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PROLOGUE


February 20, 1816


12, MAYFAIR PLACE


THE DUKE OF HUNTINGTON’S TOWNHOUSE


“I’ve found your duchess.” Determination was stamped all over the dowager duchess’s face. “Lady Stella Corsham is perfect for you: the granddaughter of a marquess, with a sizable dowry. Able-bodied, well-bred, and original.”


In an act of profound self-control, Silvester Parnell, Duke of Huntington, did not roll his eyes.


Or otherwise indicate that in demanding her son marry a version of herself—a short, opinionated woman, albeit with spectacles rather than a monocle—his mother had lost her mind.


“‘Original’ is not a characteristic that interests me,” he said instead.


His mother’s eyes sharpened. “I suppose you are looking for a girlish nitwit who will entertain ladies for tea and never embarrass her children.”


He pretended to think about it. “Does she have to be a nitwit?”


“Yes,” the dowager snapped, adding: “Because you want her to swill tea all day long.”


When his parents first married, rather than redecorate the ducal country house as did most new duchesses, Her Grace had redesigned the chimney on her husband’s first experimental steam engine. In the years since, she had delighted in flouting society with everything from her clothing (unconventional) to her entertainments (Julius Caesar performed by trained rats was a notable example).


Silvester and his sisters had grown up with the full knowledge that “polite” society considered his mother—and by extension, her family—to be eccentric, if not mad. Once sent to Eton, where he routinely engaged in fisticuffs in his parents’ defense, Silvester came to the conclusion that although he adored his mother, a less divisive duchess would be preferable.


“Do you think I am unaware of how much you and your sisters wish that I would blend into the wallpaper like most of the noodling nobility?” she demanded now.


“I am proud of your chimney,” Silvester said, meaning it. His mother’s clack box feed pipe for locomotives had survived four iterations of ducal steam engines and was still in use around the country.


“Lady Stella—”


Silvester interrupted. “Which doesn’t mean I want to marry Lady Stella.”


To be clear, he didn’t mind Stella’s lack of height or her spectacles. Certainly he appreciated her rather glorious bosom.


The eccentricity? That he minded.


Rumor had it that she’d read the entire encyclopedia, which explained the fact that their conversations were often startling. And interesting.


He liked arguing with Stella; he just didn’t want to marry her.


“Want to? Want to?” The dowager pounced like a robin on a worm. “What does want have to do with it? You need a duchess. Lady Stella is suitable.”


“My fiancée will be of my choosing, Mother. I would like to be in love with my wife.”


She snorted inelegantly. “Romance is a fool’s game, nothing to do with marriage. You’re making a laughingstock of yourself mooning about after Yasmin Régnier.”


Fool he may be, but Silvester intended to marry Yasmin. She had charm, hair the color of old ducats, a naughty giggle … More than that, he and Yasmin were friends, never mind the fact that he’d love to bed her.


He felt the pull of her in his bones, deep in his gut.


Perhaps even in his heart.


“Moonblind.” The dowager waved her monocle at him. “Lady Yasmin is not for you.” His mother was small in stature, but she made up for it with gargantuan willpower.


“I intend to ask Yasmin to marry me,” Silvester told her.


His mother replaced her monocle and eyed him. “You’d better open the Dower House. Lady Yasmin won’t want to live with me.”


A full renovation of the master bedchamber and Dower House at the ducal estate, Huntington Grange, was already in progress. “You will come to love Yasmin,” he said, not at all sure, but it was worth a try.


Her Grace snorted again. “Every Season, one woman attracts all the men like seagulls on a gutted fish.”


“A lovely metaphor,” Silvester commented.


“A lady who tolerates fools will make a dreadful wife.”


“Why?” Silvester inquired, though he didn’t really care.


“Because she tolerates fools,” his mother repeated. “She has no bollocks!”


“No woman has bollocks, as they are male appendages,” Silvester said. “May I point out that Stella has as many suitors as Yasmin?”


“Fortune hunters and third sons,” the dowager said contemptuously. “You’d be the only duke. My point is that Lady Stella braves ballrooms in spectacles, although society dictates that ladies should blunder blindly around the dance floor.”


“An idiotic rule,” Silvester agreed.


“Don’t you see?” his mother demanded. “You need to find a woman who has backbone, not just a woman at the center of a crowd.”


His mother was a brilliant tactician. She delivered that line with just the right amount of scorn. If women were allowed to debate in the House of Lords, the opposition would wither.


Luckily, he had a lifetime’s worth of experience thwarting her demands.


“No,” Silvester stated.


From the moment he entered Eton at the age of eight, he had carefully shaped a reputation for easy charm to counter his family’s reputation for eccentricity.


That didn’t mean he hadn’t inherited his mother’s steely core. Or his father’s entitled ferocity.


“I will never marry Lady Stella.”


The best debaters know when to retreat. His mother bounded to her feet and headed for the drawing room door. “You won’t marry Lady Yasmin, either,” she said over her shoulder.


He opened his mouth to retort—


But she was gone.









CHAPTER ONE


March 24, 1816 (just over a month later)


THE DUKE AND DUCHESS OF TRENT’S ANNUAL BALL


Bearing the weight of a man sounded interesting … until it happened.


Mind you, Lord Belper was a particularly healthy specimen. Stella found herself pinned to the floor, gasping for air.


She had made an error while dancing a quadrille and bumped her partner, who collided with her bosom and toppled like an elm tree struck by lightning.


“Lord Belper,” she rasped, pushing ineffectively at his shoulders. From above came a swell of alarmed voices, along with more than a few giggles.


“Wha’ happened?” he asked groggily. Perhaps his head hit the floor when he fell. Hers certainly had.


“I can’t breathe,” she gasped.


“I can,” he informed her.


His weight suddenly disappeared as someone hauled him upright. “Belper, you dunderhead,” a deep voice said. “Are you in the whiskey again?”


Stella took a desperate gulp of air and realized that her vision was blurry. “Does anyone see my spectacles?” She should sit up and look for them, but her head was spinning.


“Drink had nothing to do with it,” Lord Belper said, sounding sulky. “She tripped me!”


“Lady Stella, are you injured?” She knew that voice, she thought fuzzily. Deep, low, confident … Without her spectacles all she could see was a circle of blurry heads standing out against a bright haze of chandeliers.


“Can’t see where she goes …”


“Blind,” someone else remarked.


And then, worst of all: “Bounced on her like a featherbed.” With a laugh.


Just to top off the disaster, a drop of hot wax fell from a candle far above and landed with an audible plop on her cleavage.


Stella squeaked and slapped a hand over her bosom just as a man bent closer. She instantly realized who had spoken earlier. This particular duke smelled like late autumn: apples, spice, a touch of starch, a hint of snow in the air.


Altogether delectable.


Her head cleared abruptly. She was lying on the floor, and her rumpled gown was pulled above her ankles. Her aunt would have hysterics.


“My spectacles?” she asked again, rolling to the side and yanking down her skirts before she came to her knees, peering between the feet that surrounded her.


The Duke of Huntington crouched down beside her. “I have them, Lady Stella. They are undamaged.”


His Grace had astonishingly beautiful eyes: as gray as a winter day to go along with that … that autumnal odor of his. Stella blinked up at him before she snatched her spectacles and put them back on her nose, threading the sides around her ears.


He put a strong hand under her elbow. “Are you uninjured?” Silvester asked, once she was on her feet. She thought of him as Silvester because the name suited him. It was a fancy, elegant name for a fancy, elegant man.


“I’m fine,” she mumbled.


Stella thought of her body as capable of walking and dancing, most of the time. Luckily she was sturdily constructed, since her bones never broke, no matter how often she tumbled to the ground.


But around Silvester? With his broad shoulders, the handsome curve of his jaw, the easy swing of his muscled body, his gray eyes, even his commanding nose …


His smile.


Around him, her body became her enemy, serving up shaking knees and quickened breath. Desire that flared straight down her back after a glance at his lower lip. Or the touch of his hand on her arm.


He went to Stella’s head like potent wine.


The very sad, very secret, truth was that she was captivated by a frivolous aristocrat.


“Stella!” Her aunt pushed through the crowd. “What happened?” Her eyes were wide with alarm.


Mrs. Thyme’s eyes were often wide with alarm, since Stella didn’t seem to be able to maintain the refined tone on which her aunt depended. On which civilization depended, if Mrs. Thyme was to be believed.


Stella often said the wrong thing. She argued with gentlemen. She regularly dropped things to the floor, including, at times, herself.


She was unrefined, to say the least.


“We fell,” Lord Belper said, displaying a remarkable ability to synthesize facts.


Silvester nodded at Stella and melted into the crowd.


“I’m glad neither of you were injured,” said a cheerful voice as an arm wound around Stella’s waist. “By next Season, we’ll all be far more proficient at the quadrille. For now, we shall retire, dear.”


Their hostess, the Duchess of Trent, was one of the few women in London whom Stella thought of as a friend. Perhaps because Merry was an American, she was happy to talk about subjects considered inappropriate for a lady.


“There’s no need—” Stella began.


“Your gown is creased,” Merry said firmly.


“Given that you insist on wearing those spectacles, I just don’t understand how you fell!” Stella’s aunt cried after they were ushered into the duchess’s own bedchamber.


“I was confused by the quadrille,” Stella explained.


Lady Jersey had recently introduced the dance, and it had taken off like wildfire. But prancing back and forth in little quadrangles while circling at precisely the right moment wasn’t easy.


“I expect it was Lord Belper’s fault,” Merry said. “He drinks to excess. He walked into a lamppost at Vauxhall a few weeks ago.”


“No, it was my fault,” Stella confessed. “I misjudged the distance between us and turned too early.”


“I don’t understand,” Mrs. Thyme wailed. “You’ve had the best of dance masters. Your uncle and I have shirked no expense. And yet social indiscretions follow you everywhere.”


“Me too,” Merry said kindly, if ungrammatically.


Mrs. Thyme waved her fan in the air as if she were conducting an orchestra. “Last week, Stella knocked over a glass of red wine that poured into Lord Pettigrew’s lap. He was wearing pale yellow breeches. I was hopeful he’d come up to scratch with a proposal, but now he’s dancing attendance on Lady Lydia. Moreover, my butler tells me that the table linen, woven in Venice, will never be the same. Never!”


“Here’s a robe, Stella,” Merry said. “Lucy will sponge and press your gown, and you’ll be back downstairs in no time.”


While Mrs. Thyme amused herself by recounting all of Stella’s mishaps since the Season began, the duchess’s maid eased Stella’s gown up and over her head.


“Please send up a tray of champagne and some canapés, Lucy,” Merry said.


“Lord Belper was stretched on top of her,” Mrs. Thyme moaned, returning to her previous lament. “Everyone will think the worst!”


Merry shrugged. “The worst being that Belper took some pleasure in the act? I doubt it.”


“He took advantage!”


Her Grace winked at Stella. “Dear Mrs. Thyme, may I suggest that you return to the ball and make certain that no one has vulgarly suggested Belper chose to leap atop Stella in the middle of my annual ball? I will keep your niece company, as I would welcome a chance to rest my feet.”


Stella sighed after the door closed. “My aunt is convinced that every man who dances with me is a wolf. As well as those who don’t dance with me.”


Merry grinned at that. “I encountered a wolf or two in my first Season in London. My husband among them.” Responding to a quiet knock, she rose and went to the door.


Stella would not have called Merry’s husband wolfish. The Duke of Trent was dignified and handsome in a distant sort of way.


Yet her aunt was convinced that all men were lustful marauders. Hounds straining at the leash, eager to destroy a lady’s reputation for sexual or financial gain. Her greatest fear was that a man would climb into Stella’s bedchamber from the conservatory roof, but since Mr. Thyme religiously nurtured seedlings over the winter, he flatly refused to tear down the greenhouse.


Practically from the moment Mrs. Thyme took on the unexpected burden of raising her orphaned niece, she had made a point of informing Stella that men want more than a kiss.


Worse than a kiss.


But lo these many years later …


To Stella’s mind, the evidence just wasn’t there.


Lord Belper had taken no pleasure in bouncing on her like a featherbed. She had never experienced the press of a male thigh or even the brush of a knee during a waltz. No one offered her illicit kisses in the shrubbery.


Stella’s conclusion?


Male lust was wildly overestimated.









CHAPTER TWO


Merry carried a silver tray across the room and set it down. “One of the irritating things about being a duchess is that the title supposedly renders one incapable of labor. I had to wrestle this out of my butler’s hands.”


Stella leaned forward and tapped one of the champagne glasses before wrapping her hand around it. Even wearing her spectacles, she had trouble judging how far away an object was.


“Bottoms up!” Merry said cheerily. “That’s an American toast, by the way. I heard it on my last visit to Boston.”


Stella took a gulp of champagne before returning to the subject they had been discussing. “I haven’t seen much evidence of gentlemen who scheme to damage a lady’s virtue. I haven’t experienced it, I mean.”


Merry opened her mouth, but Stella added hastily, “It could be, of course, that my red hair and freckles, not to mention the spectacles, are enough to curb their lust.”


“Pooh!” Merry retorted. “Your hair is beautiful. One of my dearest friends, Mrs. Cleopatra Addison, has fiery red hair, and I assure you that she had most of the male population at her feet when she debuted. What’s more, to be frank, your bosom is a thing of beauty.”


Stella generally thought of her breasts as annoyingly large compared to the rest of her but she smiled a thank-you. “My aunt has warned me many times that unmarried men will attempt to kiss me. They haven’t.”


“Is there someone you would like to kiss?” Merry asked. She was pouring herself another glass of champagne, so she topped up Stella’s glass as well. “I hope you don’t mind if I get tipsy. I forgot to eat today because of all the last-minute preparations for the ball.”


“From what I see, hapless sentimentality overrules lust,” Stella told Merry. “Dowries aside, unmarried gentlemen are either in love or looking for love.”


“A utilitarian quest that masquerades as romance,” Merry said, poking through the small squares of toast that had been sent up with the champagne. “Must needs be done, though. The world must be peopled. I think that’s Shakespeare. Being an American and ill-educated, I’m never entirely sure.”


“Benedict, in Much Ado about Nothing,” Stella said. “The world must be peopled. When I said I would die a bachelor, I did not think I should live till I were married.”


“You had that stored in your head until just the right moment?” Merry asked, looking impressed.


Stella shrugged uncomfortably, realizing that she’d once again broken her promise to Mrs. Thyme to keep irritating knowledge to herself. “My point is that the bachelors we meet in ballrooms are not lustful, as my aunt insists. They are looking for love.”


“They could be doing both,” Merry said, a nostalgic look in her eye suggesting that her husband had managed that feat.


Stella didn’t answer. Many men had an eye on her dowry, but as far as she could see, not a single one of them had designs on her virtue.


They were looking for lovable women.


Stella would be the first to admit that she failed on that front. She was too awkward, too outspoken, too argumentative. Too peculiar. Too much hair.


Not to mention the spectacles.


Her own family had shown little propensity to love her, so why should some random stranger with whom she had danced a few times?


Men looking for love were selective. Their eyes skated over Stella as if she were invisible, after which they plunged to their knees before bird-boned and delicate ladies, tender girls with silky ringlets.


Silvester was a good example. He scooped Stella off the dance floor—but he promptly slipped away to bow before Lady Yasmin.


“Just decide who you want and inform him of your choice,” Merry advised her. “You must try this salmon paste. It’s quite delicious.”


Stella had to stuff a piece of toast in her mouth to suppress a humiliated squeak at the very idea of her “informing” Silvester that she had decided to marry him. “Is that how you found your husband?” she asked, once she swallowed.


“Well, no,” Merry said. “That is, I chose someone, but he turned out to be the wrong person.”


“After which, you chose the duke?”


“No, he chose me,” Merry confessed. “My advice doesn’t match my experience.”


That didn’t surprise Stella. Merry’s husband had likely pursued her with the fervor with which Silvester was pursuing Lady Yasmin. Stella hadn’t formally met Yasmin, but she had a shrewd idea that the lady didn’t get into arguments with her suitors.


Lady Yasmin was Silvester’s equal in the marital sweepstakes. Their children would be exquisite, rich, and titled. They would gracefully dance without ever falling over.


Silvester wasn’t looking for a woman who had memorized Shakespeare plays but someone slender, beautiful, and undeniably charming. Stella’s legs were sturdy even without having children, and charm was in short supply. Her eventual husband would propose with an eye to her dowry, not her allure.


Lucy popped back into the bedchamber with Stella’s gown over her arm.


“I suppose we must return to the ballroom,” Merry sighed, finishing her champagne. “Lucy, poor Lady Stella is in the midst of the horrors of her first Season. Can you think of any advice?”


Lucy gave Stella a grin. “Men like to be listened to, and they all think they have something worth saying.” She tossed Stella’s robe onto a chair and dropped a billow of sweet-smelling silk over her head.


“They want to be charmed,” Merry said, unsurprisingly. “The easiest way to do that is to convince them that they are charming. Watch Miss Fitzwilliams for a few minutes. She’s adorable. Tedious, but adorable.”


Stella was not adorable.


“Adorable” came from the Latin word adorabilis, which meant “worthy of worship.” Stella knew that because the summer before her debut she had read straight through the first four volumes of the 1773 Encyclopedia Britannica.


The definition might seem irrelevant, but it wasn’t.


Gentlemen entered ballrooms looking for a woman to adore.


To worship.


Stella didn’t qualify.


Back in the ballroom, Stella saw Julia Fitzwilliams bouncing across the floor with Lord Mornay, snaring his attention with shyly admiring glances. Stella had danced with him earlier, but she had been riveted by his toupee and hadn’t exchanged more than a greeting.


“Julia’s waltzing with Mornay,” Merry said, sotto voce. “What is that toupee made from? It’s the mystery of the evening!”


“Horsehair,” Stella whispered back. “I couldn’t take my eyes from his forehead throughout our dance, so I’m fairly sure that he didn’t find me charming.”


“You don’t want him,” Merry said. “Oh, there you are, dear.” Her husband bowed before them and said something in a low, rough voice.


Merry laughed. Later, when Stella was standing with her aunt’s cronies, learning about rhubarb purgatives, she puzzled over his comment. He was leaving in the morning for Wales so he wanted his wife to—


Suddenly she caught the word “spectacles” and realized that a cluster of people nearby was discussing her vision, as if blindness was a reasonable choice.


She quickly looked the other direction. Her fingers curled tight in her gloves before she forced herself to relax. A rush of whispers followed, but she knew with sickening certainty that those voices would rise.


Sadly, she had come to understand that she was the real audience for discussion of her spectacles and other shortcomings. Ladies enjoyed enumerating her unlovable features, more so if she could overhear. Anticipation squirmed in her stomach, sending a pulse of misery up her spine.


The size of her dowry, combined with her noble grandfather, ensured she had many suitors. Unfortunately, as fortune hunters besieged her, prettier and sweeter ladies resented it.


Sure enough, Miss Brothy tittered something about “spots.”


Those would be her freckles.


Stella’s mouth had twisted, so she flattened it into a slight smile. Lack of reaction was the only claim to dignity she had left.


Behind her back, a male voice said firmly, “I find spectacles quite attractive.”


It took a moment to sink in.


Her aunt pinched her arm. “That was Giles Renwick, Earl of Lilford!” she hissed. “Why didn’t I think of him? By all accounts, he’s intellectual, so he won’t mind your reading.”


Mrs. Thyme did not share Stella’s fondness for the encyclopedia, and had seriously entertained the idea that unladylike reading had leaked through her niece’s pores and alienated potential suitors.


Stella blinked at her. “Renwick … The same earl who gave that speech about habeas corpus last week?”


Her aunt rolled her eyes. “If my sister was alive, I’d give her a piece of my mind for having those spectacles made. If you’d never learned to read, you’d be betrothed already, freckles or no. I don’t know him well enough to introduce you, but I’ll ask our hostess to do it. Don’t you dare mention hibius cibius.”


Shortly thereafter, Stella found herself curtsying before a tall, serious man. Giles Renwick, the Earl of Lilford, had high cheekbones, a chiseled jaw, and a haunted expression. His eyes lit with interest when she brought up the impending act affecting judges’ use of habeas corpus in criminal trials.


When Mrs. Thyme moaned, his lordship courteously asked if she was feeling well before turning back to Stella. They discussed the law throughout the next dance.


The earl didn’t loathe her spectacles. He didn’t seem annoyed by her interest in jurisprudence. He could love her. Or perhaps—just perhaps—he was smart enough to realize that love was poppycock.


Perhaps he would choose a wife based on mutual respect and intellectual interests, rather than coy glances.


Stella was thinking about that when Silvester bowed before her. Her heart skipped a beat, and she forgot about the earl.


“I trust you have recovered from your tumble, Lady Stella?” he asked.


“Yes, thank you,” she said, dropping a curtsy.


“May I have the pleasure of this dance?”


“It’s another quadrille,” Stella said, clearing her throat. “I’d rather not.”


“Poppycock,” he replied, pulling her onto the dance floor without waiting for an answer.


When they joined another couple, Silvester promptly took the lead, spinning her firmly in the right direction. “Belper is a duffer,” he remarked, after they completed a few more figures without disaster. “You’re doing fine.”


“It was my fault,” Stella said. “I turned the wrong direction.”


“I’ve done it myself. Damn—excuse me, dratted—dances get more complicated every year.”


His admission was untruthful. She’d watched the duke circle the dance floor any number of times, including this very evening when he gracefully negotiated the steps of the new Dance Ecossoise, just arrived from France. It was even more complicated than the quadrille.


The dance parted them again, so Stella gave herself a firm lecture. Silvester was kind enough to fib about his dancing skills, but he didn’t know what habeas corpus was, or likely even that there was such a law.


Not that it mattered, since he would never consider her for a spouse, but she had determined to marry the most knowledgeable man she could find, not just someone who was good at dancing.


Back together for a final turn, Silvester murmured, “Did you see that Belper just bumped into the lady behind him? If I heard correctly, she called him a barbarian.”


She smiled at him, touched that he was still trying to make her feel better. “Before I debuted, I believed in the distinction between barbarians and gentlemen.”


To her horror, the sight of his powerful neck, head thrown back as he laughed, prompted an image of her running her tongue down its length.


When he bowed in front of his next partner, she couldn’t stop herself from ducking behind her fan to ogle his arse in tight silk breeches.


Her aunt would be appalled. Appalled.


Not because Stella admired Silvester: that was practically obligatory for young ladies. The Duke of Huntington was the most eligible man in England, possessed of a large estate, decent stature, and all his teeth. Ladies’ eyes followed him everywhere.


But she doubted that other debutantes had explicit daydreams about how they’d like to … to lick him. Do breathless, depraved things that Stella couldn’t quite envision.


Late at night, she spun stories under the sheets, during which he did things that she was certain no other lady had even imagined. Obviously, all those men looking for love didn’t engage in dissolute thoughts about the women at whose feet they worshipped.


It was her humiliating secret.


Doubly humiliating because Silvester was so far above her.


All of which didn’t stop her from enjoying the way he bowed, one powerful leg extended. His fashionable pantaloons strained over a muscled thigh that would overshadow even sturdy legs like her own.


A low thrum in her blood informed her that she would cheerfully follow him into the shrubbery or a secluded room.


In fact, it could be that Mrs. Thyme’s warnings about male lust disguised a more serious danger, not in men but women.


To be blunt, ladies want more than a kiss.


Worse than a kiss.


At least, Stella did.









CHAPTER THREE


THE BREAKFAST ROOM,


THE DUKE OF HUNTINGTON’S TOWNHOUSE


“I have directed your sisters to break their fast in bed,” the dowager duchess announced as soon as Silvester seated himself in the breakfast room. “We have important matters to discuss.”


His legs tensed. His man of business was—


“Don’t even think about running away,” his mother snapped, pointing her butter knife at him. “I haven’t seen you in three days, other than across a ballroom floor.”


Their butler, Wickford, bent down at Silvester’s shoulder. “Cold pork, Your Grace?”


“Yes, thank you,” Silvester replied, resigned to his fate. “I like your new wig, Mother.”


“It’s not a wig,” his mother said, picking up a small loaf of bread and lavishly buttering it. “I renewed my hair with the juice of a walnut. Actually, many walnuts. Eighty-seven in all.”


The dowager’s hair was now coal black, though her eyebrows remained white. She wore a black-and-white-striped gown that might have graced a zebra with a propensity for silver buttons.


“It’s very attractive,” Silvester murmured, accepting a healthy portion of eggs and two slices of ham, as well as some stewed mushrooms and a few sausages.


His mother eyed his plate. “I presume you are preparing for exertion, rather than impending famine?”


“In fact, I’m meeting Giles Renwick at Gentleman Jack’s boxing salon.”


His mother made a face. “The Earl of Lilford and the Duke of Huntington dressing in absurd garments the better to pummel each other. Of course, you do have reason.”


“We do? Thank you, Wickford, mustard would be very welcome.”


“Giles Renwick is at the head of the line stretching in front of Yasmin Régnier,” his mother said. “I’ve seen her looking at him.”


Sadly, that was true.


Yasmin was smitten by Giles. Yet all the things Silvester appreciated—Yasmin’s delicate femininity, her French gowns, her giggling sense of humor—Giles would despise.


Did despise.


His friend’s lip curled if anyone mentioned Yasmin in his presence.


If Silvester had a horror of eccentricity, Giles had a profound dislike of scandal. Darling Yasmin had arrived from France trailing rumors about her virtue, not to mention factual accounts of her mother’s flagrant affaire with Napoleon.


If Giles paid more attention to Yasmin, he would realize that she was virtuous, if not prudish. But he hadn’t and wouldn’t. Silvester had no intention of enlightening him. What’s more, if Giles was hiding infatuation behind his disparagement, Silvester certainly didn’t plan to lose Yasmin to his old friend.


“I won’t speak to the absurdity of the way you look at her,” the dowager continued. “It’s painful to watch. I could endure your infatuation if I thought the lady in question felt more than fondness for you. She doesn’t.”


Silvester’s jaw clenched.


“I hope that the truth doesn’t offend you,” his mother said, her tone cheerfully indifferent.


“Giles paid Lady Stella marked attention last night,” Silvester remarked, getting his own back.


That brought on a glower. “It would serve you right if the earl scooped up the woman I chose for you.”


“Was there an important matter you wished to discuss?” Silvester inquired. He had no intention of engaging in another discussion of Stella, whom he devoutly hoped had managed to catch Giles’s eye. They were perfect for each other: serious and studious.


Although she’d surprised him with that quip about barbarians last night. And her bottom lip hinted at a sensuality that would likely shock Giles to the bone.


“Harold has arrived in London.”


“Harold?” Silvester repeated.


“Harold Rowson. Your cousin Harold, from America,” the dowager said impatiently.


“Hardly my cousin. He must be two or three times removed,” Silvester pointed out.


“Irrelevant. He spent the night at Germain’s Hotel, and he will move here this morning.” She turned to the butler. “Wickford, pay attention, if you please. Tell the housekeeper to open the green suite. It has the largest wardrobe. As I recall, Harold never travels with fewer than three trunks.”


The butler bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”


Silvester flicked him a sardonic glance. He knew perfectly well that Wickford not only paid attention to all conversations, but made a habit of listening at doors, the better to gather material to sell to gossip columns.


Which explained why his sisters, who hadn’t yet debuted and were allowed to attend only events hosted by their mother, regularly appeared in the newspapers.


“We’ll take him around society with us,” the dowager continued. “His mother writes that he plans to marry and move to Paris, where he will open a laughing gas salon.”


“A what?”


“Surely you’ve heard of it. A gas made from iron filings and nitric acid.”


Of course, his mother knew the formula. “I remember fools trying it at Oxford,” Silvester said. “It made them giggle like dairymaids. But a ‘salon’?”


“His mother says that the gas is offered at parties nowadays.”


“Not parties that I attend,” Silvester said. “I suppose Harold is looking for a large dowry to finance his scheme.”


“Of course,” the dowager replied. “His mother quite rightly refuses to allow him to draw funds from the estate. Moreover, he needs a lady to act as his hostess and read aloud poetry and such.” The duchess was uninterested by most social gatherings and had only the faintest idea what took place in them.


“It’s a laughing gas salon, not a literary salon,” Silvester pointed out.


“After the Scavenger Hunt tomorrow, I shall send Pansy and Holly to visit my sister in the country,” the dowager said thoughtfully. “My daughters will not marry a giggler, and Harold is remarkably pretty for a man.”


“The last time he was in London, he followed Beau Brummell around like a duckling, albeit one in frills and lace.”


“His mother complains that Harold is fashionable and expensive, not unlike Brummell,” the dowager said. “Wickford, this milk has gone quite cold.”


“Yes, Your Grace.” Wickford looked regretful.


“Fetch hot milk from the kitchen,” Silvester ordered, when the butler showed no sign of moving.


After the door closed, he added, “We have to let that fellow go. He’s not only lazy, but he’s making a fortune selling lies to the gossip columns.”


“Hmmm,” his mother said vaguely. Domestic duties did not interest her. “I believe Wickford has corns, and it’s quite a walk to the kitchens.”


“Harold is presumably following Beau Brummell to Paris,” Silvester said, returning to the matter at hand. “Brummell fled the country last month, leaving a raft of gambling debts.”


The dowager pursed her lips. “I never liked Brummell. Though his edict regarding the brushing of teeth has improved the air quality in ballrooms.”


“I suspect the laughing gas salon will offer opportunities for gambling, rather than poetry readings.”


“I shall bring Harold to that Boodle woman’s tea party this afternoon. She can be counted on to limit her invitations to young ladies with substantial dowries.”


Silvester finished his ham. If his cousin wanted money to back his salon, he’d have to venture into the lion’s den. Lady Boodle would be guarding the cave.


“You will accompany us,” his mother continued.


“No, I will not.”


“I need you to get us through the door. Your sisters aren’t out, so I can’t use them as an excuse. Lady Boodle won’t have invited gentlemen, but she’ll make an exception for you. She would like her daughter Blanche to be a duchess.” The dowager’s voice had a clipped edge of distaste.


Silvester was used to being eyed like a piece of prime beef, but that didn’t mean he allowed lionesses to snap at his toes. Moreover, Blanche was one of those young ladies who fancied themselves clever thanks to an ability to make unkind comments. Like Lady Lydia, her best friend. “Never.”


“The sooner Harold finds a fiancée, the sooner he’ll take her off to France,” his mother said, waggling her eyebrows. “Until then, you will have to escort him to your club. To that boxing salon. To Almack’s. It’s the least you can do.” More eyebrow waggling.


“I suppose I could accompany you to the Boodle tea party,” Silvester conceded.


She threw him a smug look. “I’ll also expect you to attend my annual Scavenger Hunt tomorrow, as well as my Bucolic Supper with Riparian Entertainments.”


Silvester loved his mother. He did. But … “What’s a ‘riparian entertainment’ when it’s at home?”


“At home? Riparian … riverside,” his mother clarified. “I blame Eton for the deficits in your vocabulary.”


“I shall be desolate to miss it, but—”


She cut him off with a raised finger. “The Earl of Lilford, Lady Yasmin, and Lady Stella have accepted my invitation. That should prove entertaining. Unless, of course, you want to leave the field clear for his lordship.”


“Well played,” Silvester said, reluctantly.


“The earl’s sister, Lady Lydia, will also attend. Perhaps Harold could marry Lydia, if she speaks French. Oh, and Lady Stella’s aunt, Mrs. Thyme, who is just the sort of nincompoop whom I most despise.”


“Lovely.”


His mother ignored that sour comment. “I’ll invite the American Duchess as well. I gather the duke is traveling, but I find her so refreshing.”


Silvester nodded. He liked Merry, as the Duchess of Trent insisted on being called.


“I expect she knows Harold. America isn’t very large, after all. Once one knows one American, one feels one has met them all.”









CHAPTER FOUR




En route to a tea party given by Lady Boodle for select debutantes and their chaperones





Until Stella debuted, she didn’t realize that the Season was a competition that ranked ladies as winners and losers.


The losers were women like her. It didn’t matter how many suitors she had; everyone knew that the men were actually courting her dowry. The winners were exquisite ladies like Yasmin, drifting around the ballroom trailing smiles and French perfume.


“I would quite like to be a wallflower and thereafter, a spinster,” Stella said abruptly.


Her aunt was gazing at the small glass she carried in her reticule, while reapplying the “rosy glow” she felt signaled youth. “You would?” Mrs. Thyme’s question was polite but disbelieving.


“If I had charm, exerting it to dazzle man after man would be exhausting,” Stella pointed out. “Not unlike being a courtesan. Though, of course, those ladies are paid for their charm and other … skills.”


“Stella!” Her aunt’s eyes widened with horror. “If we weren’t in a moving carriage, I should leave the room. Thank goodness your uncle is in the country.”


Mr. Thyme had a singular passion for growing gourds. He regularly won prizes at the county fair, having discovered that gourds could be coaxed to bulging glory by being nurtured with warm manure and regularly turned toward the sun. In short: they needed his supervision.


“A concubine entices a man for the evening in exchange for coin,” Stella mused. “A lady is supposed to entice a man as well, and she doesn’t even get paid for it.”


Ladylike comportment dictated that Mrs. Thyme always sat bolt upright, even in a carriage, but now she collapsed back against the velvet seat, a trembling hand on her heart. “My sister is turning over in her grave,” she moaned.


Stella was of the opinion that rotation in the grave was unlikely. “The prize for not being a wallflower is, of course, marriage. But is that truly a prize?”


“Yes!” Mrs. Thyme snapped upright again. “It is.”


Stella sighed.


“What else will you do with your life, Stella?” her aunt demanded. “You’re too odd to become a governess.”


“I—”


Mrs. Thyme interrupted. “You have a home with me. But after my husband’s brother or his son inherits the estate, what will you do then?”


Stella knew the answer. “Use my dowry to live in the country. Anywhere with a bookstore nearby.”


“You have no idea about the dangers that women face. You could never live alone. You would be pitied, but worse, murdered or ravished.”


Stella was fairly certain that a woman of means could hire grooms to fend off random criminals, but she’d learned long ago that Mrs. Thyme’s England was crisscrossed by hedgerows thick with lustful men.


“Only the most wealthy noblewoman can afford her own household. No, you’ll become a lady’s companion, Stella. Companions are allowed to be eccentric. Governesses are not. You’ll spend your life sitting in the corner, winding balls of yarn and fetching tea when the footmen are too busy.”


“I wouldn’t be very good at that.”


“You wouldn’t be happy. Moreover, the tea tray would regularly crash to the floor.”


“I haven’t dropped anything since that wineglass,” Stella said defensively.


“I have been offering up special prayers.” Her aunt cast her gaze soulfully at the roof of the carriage before lowering her chin and narrowing her eyes at Stella. “Thanks to divine intervention, you didn’t break your leg after tripping up Lord Belper.”


“I never break my limbs,” Stella replied. She felt dispirited, and anxiety pinched the back of her neck.


“More to the point, you must marry,” her aunt stated. “You need a house of your own, and a husband who will not flinch as the family crystal is demolished.” The hint of bitterness in her voice spoke to the demise of a vase bought on her wedding trip to Venice.


Stella liked the idea of a husband as much as any other woman, but if there was one thing the Season had taught her, it was that no one wanted her. Not the way she was.


And there was no becoming someone else.


She couldn’t magically turn into Yasmin, who likely never dropped a glass in her life, always turned in the right direction during a quadrille, and knew how to giggle so that a man’s eyes softened, causing him to fall in love.


“Don’t despair,” her aunt said, leaning forward and patting Stella’s knee. “Your uncle told me last night that he plans to double your dowry.”


The fierce humiliation that swept down Stella’s spine was nearly unbearable. She parted her lips and forced herself to say, “I am most grateful for his generosity.”


Her aunt nodded. “When your father provided for you, he didn’t take the spectacles into account, let alone the red hair and freckles. Besides, Mr. Thyme told me the money will come from my dowry, which is, of course, unentailed. He understands that it’s more prudent to put the money forward now, than face the problem when it’s too late. A lesson for life, my dear.”


When would it be it too late? Two years from now, when she was twenty-two? Or when she was twenty-four? Just how many Seasons did she have to endure?


“Even if you would rather be a wallflower, Stella, you must make an effort to engage your suitors. Your mother would wish it. Your uncle will weed out degenerates and the like, but it is up to you to push gentlemen from courtship to actual proposals. To be blunt, dear, your face has a tendency to look pouty. I think it’s the formation of your lips.”


Stella swallowed hard. “I can’t give up my spectacles, but I … I’ll try. More than I have been trying, I mean.”


“Smile more often,” her aunt advised.


The carriage began rattling over cobblestones, jolting both of them up and down. They must be getting close to the Boodle residence.


“That is all I can ask,” she added. “Last night I heard that the Earl of Lilford is definitely looking for a wife. He is taken with you, and he won’t mind your reading. Plus, your dowry will now be large enough to attract a man at the very top of society.”


She pulled out her glass again and pinched her cheeks. “You have a sweet nature, Stella. If you would just try to be more refined. Never say the word ‘courtesan’ aloud. It makes me shudder to mouth the syllables.”


“I won’t,” Stella promised. Desperate to change the subject, she said, “I thought the Duke of Huntington was the very top of the marital sweepstakes. A duke is higher than an earl, no?”


“He doesn’t count,” Mrs. Thyme said. “He’s chasing after the Régnoir woman, and likely he’ll have her. Much good may it do him.”


“Yasmin is beautiful,” Stella said. “She’s kind too. She is never part of the smirking circles.”


“‘Smirking circles.’ Well put, my dear. No, Lady Yasmin is not a gossip. I discount the duke, because we must be reasonable about your prospects. With a doubled dowry, some of your suitors will come up to scratch, but unless you can snare the Earl of Lilford, they will be second sons or foreigners. Americans, and the like.”


Stella nodded. She’d always known Silvester was like the man in the moon: so far above her that a silvery glow—


That was too stupid to even put into words.


“But the Earl of Lilford is a real possibility,” her aunt said encouragingly. “You would be a countess, Stella. A countess.”


“A countess in spectacles.”


“Noblewomen make fashion, they don’t follow it.”


Stella took a deep breath and reminded herself how lucky she was. Many an orphaned girl had no dowry at all, let alone affectionate relatives who cared what became of her, even if they couldn’t bring themselves to approve of her.


Somehow the thought wasn’t very comforting.


The carriage was slowing down. Stella glanced idly out the window and then let out a shriek. “Stop!” She banged on the roof to catch their coachman’s attention. “Tweed, stop the carriage!”


Her aunt looked about wildly. “Have we lost a wheel?”


The vehicle came to an abrupt halt. Stella pushed the door open and jumped to the ground, nearly falling to her knees before she caught herself. She picked up her skirts and ran back along the street, her eyes searching the road.


The little shape she’d seen whirling away from the carriage wheels lay motionless in the gutter. Behind her, her aunt was calling out shrill commands to their coachman, Tweed.


Stella crouched down beside the corpse. It was a white kitten, striped in dark gray. Sadly, it had probably been only a month old. She adjusted her spectacles and then realized that its narrow rib cage was moving.


“Oh, sweetheart,” she breathed, scooping it up. As far as she could tell by gently stroking its legs, no limbs were broken. The kitten shuddered all over and blinked open dazed blue eyes.


“You can’t see me clearly, can you?” Stella breathed.


“What is it?” her aunt shrilled, arriving at her shoulder. “Thank goodness you have your gloves on.” She gasped, hands flying to her heart. “Stella, that’s a rat! They come in white, you know. Drop it, this moment!”


“It’s a kitten.”


The cat let out a near-soundless meow.


Mrs. Thyme bent down and squinted. “What an unattractive animal. The stables at our country house are populated by red felines. Do put that creature down, Stella.”


Stella came to her feet, nestling the kitten in her cupped hands. “Look, she has dark rings around her eyes, as if she wears spectacles.”


“A fanciful interpretation,” Mrs. Thyme said.


Stella dropped a kiss on the kitten’s nose.


Her aunt sighed. “I suppose the mews can always use another cat to keep down the rat population. Give it to Tweed. The Boodle residence is only a block from here, and we’re already late.” She turned and started back for the carriage, calling over her shoulder, “Do come along, Stella!”


Stella brought the kitten up to eye level. The stripes that spread over its forehead gave it a worried look. “You are a darling,” she crooned. “Are you a girl or a boy?”


She—or he—opened its mouth and meowed again, displaying tiny needlelike teeth. “You look like a girl to me, which means you can come to a ladies’ tea party,” Stella whispered.


Her reticule was too small, but she wore a sizable pocket tied under her skirts as she often carried a book.


She glanced over her shoulder to make certain her aunt was safely in the carriage before she eased the kitten through the slit in her skirts into her pocket. She kept a comforting hand on the cat as she walked back to the carriage.


“Are your gloves soiled?” her aunt demanded once Stella was seated and the carriage started up.


Stella spread her hands, displaying spotless white silk. She didn’t dare to glance down at the lump nestled beside her. Thankfully, the kitten showed no signs of wanting to claw herself free.


Mrs. Thyme sighed with relief. “We’ll tell Tweed to feed the animal with a milky cloth. It’s too small for minced beef.”


“Thank you!” Stella responded.


“Speaking of food, given Lady Boodle’s status in the ton, it would be most unfortunate if any of her china broke. I suggest that you refuse a cup of tea.”


“At a tea party?” Stella ventured.


“They’ll assume you’re on a reducing diet,” Mrs. Thyme said.


Stella casually spread her hands over the seat on either side of her. “I can certainly avoid tea. Thank you for the suggestion.”


She’d been dreading the party, but she didn’t mind so much, now that she had a secret companion.


“I’m happy to see you smiling,” her aunt said. “I know that polite society can be intimidating, Stella, but truly there is nothing to worry about. Just think of your dowry and hold your chin high!”


Stella’s fingers curled around the warm creature nestled by her leg.


“I shall do my best.”









CHAPTER FIVE


LADY BOODLE’S TOWNHOUSE


LANGHAM PLACE


Walking into the Boodle drawing room beside her aunt, Stella saw Blanche Boodle and seven or eight young ladies clustered together on one side of the room, chattering as if a flock of sparrows had landed in the same tree. Lady Boodle and the older women were seated on the opposite side of the room, which meant she couldn’t hide amongst them.


Curtsying gave her an excuse to hold up her skirts, her hand carefully positioned to disguise her pocket. As quickly as possible, she slipped into an armchair next to Lady Lydia Renwick, the Earl of Lilford’s sister. If his lordship was indeed looking for a wife, Lydia might be her sister-in-law. Smiling at everyone, she casually rearranged her skirts to disguise the kitten curled into a tight ball by her leg.


Across the room, her aunt was presumably informing the other chaperones of Stella’s enlarged dowry. For their part, the young ladies were intently dissecting the marital prospects of every debutante not invited to the tea party.


Lydia was among the most talkative and seemed to have strong opinions about those deemed unfashionable.


Which begged the question: Why on earth had Stella been invited? This was a party for winners, not losers.


By the time a footman offered to replenish teacups, the conversation had shifted to a looser topic that could be summed up as what gentlemen want.


“They want to fall in love,” Stella offered.


Lydia snorted. “They want a large dowry and blue blood. You are a marquess’s granddaughter, Lady Stella, but your dowry is even more important.”


Well, that explained her invitation.


“They admire the feminine arts,” Julia Fitzwilliams put in. Her father was reportedly considering three proposals, so all eyes turned to her. “Singing a ballad is effective, but French songs make you seem knowledgeable without being a bluestocking.”


Stella thought Julia’s shudder at the word “bluestocking” was overly theatrical, but it was nothing Mrs. Thyme hadn’t warned her about a million times.


“My mother won’t allow me to learn any French songs, as she considers them improper,” one young lady said.


Julia rolled her eyes. “I can teach you a French ballad. That way no one can consider it improper.”


“The music for Plaisir d’Amour is on the pianoforte,” Blanche Boodle remarked.


“I love that song!” Julia cried, clapping her hands.


The young ladies promptly traipsed off to surround the pianoforte, where Julia began flipping through sheet music. Since Stella knew any number of songs in French and German, and more importantly, didn’t want to disturb her kitten, she remained seated, as did Lydia and Blanche.


“Do you understand the French language, Lady Stella?” Lydia asked.


Stella was nibbling a ginger biscuit and thinking about how much she’d love some tea. But her aunt was right about the danger. The table was too far away to touch with her knee, which would have helped her judge where to replace a cup.


“I do,” she said, nodding. “I had a French governess.”


“French governesses abound, but that doesn’t mean their charges learn the language,” Lydia said with a titter. “Blanche and I had years of French instruction in one of the very best seminaries for young ladies, but the only thing I remember is adieu, which is either goodbye or hello. I forget now.”


“Yet you sing in French?” Stella asked Blanche.


“That’s easy enough,” Blanche replied. “You needn’t understand the words. In fact, it’s better not to. French sounds so improper that a claim of ignorance is an excellent defense.”


Lydia shook her head. “Lady Stella isn’t a featherhead like you and me, Blanche. What is Julia singing about now, Stella? You don’t mind if I call you Stella, do you?”


“Of course, you may. The pleasure of love lasts only a moment,” Stella said obediently. “The grief of love lasts a lifetime.”


“Love is a mere jest,” Lydia said, her voice sharp.


“I agree,” Stella said, rather surprised to find that there was anything they agreed on. Lydia often flaunted sweetness, like a strawberry about to go soft at the height of summer, but her eyes were hard.


“Are you invited to the Duchess of Huntington’s Scavenger Hunt tomorrow afternoon, Lady Stella?” Blanche asked.


“Yes,” Stella replied, wondering if it would be rude if she offered Julia some pointers on the French language. Miss Fitzwilliams clearly had no grasp of pronunciation.


“We decided that we should speak to you before the event.” Lydia’s expression indicated a delicate mixture of regret and hesitation.


Stella didn’t trust it. Didn’t trust her. Those strawberries were rotten at the core, just as sympathy often hid maliciousness.


“I see,” she said. “May I ask the subject?”


“We want to help,” Blanche said, leaning forward.


Julia was singing the refrain about the pleasure of love again. All the chaperones had begun listening, and she was capping every line with a cascading arpeggio.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Praise for Eloisa James



		Also by Eloisa James



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Part One



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen









		Part Two



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven









		Epilogue



		A Note About Steam Engines, Spectacles, and Red-Haired Girls













		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/pt.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780349434407.jpg
‘Nothing gets me to a bookshop
faster than Eloisa James’

Julia Quinn

Yo o4

w ) Not That ®
y Duke





