to say to Sheridan that might get his attention. Then she spotted Mr. Juncker.


Her mother and Sheridan were still murmuring, so she shushed them. “My favorite part is coming up,” she said sotto voce. “And I shall miss it for all your whispering.”


Sheridan and Mama fell silent. Vanessa waited, wondering if Sheridan would take the bait.


“You have a favorite part?” Sheridan finally asked, under his breath.


Her heart pounded. It was working, although she dearly wished she didn’t need the goad of Mr. Juncker to get Sheridan to speak to her. “Not just one, of course.” She turned in her seat so she could talk to Sheridan. “Mr. Juncker is such a brilliant writer that I have three or four favorite scenes in each play. That’s to be expected.”


“I would have thought you enjoyed the costumes most,” he said in a brittle undertone, “given your passion for fashion.”


To keep from losing her temper at him more visibly, she returned to watching the stage. Her “passion for fashion” indeed. Once again, he saw her as only a frivolous ninny. “And I would have thought you enjoyed the wit most,” she said archly. “But perhaps you need someone to explain it to you.”


Sheridan gave a low laugh that rumbled around in her body for a bit, making her feel all soft and mushy inside.


Then he whispered, “Is that your polite way of saying you think me witless, Miss Pryde?”


“Oh, was I polite? That was unintentional.”


Perhaps she should just face the fact that Sheridan had no romantic interest in her. No matter what she did, she would always be someone for him to tease and then ignore. He would clearly never see her as a woman capable of being his wife. Why, even when he’d danced with her at balls, it had been out of a sense of duty to his oldest half brother. If dancing hadn’t changed his perception of her, what else was there?


On the stage, a young man was trying to steal a kiss from the lady destined to be his true love, and that sparked a wild notion. A kiss. That was it! Vanessa’s pulse began to race. She had to get Sheridan to kiss her. Kisses could be magical. Well, none that she’d ever experienced had been so, but clearly she just hadn’t found the right person to kiss. Why else would kisses punctuate the crowning moments in comedies, the lovely parts of ballads, and even the thrilling verses of poetry?


But how on earth could she get Sheridan to kiss her when he didn’t see her as the enticing enchantress she wanted to be to him?


Idly she picked up the polemoscope. As if to add insult to injury, Mr. Juncker appeared in the aperture. Even as she watched, Mr. Juncker rose, clearly meaning to leave his box.


That gave her an idea. Sheridan already thought her enamored of Mr. Juncker. She could still use that. But first she had to convince Sheridan to leave the box with her. And her view of another box gave her the perfect excuse.


Vanessa leaned back to whisper in his ear, “I’ve spotted a friend of mine in a box down the way. I simply must go speak to her. Will you accompany me?”


He eyed her askance. “What about your favorite scene?”


“It just finished,” she said hastily. “Besides, it looks as if my friend might be leaving, and I haven’t seen her in months.”


“Why don’t you ask your uncle to go with you?”


“You mean the uncle who is presently emitting a loud snore?”


Sheridan looked at Uncle Noah and grimaced.


“You can remain here,” she added. “I’ll just go by myself.” She rose, praying that Mama didn’t try to stop her, and that the overprotective Saint Sheridan followed her. When he did, she released a long breath.


Once they were in the now-empty corridor, Sheridan muttered, “Who is this special friend of yours, anyway?”


She kept slightly ahead of him. “Miss Younger.”


“Never heard of her,” he said, clearly skeptical.


“That means nothing. First of all, you rarely go into society unless your family forces you to. Second, you avoid me whenever possible, so you wouldn’t necessarily have encountered her. Third—”


“Wait, wait, stop.” He grabbed her by the arm to stay her. “What do you mean, I avoid you? That implies an active dislike.”


“Call it what you will, but you must admit you go out of your way to keep from chancing upon me.” She stared at him, daring him to deny it.


“I don’t—I haven’t—” For a moment, he looked flustered. It was encouraging to think she could fluster him. Then he smoothed his features into the usual stern expression he used only with her. “We’ll have to agree to disagree on that one.”


“Hmm.” She continued down the corridor. “In any case, you would never have met her because she hasn’t even had a coming out.”


“So how did she get to be friends with you? You had your coming out a while ago. If your friend is of an age to come out, then she must be aptly named indeed, since she’d have to be a good six or seven years younger than you.”


“How clever of you to make such an obvious play on words with my friend’s name.” She peered down the corridor and slowed her steps. Where in blazes was Mr. Juncker?


“I’m clever enough to know that a name like Younger is clearly fictitious.”


“Why would I create a fictitious—” She halted so suddenly, he tread on her train. Not that she cared. Now was her chance. Pivoting toward him, she said, “Quick. Kiss me.”


“What?”


“Kiss me!” When he merely arched one eyebrow, she muttered, “Oh, never mind. I’ll do it myself.” And gripping his shoulders, she pulled herself up on tiptoe to press her lips to his.


He jerked back and glanced down the corridor to see what she’d seen—Mr. Juncker headed toward them. Then with a frown Sheridan pushed her against the wall and kissed her back.


Except that his kiss was perfunctory, the kiss of a man forced to do something he ought, not something he wanted. He let it go on in a most unsatisfying manner until Mr. Juncker had slid past them with a murmured, “Beg your pardon.”


Only then did Sheridan release her. That’s when it dawned on her what he’d been doing: once again protecting her, treating her like a . . . a silly schoolgirl. Making sure that Mr. Juncker didn’t see her being kissed, while at the same time not really kissing her at all.


Anger took over, and she shoved him. Hard.


He stumbled back a step. “What the hell was that for?”


“For . . . For . . .” Well, she could hardly tell him the truth, or he’d guess how she felt about him. “You know precisely what it was for.”


“Kissing you?”


“If you can call it that.” No, she couldn’t complain of that to him, or he’d guess he was the real target of her affections. So her only choice was to continue mooning after Mr. Juncker, no matter how much she hated that. She peered in the direction the playwright had gone. “You didn’t let him see me kissing you.”


He pinned her with a hard look. “Are you trying to destroy your reputation, Vanessa?”


“No, indeed.” He’d missed the point. She lifted her chin and lied for all she was worth, “I’m trying to make Mr. Juncker jealous. But if he doesn’t know I was the one being kissed—”


“Hardly the one being kissed,” Sheridan grumbled. “You were the one kissing me.”


“He wouldn’t have realized that.” She tilted her head. “And if you had let him witness the incident, I might have secured him.”


“Secured him?” Sheridan glared at her. “That man will never marry you. So do you really want to sacrifice your reputation to a fellow who has no interest in establishing a respectable connection with you?”


She gazed down the corridor after Mr. Juncker. “How do you know he wouldn’t establish a respectable connection? Or do you simply think me too silly to attract an eligible suitor?”


Sheridan blinked. “It has nothing to do with you. He’s a rogue, and rogues don’t marry.”


“Thorn did.”


“My half brother had other reasons for doing so.” Sheridan’s face clouded over. “But Juncker has no such reasons—no heir he must sire and no estate requiring a rich dowry. He also has any number of unsavory females eager to share his bed, so why would he marry?”


“I have no idea, and neither do you. What would you know about rogues? You aren’t one in the least. So you can’t possibly understa—”


Sheridan kissed her again. Only this time it wasn’t perfunctory or false. This time he gave her the sort of kiss a man would give a woman he truly desired.


Vanessa’s head spun as his mouth seduced and supped, by turns rough and tender, making her knees wobbly. He braced his hands on either side of her shoulders and leaned into her, his hard body covering her soft one as if trying to subdue her. Except that she was more than happy to be subdued by him.


Heavens, but he certainly knew how to kiss.


She caught him by the waist, needing to hang on as he catapulted her far beyond their surroundings and into the clouds. In the chilly theater, his body shed warmth like a sun heating a meadow, and he smelled of sun, too, and leather, and some spicy cologne.


Then he parted her lips and delved inside her mouth with his tongue. Good Lord in paradise, what was he doing? What an exquisite sensation, one she’d never experienced. Her arms crept around his waist—she wanted him even closer.


And when his response was to groan and press into her, she exulted in it. The very weight of him turned her to jelly as the kiss went on and on. . . .


He did care. At last.
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