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Chapter One

				Lily Bachman squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, and drew a deep breath. Behind the study door was another dragon to slay — or perhaps this one would be more like a pesky dog to shoo off. Whatever the case, one thing was certain; in that room, she’d find a man after her money. He was the fourth this Season, and it was only the end of March.

				She smoothed the front of her muslin dress with a quick gesture, and then opened the door.

				The Leech, as she dubbed all of them, halted whatever nonsense he was blathering on about and turned at the sound of the door opening, his jaw hanging slack, paused in the action of speaking. Her father sat on the sofa, situated at a right angle to the chair inhabited by the would-be suitor.

				“Darling.” Mr. Bachman rose. “You’re just in time. This is Mr. Faircloth.”

				Lily pressed her cheek to his. “Good morning, Father.”

				Mr. Bachman and Lily were close in height. He was of a bit more than average height for a man, while Lily was practically a giantess amongst the dainty aristocratic ladies. She stuck out like a sore thumb at parties, towering over every other female in the room — just another reason she detested such functions.

				The man, Mr. Faircloth, also stood. He was shorter than Lily and lacked a chin. The smooth slope marking the transition from jaw to neck was unsettling to look upon. He wore mutton-chop sideburns, presumably an attempt to emphasize his jawline. They failed miserably in that regard, serving rather to point out the vacant place between them where a facial feature should have been.

				“My … ” Mr. Faircloth wrung his hands together and cleared his throat. “My dear Miss Bachman,” he started again. “How lovely you look this morning.”

				Lily inclined her head coolly. She settled onto the sofa and folded her hands in her lap. Mr. Bachman sat beside her and gestured Mr. Faircloth to his chair.

				Mr. Faircloth cast an apprehensive look between Lily and her father. “I’d thought, sir, that you and I would speak first. Then, if all was agreeable, I would speak to Miss … ” He lowered his eyes and cleared his throat again.

				Good, Lily thought viciously. He was already thrown off balance. She knew from experience that when dealing with fortune hunters and younger sons, one had to establish and maintain the upper hand.

				“When it comes to my daughter’s future,” Mr. Bachman said in a rich baritone, “there is no such thing as a private interview. Miss Bachman is a grown woman; she’s entitled to have a say in her own future. Would you not agree?”

				Mr. Faircloth squirmed beneath the intense gazes of father and daughter. “Well, it’s not how these things are usually handled, sir, but I suppose there’s no real harm in bucking convention just this — ”

				“Mr. Faircloth,” Lily interrupted.

				The man swallowed. “Yes?”

				“I don’t recognize you at all.” She raised her brows and narrowed her eyes, as though examining a distasteful insect. “Have we met?”

				“I, well, that is … yes, we’ve met.” Mr. Faircloth’s head bobbed up and down. “We were introduced at the Shervington’s ball last week. I asked you to dance.”

				As he spoke, Lily stood and crossed the room to her father’s desk. She retrieved a sheaf of paper and a pen, and then returned to her seat. She allowed the silence to stretch while she jotted down notes: name, physical description, and first impression. Younger son, she decided, a novice to fortune hunting. She glanced up with the pen poised above the paper. “And did I accept your invitation?”

				Mr. Faircloth gave a nervous smile. “Ah, no, actually. You were already spoken for the next set, and every one thereafter.” He pointed weakly toward her notes. “What are you writing there?”

				She leveled her most withering gaze on him. “Are you or are you not applying for my hand in matrimony?”

				His jaw worked without sound, and then his face flushed a deep pink. “I, yes. That is why I’ve come, I suppose you could say.”

				“You suppose?” Lily scoffed. “You’re not sure?”

				“Yes.” Mr. Faircloth drew himself up, rallying. “Yes, I’m sure. That’s why I’ve come.”

				So there is a bit of spine in this one, after all, Lily thought. “That being the case,” she replied, giving no quarter in her attack, “it is reasonable for me to keep a record of these proceedings, is it not? You are not the first gentleman to present himself.”

				Mr. Faircloth sank back into himself. “I see.”

				“Tell me, what prompted your call today?” Lily tilted her head at an inquisitive angle, as though she were actually interested in the man’s answer.

				Mr. Faircloth cast a desperate look at Mr. Bachman.

				“That’s a fair question,” her father said. Lily loved many things about her father, but the one she appreciated more than anything was the way he treated her like a competent adult. Most females were bartered off to the man who made the highest offer, either through wealth or connections. When he spoke up for her, supporting her line of questioning, Lily wanted to throw her arms around his neck and hug him. Later, she would. Right now, they had to eject the newest swain from their home.

				Mr. Faircloth grew more and more agitated with every passing second. He fidgeted in his seat and finally blurted, “I love you!”

				Lily drew back, surprised by the tactic her opponent employed. She waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

				“It’s true,” Mr. Faircloth insisted. “From the moment I saw you, I thought you were the most beautiful woman at the ball. Your gown was the most flattering blue — ”

				“I wore red,” Lily corrected.

				Mr. Faircloth blinked. “Oh.” He rested his elbows on his knees, his head drooped between his shoulders.

				He was crumbling. Time to finish him off.

				“Let’s talk about why you’ve really come, shall we?” Lily’s tone was pleasant, like a governess explaining something to a young child with limited comprehension. “You’re here because of my dowry, just like the other men who have suddenly found themselves stricken with love for me.”

				“A gentleman does not discuss such matters with a lady,” Mr. Faircloth informed his toes.

				“A gentleman,” Lily said archly, “does not concoct fantastical tales of undying affection in the hopes of duping an unwitting female into marriage. Tell me, sir, which son are you?”

				“I have two older brothers,” he said in a defeated tone.

				Lily duly made note of this fact on her paper. “And sisters?”

				“Two.”

				“Ah.” Lily raised a finger. “Already an heir and a spare, and two dowries besides. That doesn’t leave much for you, does it?” She tutted and allowed a sympathetic smile.

				Mr. Faircloth shook his head once and resumed his glum inspection of his footwear.

				“I understand your predicament,” Lily said. “And how attractive the idea of marrying money must be to a man in your situation.” She tilted her head and took on a thoughtful expression. “Have you considered a different approach?”

				The gentleman raised his face, his features guarded. “What do you mean?”

				She furrowed her brows together. “What I mean is this: Have you considered, perhaps, a profession?”

				Mr. Faircloth’s mouth hung agape. He looked from Lily to Mr. Bachman, who sat back, passively observing the interview.

				“It must rankle,” Lily pressed, “to see your eldest brother’s future secured by accident of birth, to see your sisters provided for by virtue of their sex. But do consider, my dear Mr. Faircloth, that younger sons the Empire ’round have bought commissions and taken orders, studied law or medicine, accepted government appointments. The time has come,” she said, pinning him beneath her fierce gaze, “for you to accept the fact that yours is not to be a life of dissipated leisure. Instead of hoping for a fortune to fall into your lap, your days would be better spent pursuing a profession.”

				Mr. Faircloth wiped his palms down his thighs. “Miss Bachman, you’ve quite convinced me.”

				She blinked. “Have I?”

				“Yes,” he said. “I am well and truly convinced that marriage to you would be a nightmare from which I should never awake until I die. Sir,” he turned his attention to Mr. Bachman, “I see now why you offer such a large dowry for your daughter.” He stood. “It would take an astronomical sum to make the proposition of marriage to such a controlling, unpleasant female the slightest bit appealing.”

				Lily’s mouth fell open. “Why, you — ”

				Her father laid a restraining hand on her arm. Lily exhaled loudly and pinched her lips together.

				“Thank you for your time, Mr. Bachman.” Mr. Faircloth inclined his head. “Miss Bachman.” He hurried from the parlor. A moment later, the front door closed behind him.

				“Well!” Lily exclaimed. “Of all the sniveling, puffed up — ”

				“You wore blue,” Mr. Bachman cut in.

				“I beg your pardon?”

				“The Shervington’s ball. You wore blue, just as Mr. Faircloth said.” He stood and crossed to his desk, where he poured himself a brandy from a decanter.

				“Did I?” Lily murmured. “I could have sworn I wore red.” She tapped a finger against her lips.

				“No, darling,” Mr. Bachman said with a sigh, “you wore blue. I’m quite certain, because your mother fretted that the color washed you out and no gentleman would notice you.”

				“Ah, well,” Lily said. She rose and briskly rubbed her palms together. “It doesn’t signify. One more Leech gone.”

				Mr. Bachman’s chest heaved and heavy, graying brows furrowed over his dark eyes. “My dear, you cannot continue in this fashion. You know I’ll not force you to marry against your will. But marry you must, and it is my desire that your marriage elevate this family’s status.”

				Lily straightened a pile of papers on the desk as he spoke; her hands paused at this last remark. Indignation mingled with hurt slammed into her like a physical blow. She idly slid a paper back and forth across the polished desk and kept her eyes studiously upon it as she recovered, hiding the force of her emotions behind a casual demeanor. However, she could not fully suppress the bitterness in her voice when she spoke. “Fortunate, then, that Charles died. A mere ensign and son of a country squire would not have provided the upward mobility you crave.”

				Mr. Bachman’s glass boomed against the desk. “Young lady, guard your tongue!” Her eyes snapped to his mottled face. His own dark eyes flashed rage, and his nostrils flared. “Had poor Charles returned from Spain, I would have proudly and happily given you in wedlock. Indeed, it was my fondest wish to unite our family with the Handfords.”

				A humorless laugh burst from Lily’s lips. Turning, she twitched her skirts in a sharp gesture. “A fact you made sure to educate me upon from the earliest. I spent the whole of my life with the name of my groom and date of my wedding drilled into my head.”

				It was an unfair accusation, she knew, even as it flew from her mouth. Yes, she had been betrothed to Charles Handford since time out of mind, but for most of her life, it was simply a fact she’d memorized, along with the color of the sky and the sum of two and two.

				There’d been plenty of visits with their neighbors, the Handfords, but Charles was ten years her senior and rarely present. Her earliest memories of him were his visits home from Eton and Oxford, or later, leaves from his lancer regiment.

				Their betrothal only became more relevant as her twentieth birthday neared, bringing the planned summer wedding that was to follow on its heels — an event postponed when Charles’ regiment could not spare him, and which was never to be when he died that autumn.

				The silence stretched while her father regained his composure. Gradually, the angry red drained from his face. “Now, Lily,” he said in a more moderate tone, “I’ll not be portrayed as some chattel dealer, looking to hoist you off without a care for your feelings. Since last year was your first Season — and you just out of mourning — I did not push the issue. I still wish you to make your own match. The only stipulation I have placed is that the gentleman be titled — either in his own right or set to inherit. Surely that is not too onerous? There are scores of eligible gentlemen to choose from.”

				“I don’t wish to marry an aristocrat.” She dripped disdain all over the word. “They’re a lot of lazy social parasites, with a collective sense of entitlement, just like that last one — ”

				Mr. Bachman’s brows shot up his forehead. “Lily!”

				She ducked her head. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, abashed. “My mouth does run ahead of me — ”

				“And it’s going to run you right into spinsterhood, if you don’t mind yourself.”

				Heat crept up Lily’s neck and over her cheeks.

				“Now, dear,” Mr. Bachman continued, “poor Mr. Faircloth certainly was here because of your dowry. It’s big on purpose, and no doubt about it. But he also knew what color gown you wore to a ball last week. Do you know the last time I noticed a woman’s gown?”

				Lily shrugged.

				“Thirty years or more,” Mr. Bachman proclaimed, “if, in fact, I ever noticed to begin with.” He lifted her chin with a finger. Lily raised her eyes to meet her father’s softened expression. “You are an exceedingly pretty girl — ”

				“Oh, Papa … ”

				“You are. The way society works, however, renders it almost out of the question for the right kind of man to come calling, even if he thinks your dress is the most becoming shade of blue. Your dowry clears a few of those obstacles.” He took her hand and patted it. “Now, let us be done quarreling and speak of pleasanter things.”

				Lily nodded hastily.

				She happened to disagree with her father on the issue of her dowry. To Lily’s mind, the “right kind of man” would want to be with her, fortune or no. She thought of her dearest friend, Isabelle, Duchess of Monthwaite. Even though she and her husband, Marshall, went through a horrible divorce — reducing Isabelle to the lowest possible social status — they still found their way back together. Marshall didn’t allow Isabelle’s reduced circumstances to keep them apart, once they came to terms with their past.

				For the thousandth time, Lily wished Isabelle was here. But she and His Grace were in South America on a botanical expedition-cum-honeymoon. They’d be home in a couple months, but oh, how time dragged when Lily so needed her friend’s advice.

				Fortunately, Isabelle’s sister-in-law, Lady Naomi Lockwood, would soon be in town. She’d written to Lily that her mother, Caro, would be sitting out the Season to remain in the country — a singularly odd choice, Lily thought, considering the dowager duchess’ responsibility to see Naomi wed. Instead of her mother, Naomi would be chaperoned by her spinster aunt, Lady Janine.

				Lily would be glad to see their friendly faces. She didn’t get on well with tonnish young women, and there was always the suspicion that men were only interested in her money. Lily often found herself lonely in the middle of a glittering crush.

				“Are you attending?” Mr. Bachman said.

				Lily blinked. “I’m sorry, Papa, what was that?”

				“I asked,” he repeated patiently, “if you’ve decided on a project.”

				Lily’s mood brightened. This was something she would enjoy discussing. “I have.”

				“Excellent!” Mr. Bachman sat in the large armchair behind his desk, the throne from which he ruled his ever-expanding empire of industry. He moved the chair opposite the desk around to his side. “Have a seat, dear.”

				Despite the tempest that had just flared between them, Lily felt a rush of affection for her dear father. Since she was a girl, he’d shared his desk with her. When she was young, he’d held her on his lap while he spoke to her about things she didn’t understand then — coal veins and shipping ventures; members of Parliament and government contracts.

				At the time, it all blurred together into Papa’s Work. As she grew, she began to make sense of it all.

				She understood now that all her life, he’d treated her as the son he never had, heir apparent to the name and fortune he’d made for himself. Never had he indicated any doubt in her capability or intelligence on account of her sex. He took pride in his daughter’s education, and emphasized mathematics and politics, in addition to feminine accomplishments such as drawing and dancing.

				Just before they’d come to town this Season, Mr. Bachman presented Lily with a unique opportunity. He desired she develop a sizable charity project. He would fund her endeavor, but Lily had to do the work to bring her plans to fruition. She jumped on the proposal, glad for an occupation beside the ton’s vapid entertainments.

				Mr. Bachman rummaged through a drawer and withdrew a sheet of paper covered with Lily’s neat writing.

				“So, here is the list of ideas you began with. What have you settled upon?”

				Lily pointed to an item halfway down the page. “The school for disadvantaged young women,” she said. “I should like to keep it small for now. Girls would receive a sound education, plus some accomplishments that would enable them to take positions as governesses, ladies’ maids, companions, things of that nature.”

				Mr. Bachman cupped his chin in his hand and listened with a thoughtful expression while Lily enumerated her ideas for the school. When she finished, he slapped his fingers on the desk. “Marvelous, my dear.”

				Lily swelled with pride at her father’s approval.

				He took a fresh sheet of paper and jotted a note. “I’m putting my solicitor at your disposal. The two of you can select an appropriate property for purchase. Meanwhile, you also need to secure a headmistress, who can, in turn, hire the staff. You’ll need tutors, a cook, maids … ”

				As the plan came together, Lily’s confidence in the project soared. There was nothing she could not accomplish once she knew how to approach a problem.

				She kissed her father’s cheek at the conclusion of their meeting.

				“Just think, m’dear,” he said on their parting.

				“What’s that?”

				“When you marry one of those lazy aristocrats, he’ll have scads of free time to help with your work.” He winked and patted her arm.

				Lily scowled at his back. He seemed to think a man in need of her dowry would also, in turn, look kindly upon her efforts to care for those less fortunate than themselves. She snorted. Such a man did not exist.

	
Chapter Two

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				In the hazy place between sleep and waking, it was the sound of the fat man plodding upstairs, unwittingly leaving his mistress in the company of his rival.

				It was the sound Ethan’s pulse made when Ghita appeared in the parlor doorway like a succubus rising from the mist, her slender hips swaying provocatively within the silken confines of her gown. One golden strand fell from her updo, curling against her collarbone like a finger crooked in invitation. In the light of a single candle, huge doe eyes blinked up at him.

				Dainty fingers grazed the shoulders of his blue superfine coat before slipping around his neck. “Eeethan,” she crooned. “You have to leave. He’ll find us.” Her Italian accent was gentled by her operatic training and years on the stage. Even as she murmured against his neck, her voice was a song. A seduction.

				Ethan brushed the top of one small, high breast. “Let him,” he said, nipping his way across her jaw. “Maybe he’ll learn by example how to properly satisfy a woman.” He dipped into the neckline of her dress and fondled a taut nipple between his first and middle fingers, rolling the bud back and forth. Ghita whimpered and pressed her hips against him.

				In reply, Ethan grasped her pert bottom with his free hand and rocked against her mound. Pressure built at the base of his spine. His erection twitched, eager to bury itself in hot, wet flesh.

				“Ooh, you must hurry and find a wife, Eeethan. One who is dripping with money, like my Quillan. She’ll be so happy to own you, she won’t care what you do. Then we can be together.”

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				The sound roused him enough to bring awareness to his very real, very hard condition. He burrowed his head into the crook of his arm and touched himself. Images from last night flashed behind his eyelids.

				Ghita. His desire. His temptation. His friend’s mistress.

				He saw her as she was earlier in the evening, across the card table, draping herself over Quillan’s shoulder to give Ethan a view of the tight slit between her breasts. She nibbled her corpulent protector’s ear, all the while treating Ethan to a heated look, telling him without words: This could be you.

				His own hand became the remembrance of hers, stroking through his trousers while Quillan awaited her upstairs. Despite the lust blazing between them, Ethan had not taken her to bed. Ghita was, after all, a professional. A very expensive professional.

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				His memory jumped; his hand fell away. This time, the heavy noise became the sound of Ficken’s winning cards hitting the table with ominous finality. The poseur, with his over-pomaded hair and ill-fitting clothes, turned beady eyes on Ethan. “That’s hate thousan’ ye owe me this month, moi lor’.”

				The butcher-turned-professional-gambler’s mangled King’s English made Ethan’s guts roil. He kept his eyes trained forward, refusing to acknowledge the jumped-up East Ender. No matter how much money the man took from the pockets of the aristocracy, he would never be a true gentleman.

				Ethan signed the promissory note and passed it to Ficken.

				Ghita’s lips made a sympathetic moue. Ethan tried to forget the gaming debts and thought instead about sliding into that pretty mouth. He threw back the remainder of his drink and set the glass down with a resounding — 

				Thump. Thump. Thump.

				Gradually, the heavy sound teased his eyelids open. The swirling pattern in the plaster ceiling of his study started to come into focus. It only spun a little.

				He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and groaned. His cock ached with need and his head hurt like the very devil — so badly he could hear the blood thudding in his temples.

				No, that didn’t make sense. He hoisted himself up, swinging his long legs over the side of the leather sofa on which he’d fallen asleep after stumbling home in the early morning hours. Except for the sickening new debt and the all-too-brief encounter with Ghita, the details of last night’s disastrous basset game were shrouded in an alcoholic blur.

				What was clear as the morning sun streaming through the window was the blasted thumping coming from the stair, as though a heavy object was being dragged down. Whatever it was, it hit the landing, and after a moment, he heard the sound of the object dragging across the wood floor of the entrance hall. Mrs. Oliver, the housekeeper, would have someone’s head if the wax finish was scratched by a careless maid.

				Slowly, Ethan stood. Last night’s coat was bunched around his right arm, only half-removed. “Pretty bad, old boy,” he muttered.

				He peeled the garment off and tossed it in a rumpled ball back onto the sofa. He stretched, arching his back and reaching his arms overhead, his fingers brushing the ceiling. Around his throat, his cravat still trussed him up like a roast duck. He nimbly worked the knot. A sigh of relief escaped him as he scratched the liberated skin.

				The noise outside the study increased. More feet tromped up and down the stairs, inconsiderate of the fact that the master of the house had only been abed — or asofa, as the case may be — for a few hours.

				Maybe Mrs. Oliver had a bee in her formidable bonnet to undertake some heavy cleaning. He sighed and collapsed into the chair at his desk, then adjusted his trousers to ease the strain of his ebbing morning arousal. No sense leaving the sanctuary of his study; he’d only be underfoot, or find himself with a dust cloth in hand.

				A pile of unopened correspondence stood in the middle of the desk. Ethan glared accusingly at the pile, squirming against the cold knot it aroused in his belly by the mere fact of its existence.

				He grumbled and snatched a letter from the top of the pile. He cracked the seal.

				Thorburn, he read.

				It has now been five months since I loaned you the sum of one thousand two hundred pounds. You promised prompt repayment, and I trusted you to make good on your word. It grieves me that this has not been the case. I must now insist in the strongest terms — 

				Ethan tossed that one aside. He opened another.

				My lord — 

				I still hold your promissory note for seven hundred pounds, dated 17 January. I hear I am not the only one with your worthless notes. Is this why you no longer show your face at Brooks’s?

				It joined the first note.

				Letter after letter demanded compensation for debts Ethan couldn’t begin to pay. It seemed he owed personal loans and gaming debts to half the ton, not to mention his bills from numerous tradesmen and mortgage payments to the bank.

				He dropped his head into his hands. How had it gotten so bad?

				Not for the first time, Ethan considered giving up gaming. The cards and dice had been against him since … He gazed out the window, thinking.

				The last good win he’d had was this very house. He won the deed in a game of cribbage about a year ago. Since then, he’d been trapped in a downward spiral of loss after staggering loss.

				He let out a frustrated growl. How could he give up gaming? He had no money with which to pay his debts, so he had to make money. To make money, he had to gamble, but doing so inevitably ended with him further in debt.

				After last night’s loss to Edmund Ficken — Ficken! The very name offended him with its coarseness — Quillan had teased Ethan. “For Christmas, Eth, why don’t you ask your father if he’ll do you the courtesy of dying?”

				If only the old bastard would die, Ethan’s life would improve in so many ways. He’d inherit the fortune needed to clear his debts. He’d finally be free of his sire’s condescending disapproval. No more would he have to see the regret in his father’s eyes that it was Ethan who would be the next Earl of Kneath, instead of Walter, the firstborn into whom their father had poured all his hopes and dreams, only to have them killed along with the man on the dueling field three years ago.

				The wretched man was immortal as Satan himself. He’d clung to life through illness after illness, just to spite his son, Ethan was sure. He delighted in making his wastrel offspring beg for every penny. Refusing to dance to the old man’s tune any more, Ethan had cut off all communication with the earl. He hadn’t spoken to his father in almost two years.

				Ethan shook his head. He was being morose. Breakfast, he thought. Something in his belly to sop up last night’s gin. He tugged the bell pull.

				A few minutes later, the butler, Jackson, entered the study. The tall man carried a new stack of correspondence. Ethan bit back a curse. More dunning letters. Would he never be free of them?

				“Breakfast, please, Jackson,” Ethan said. “Tell Cook nothing too heavy. Just some toast and ham — ”

				“No, sir,” Jackson cut in.

				Ethan’s brows drew together. “I beg your pardon?”

				“I said, no, my lord.” Jackson extended his arm. He dropped the papers into the middle of the desk, where they landed on top of the other letters with a soft thud.

				Ethan stared at them. “What’s this?” he asked, suspicious.

				“These, my lord, are letters of resignation for the entire staff.” The butler’s thin lips turned up in a smug, satisfied smile.

				Ethan gaped. He shot to his feet. “The entire — why?”

				“You’ve not paid wages to a single one of us in two months’ time, and before that it was months of half wages. You might be able to live on credit, my lord, but the rest of us cannot. We have families to feed, parents and siblings depending on us — ”

				Ethan flung a hand into the air. “Spare me the melodrama.” He huffed through his nostrils. “So the entire staff is revolting? Who put them up to this?”

				Jackson shook his head.

				“Well, I don’t accept your resignations!” Ethan yelled, jabbing a finger toward the butler.

				He strode across the study and yanked the door wide.

				What he’d taken for the sounds of heavy cleaning, he discovered, were, in fact, the sounds of an exodus in progress. He employed a dozen servants — most of whom had come with the house — and every last one of them stood in the front hall, their voices mingled in angry tones.

				When Ethan appeared, a hush fell over the group. He felt the weight of twelve irate glares. He held his hands out and spoke in a raised voice. “Everyone,” he said, “I know you’re distraught. But if you’ll just bear with me for another week or two, I’ll have your wages — ”

				“Where’s it going to come from?” a footman called. “We all know you haven’t a farthing to your name.”

				“Just like the Quality,” a maid jeered, “trampling all over honest working folk without shame. Do y’even have a heart, my lord, to treat us so? After all our faithful service?”

				“Here, here,” cried another servant. The rumble of voices rose up again.

				“Now, now,” Ethan said, trying to calm them.

				“To hell with you!”

				Ethan didn’t see who said it. But once it was out, a chorus joined in. Ethan stood stock still while his servants rained curses upon him.

				Then one of the men picked up a valise. The others followed his lead and hoisted their own belongings. In a silent line, they filed past Ethan toward the servants’ door at the back of the house.

				His housekeeper averted her eyes as she passed. “Mrs. Oliver,” he said, reaching for her arm.

				She wrenched free of his grip and shot him a look of hurt and anger, then continued on with the others.

				Disbelief began to give way to annoyance. What was he going to do with no servants in the house? “Don’t think I’ll give any of you references!”

				There was a knock on the door, which intensified to an insistent pounding.

				Ethan looked to Jackson expectantly. “The door?” he prompted.

				“Answer your own bloody door,” Jackson returned. “The mechanism which opens it is called a knob. It should not be beyond even your comprehension.” With a final, withering sneer, he stalked after the other servants.

				Ethan glared at the disloyal retainer’s retreating back and made a sound in his throat. He wrenched the door open.

				A short man wearing a neat brown suit doffed his hat. At his heels loomed four great brutes, each dressed in rough trousers and shirts. A hackney coach waited at the curb. Behind it was a team of four draft horses hitched to a large wagon, followed by another team and wagon.

				The small man squinted up at him. “Ethan Helling, Viscount Thorburn?”

				Ethan frowned at the men and their train of vehicles. “Yes?”

				“Mr. Steven Laramie, bailiff of the court. I’ve been charged with carrying out the magistrate’s orders.” He rendered a brief bow, handed him a piece of paper, then shoved past him into the house. The large men followed. Ethan sidestepped to avoid being crushed.

				Mr. Laramie gazed at the walls and floor with avid interest, like a visitor to a museum. He glanced up the stairs, and then strolled down the hall, opening doors and touching objects.

				Ethan skimmed over the paper the bailiff gave him. He recognized the names of numerous tradesmen to whom he owed money. A cold rock dropped in his middle.

				“Here’s the dining room,” Mr. Laramie called. “Begin here.”

				The laborers lumbered down the hall to where Mr. Laramie pointed.

				Ethan followed, watching in horror as the men grasped either end of a valuable sideboard and carried it into the corridor. “What are you doing?”

				“I understand there is no entailed property on the premises,” Mr. Laramie said. “Is that correct?”

				Ethan stared at him, all agog. “No, nothing here is part of the tail. Why? What is happening?”

				“By order of the magistrate,” the bailiff said with the tone of an official pronouncement, “your property will be auctioned and the proceeds split amongst the listed complainants. Some of them,” he added in a scolding voice, “have waited two years and more for payment.”

				Ethan’s mouth snapped shut. The hulking workmen returned to the dining room again and started disassembling the long table dominating the center of the room.

				“But these are my things,” Ethan protested.

				Mr. Laramie gave him a tight smile. “Not anymore.”

				He looked from the vacant hall back to his quickly emptying dining room. Then he took himself to the staircase. He plopped down on the bottom step and watched dispassionately as Mr. Laramie and his lackeys carried out nearly everything of value in his home.

				Just as well, came the bleak thought. With no servants to keep the place up, he didn’t need all these things standing around collecting dust, anyway.

				• • •

				It was amazing how quickly one’s life could be dismantled, Ethan mused. In the space of a couple hours, he’d lost his entire household staff and most of his belongings. As he walked through the house, the sound of his footsteps bounced off naked walls.

				Mr. Laramie had left the study untouched. Ethan sat down and idly flipped through his pile of correspondence, soothed by the familiar action. If he kept his eyes on the desk, it was easy to forget the rest of his house was an empty shell.

				In a way, it was good all this had happened, he decided. Being a bachelor, he never should have had so many servants. A single manservant and one or two maids would have sufficed. Ethan had only kept Jackson, Mrs. Oliver, and the others out of a sense of obligation. It wasn’t their fault their previous employer had lost the house in a game of chance — they’d become his responsibility with a turn of a card. Neither would he ever have considered selling off his furnishings, but now that he had no choice in the matter, some of his debt would be retired; the thought offered a sense of relief.

				He fished through his papers, searching for the bills from the tradesmen named on the bailiff’s orders. A few pieces of post fell to the floor. When he bent to retrieve them, Ethan spotted familiar stationary amongst the litter. He cracked the seal and unfolded the paper, releasing the faint odor of roses.

				My dearest Thorburn,

				Too much time has passed since I saw you last. Please come to me. Do not forget your own — 

				Vanessa

				Ethan traced the V with his index finger. He wondered when she’d sent the note; the date at the top of the page was worthless.

				Briefly, he considered calling on Ghita — but no. A visit to Nessa would be just the thing. There, he could concentrate on her and forget his own troubles.

				He found the limp, wrinkled cravat in the blanket and tied a hasty knot. He plucked his wadded coat from the sofa, shook it out, and wrestled into it.

				With something approaching a spring in his step, Ethan left the hollow shell of his house behind him.

				• • •

				Vanessa lived in a graciously appointed town house. The neighborhood was perfectly respectable, populated by successful tradesmen and professionals. From the clean, stuccoed exterior, to the urns full of flowers flanking the stairs, nothing about the unremarkable house drew attention to the fact that inside dwelt a kept woman.

				The butler, Higgins, exhaled in relief when he saw Ethan. “Thank goodness you’ve come, my lord,” he said in a harried tone. A sheen of sweat was evident on his upper lip. “Madam is … ”

				Ethan handed the servant his hat. “Bad today?” He glanced toward the stairwell.

				As if in answer to his question, a blood-curdling shriek split the air, followed by a stream of incoherent language. The sound was briefly louder when an upstairs door opened, then muffled when the door closed again. Footsteps pounded down the stairs, and a woman wearing a gray dress and white apron burst into the hallway. Her thin face was pale and tear-streaked; her white cap perched at a precarious angle on her head.

				She shot a fiery look at Ethan. “That’s it, I’m done. No more.”

				“Wait.” Ethan grabbed her arm. “Please don’t go. You know she can’t help herself,” he said. “Please, whatever it takes. You’re the best nurse she’s had. She needs you.”

				The woman’s chin trembled. Tears slid down her face. “I can’t take any more, my lord. She’s been screaming all morning, accusing me of thievery. She threw a picture at me. Look!”

				The nurse turned her head and pointed to just below her right temple, in front of her ear. A purple lump was raised there, with a ferocious red line in the center.

				Ethan winced and sucked his breath through his teeth. “Did you send for the doctor? Shall I?”

				She shook her head. “It’s not too bad. But that could have been my eye.”

				“I understand,” Ethan said in a mollifying tone. “Take the afternoon off — ”

				The nurse laughed bitterly. “The afternoon? Attend, milord. I said I’m done. You’ll have to find a new nurse to take her abuse, because it won’t be me.”

				Ethan followed her to the door. “Please reconsider,” he called as she descended the front stairs. “Take a few days … ”

				The woman didn’t look back.

				Ethan pinched the bridge of his nose and squeezed his eyes shut. It was too early to have to deal with so many catastrophes. He opened his eyes and met Higgins’ fretful gaze. “Send a note to her solicitor, Mr. Logan. Have him put out an advertisement for a new nurse.”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				“I’ll see her now,” Ethan said. “Let me know if this one comes back.” He tipped his chin to the door. “Even if she demands a higher wage, it would be better to keep her than to have to find a new one.”

				With Higgins’ assurance that he understood the orders, Ethan climbed the stairs and walked down the hall to her bedchamber.

				At the door, a knot formed in his chest. Ethan braced himself, uncertain what he’d find on the other side. His fingers trembled as he twisted the knob.

				The aroma of roses — her scent — greeted him at once. Thick carpet dampened his footsteps as he slowly made his way across the room. The French influence was obvious in the furnishings of the elegant style favored by Marie Antoinette and her court.

				Soft blues and greens reminded one this was a feminine lair, but invitingly so. It was the kind of room a man could lose himself in when he needed nothing more than the soft ministrations of his lover.

				Through the sheer white curtains surrounding the bed, Ethan saw Vanessa’s slight figure reclined against a pile of pillows. She’d fallen silent, perhaps asleep.

				Evidence of the morning’s outburst was scattered about. A vase of white roses on the bedside table had toppled; a water stain darkened the carpet beneath it. The picture that had struck the nurse laid face-down beside a tufted ottoman. Though only about four inches wide and six inches tall, the oval gilt frame was hefty. If Vanessa’s aim had been a little better, she could have done the nurse serious harm. Ethan turned it over — 

				And stared into his own face.

				Not his face, but one remarkably similar. The man in the miniature wore his hair long, while Ethan’s was clipped short. The artist had captured the bronze hue the men’s hair shared. The gentleman in the painting had the same strong, straight nose and slate blue eyes. The largest difference in features was the jawline. Ethan’s was a touch narrower than the square face in the painting.

				“Thorburn? Is that you?” asked a tired voice.

				Ethan straightened. He set the miniature upright on a table. “Yes, Nessa, it’s me.”

				The woman wept softly. “I asked for you and asked for you. Where have you been?”

				His body responded to her distress with a pain in his heart. He couldn’t bear her tears. “I’m sorry, darling.” Ethan crossed the distance to the bed. “I came as soon as I could.”

				He drew the curtain aside, revealing the bed’s occupant.

				Vanessa’s long white hair lay like silvery rays of moonlight against blue pillowcases. Her skin was deeply lined and thin as vellum, showing the veins in her face and hands. Her eyes, though, were as bright and vivid as they had ever been, a rare violet that had inspired poetry and beguiled royalty on both sides of the Channel.

				Now those eyes, brimming with tears and childlike fear, turned upon him.

				Ethan lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. “I heard you argued with your nurse.”

				Vanessa thrust out her lower lip. “She hides my things, just to be mean. Today, she took my brush and wouldn’t give it back.”

				Ethan glanced at the vanity. As he knew it would be, the silver brush lay alongside the comb and hand mirror, right where they always were. “I think I see it,” he said in a patient tone. “Would you like me to get it for you?”

				“No!” Vanessa’s hand shot out and caught his. “Don’t leave me, Thorburn,” she whispered. “You’ve been spending so much time with that wife of yours, and hardly any with me. Are you … Are you tired of me?” Though her voice was reedy with age, her eyes pinned him with a ferocious intensity.

				His heart lurched. “No, my love,” he said, reciting the script that would calm her, words from a time long past. “I could never tire of you.”

				Vanessa tugged his hand. “Then come to bed.”

				Ethan sighed and stretched out beside her, on top of the coverlet. He propped up on some pillows and reached for her.

				Vanessa nuzzled into Ethan’s chest and made a contented sound. The frail woman felt insubstantial in his embrace. He rested his cheek on her forehead and kissed her brow, just to assure himself she was really there. “What shall we do this evening, Nessa?”

				“I’d like to go to a ball,” she answered on a happy sigh. “You buy me so very many pretty things. All the ladies will be jealous. Their husbands don’t do half for them what you do for me and it infuriates them. They can look down their noses at me all they like, but I see their envy. They wish they had things like mine. They wish they had a love like ours … ”

				Her voice trailed off into a mutter, and then she was quiet. She inhaled and exhaled slowly. Her weight increased against him as she sank into sleep.

				When he judged it safe to do so, he reached for the bell pull beside the bed.

				A maid opened the door and crossed the room, her eyes wary upon Vanessa.

				“Could I have something to eat, please?” Ethan asked in a whisper. “Something I can manage with one hand.”

				The maid glanced at her sleeping mistress and offered Ethan a sympathetic smile. “Of course, my lord. And may I say,” she hesitated before continuing, “God bless you, sir. The care you give Madam … ” She shook her head. “Well,” she concluded, “we’re just fortunate you don’t have bigger things on your mind.”

				She curtsied and tiptoed from the room. Ethan stared after her, stupefied. Didn’t have bigger things on his mind?

				For the first time since he’d arrived, he remembered that when he went home, it would be to a house stripped to the bones, and creditors banging down the door.

				Ghita’s insistence that he marry once again floated through his mind. The Italian woman had even mentioned a name, to which Ethan had paid no attention. Brock-something, maybe? Marriage was repugnant to him, thanks to the twice-damned Earl of Kneath. Ethan didn’t want a bride, but gaming had driven him to ruin.

				If only he possessed a useful skill, he could seek respectable employment. Perhaps a diplomatic post or a royal appointment?

				But no. He could never abandon Vanessa. She was his responsibility — the only one he’d never fouled up. If he left London, she’d be alone, vulnerable to malefactors who would take advantage of her condition. Long ago, he’d vowed never to let that happen. He didn’t dare lower his guard.

				Which left him, in regards to his debts, with little in the way of options. Did he risk losing more money to Ficken and his ilk and digging himself deeper into debt, or did he enter into a detestable marriage of convenience? Both were intolerable.

				Ethan glanced down at the frail old woman sleeping in his arms. He had wanted to come here to escape his problems.

				Even in that, he’d failed.

	
Chapter Three

				Lily disembarked from the carriage and joined her father’s solicitor on the walk. In the last two weeks, they had viewed numerous properties under consideration as possible homes for the school.

				She looked up and down the row of stately homes. “Isn’t Bird Street a little much for what we have in mind?”

				It would be the matter of only a few minutes to walk to Brook Street, turn the corner, and find oneself in Grosvenor Square, where scions of the wealthiest, most influential families lived in imposing grandeur.

				Lily’s friends, the Duke and Duchess of Monthwaite, would reside on the Square when they returned to England from their South American expedition.

				“Ordinarily, I’d agree,” said Mr. Wickenworth, the solicitor. He was a short man, round in the middle, balding on top, and almost always smiling. Lily had no idea the law could prove to be such a jolly profession, but Mr. Wickenworth seemed to find handling Mr. Bachman’s affairs the epitome of good living.

				He removed his spectacles and wiped them with a handkerchief. Then he dabbed the bit of forehead showing beneath the brim of his hat before returning the spectacles to his face. He wrinkled his nose and blinked. “However,” he said, “the owner is eager to sell and might be persuaded to accept an offer more in line with our budget.”

				She looked up the walk, where a fashionably dressed lady and gentleman strolled arm in arm, along with a small terrier on a lead. A fine phaeton rolled past, drawn by a matched pair.

				She looked at Mr. Wickenworth. “Even if we can convince the owner to sell to us at a reasonable price, I’m concerned the neighborhood might not be appropriate for the school.”

				The solicitor patted his belly. A gold ring circling his pinky finger winked in the sun. “That is something to consider,” he agreed. He gestured to the front stairs. “Still, we’re here. Let’s have a look.”

				Lily ascended, careful to hold her skirt and dusty blue, military-style pelisse free of the water collected on the steps. A general air of neglect hung about the property. Spots of rust blemished the wrought-iron rail, and the brass knocker was tarnished.

				She wrinkled her nose. “How long has this house stood vacant?”

				“It isn’t.” Mr. Wickenworth reached past her to knock. “I’m told the owner lives here.”

				Lily raised a brow. She very much doubted anyone possessed of the fortune required to reside in this neighborhood would permit his house to go without such basic maintenance as sweeping the front steps or polishing the brass hardware.

				Several minutes elapsed with no response from inside the house.

				“There, you see,” she muttered. “This has been a wasted trip.”

				Mr. Wickenworth’s features drew together, putting Lily in mind of a punched ball of dough. “I made an appointment through the solicitor handling the sale,” he insisted. He reached for the knocker again and rapped a full ten times.

				After another minute passed in silence, Lily said, “Maybe they left the door open for us.”

				She reached for the knob, but jerked back at the sound of a loud clatter, followed by a muffled voice. A moment later, footsteps pounded down stairs and the door opened.

				The eyes of the man standing there hit Lily with a stunning force. They were deep blue — the color of the restless sea after a storm, and their scrutinizing regard took in her face and then boldly roved down her length and back up again.

				Heat prickled the back of her neck. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t remember how to breathe.

				The man’s hair was cut very short. It was reddish-brown, and the top was tousled and stood up about two inches in short twists that would curl, given another inch. She realized with horror that her hand had begun to reach toward that hair and snatched it back.

				He wore a black suit, rather than livery. He must be the butler, she decided. The coat seemed reasonably well-tailored, but it was hard to tell for certain because it was rumpled to within an inch of its life, as though it had been slept in. She frowned and shook her head at the ludicrous thought.

				“Yes?” the butler said in a bland tone, seeming not to have noticed her wayward extremity. “What do you want?” His eyes flicked to Wickenworth, giving Lily opportunity to further study his face. His brows were long and heavy, but not oppressively so. Rather, they complemented the firm, straight line of his nose. Dark stubble shaded his strong jaw. She clutched her reticule tighter to keep from reaching for him again.

				“I’m Wickenworth,” the solicitor announced, “representing Mr. Bachman.” He gestured to Lily. “This is Miss Bachman.”

				The butler’s heavy-lidded gaze fell on her again. Lily’s stomach flipped.

				“We’ve an appointment to tour the property,” Wickenworth continued.

				The man stared blankly at the solicitor for a moment, then he shook his head as though clearing it. “Oh. Yes. Come in.”

				As Lily passed the handsome young butler, every nerve in her body stood on end.

				The door banged into the frame behind them. She startled.

				“Sorry,” the butler muttered.

				For a moment, the three of them stood in the dim entrance hall. The walls were bare. In one spot, a nail protruded from the plaster with a bit of hanging wire dangling from it. A layer of dust lay on the parquet floor. Next to the front door stood a ladderback chair. A gentleman’s hat hung on the top of one of the back posts, while a great coat had been draped across the seat.

				Something tugged at her attention. She turned to see the butler watching her with frank interest. Their gazes locked. Lily unconsciously bit her lower lip and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. The man followed each minute movement with his fathomless eyes, a mocking smile twitching the corners of his lips. She swallowed, willing her nerves to calm.

				“May we look around?” she asked with more confidence than she felt.

				He nodded slightly, his gaze holding fast to hers.

				Lily turned away and closed her eyes; her heartbeat pounded in her ears. What on earth was wrong with her? She’d seen handsome men before — she’d even kissed one or two. This was only a man, and a servant besides. She scolded herself for acting like a ninny.

				She walked up the stairs, glad that Mr. Wickenworth had placed himself between her and the butler. From the landing, she crossed to a door and opened it. The room appeared to be a parlor. Carefully, she made her way through the gloom to the windows. When she pulled the drapes open, sunlight streamed through the glass and illuminated a cloud of dust stirred up by her movements. It was as though no one had touched the room in weeks.

				The parlor was bare, except for a decorative plate in a stand atop the mantel. The carpet was marked by the footprints of chairs that were no longer there.

				She wrinkled her nose as she dragged her finger across the windowsill. It looked for all the world as if the most recent occupant had long since moved away. Mr. Wickenworth must have been mistaken. Surely.

				“Does someone actually live here?” she asked, turning toward the door.

				The butler stood just inside the room, casually leaning with his shoulder propping up the wall. His eyes narrowed at her question. “Yes,” he said in a jeering tone, “someone actually lives here.”

				“That was uncalled for,” Lily muttered.

				Handsome as he might have been, the man had no sense of his station. She stalked past the rude servant to a door across the hall. She reached for the knob.

				“Wait!” He grabbed her upper arm, bringing her to a halt.

				Lily’s startled gaze flew to his face. He was a few inches taller than she. Being quite tall for a female, this was a little out of the ordinary. Lily stood equal in stature to — or even taller than — most men of her acquaintance. The butler radiated an intensity of presence; his maleness oozed from every inch. His warm, spicy scent softened her other senses. Awareness flared between them, and Lily once again felt herself drawn in. She started to sway, shifting her weight closer.

				“Yes?” she said breathlessly, her lips parted in a pout.

				His eyes were riveted to her mouth. Then his brows puckered slightly, as though it took some effort to remember what he’d wanted to say. “I’d rather you didn’t go in there,” he said at last. “That’s my — ”

				“Nonsense!” Mr. Wickenworth cut in brusquely. “How can we appraise the place if we don’t see the entire property?”

				Lily looked from the solicitor to the man. She looked down at his hand still on her arm. Annoyance flared through her as she realized that a perfect stranger — and a servant, at that — had manhandled her.

				She pulled her arm out of his grip and drew a breath, fighting to regain mastery of her suddenly traitorous body. “Mr. Wickenworth is quite right,” she said. “We’ve come to view the property, and view it we shall.”

				The butler’s lips drew into a thin line as though he wanted to argue.

				Lily’s eyes narrowed in a challenge.

				She saw the instant the man’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. Lily felt her equilibrium returning. His handsome face had briefly thrown her off balance, but she was once again in control of herself and the situation. She turned on her heel and marched into the room.

				Several steps in, she stuttered to a halt; she felt herself enveloped by … him. The entire room smelled like the gorgeous stranger. A twinge of uncertainty gave her a moment’s pause before she continued to the window on the nearest wall. She opened the curtains, once again kicking up dust.

				This was a study. A desk at the far end of the room was buried under messy piles of papers. She thought of her father’s massive desk, exactingly neat. No one could function in chaos such as this.

				She wondered who lived in a largely vacant house, with only a presumptuous and incapable butler for a servant. Something had happened here, she reasoned. No matter what the butler said, it was patently obvious that the bulk of the house’s interior was not lived in.

				A roaring sneeze startled her. Mr. Wickenworth held his handkerchief to his face.

				“God bless you,” Lily said.

				“Excuse me,” the solicitor said. He took several steps into the study, the butler following close behind.

				Mr. Wickenworth sneezed again. He blew his nose. “I’m sorry,” he said, “The dust is aggravating my nose. I’ll just step outside for a mo — ” He interrupted himself with another sneeze.

				“For heaven’s sake, go.” Lily shooed him out with a wave of her hand.

				The front door closed behind him. A heavy, uneasy silence followed as Lily realized she was alone with the butler and his too-penetrating gaze.

				She clasped her hands behind her back and took a turn around the study. There was a leather sofa in the middle of the room. From behind, she saw that the wooden floor in front of it was darker than the surrounding boards, showing that a rug had covered the area at one time.

				When she reached the other side, she found a rumpled blanket lying across the cushions. A heavy glass bottle was on its side on the floor beside the sofa.

				She remembered the bang she’d heard when they knocked on the door, and eyed the bottle warily. She had the overwhelming feeling of having stumbled into a primitive, masculine den. There was nothing refined about it — a jumble of papers and a place to bed down with a bottle of whiskey. It was the barest degree of civilized living she had ever encountered in fashionable Mayfair. This was all better suited to an overcrowded tenement house.

				Once again, she felt the handsome stranger watching her. She met his eyes, and heat shot straight to her lower belly. Her heart thudded against her ribs.

				“This is squalid,” she stated, striving again to regain a sense of balance. How could he jumble her thoughts with a look?

				“You have a great many opinions, don’t you?” he rejoined. “Why do you want it, Miss Bachman, daughter of Mister Bachman?” He gave a derisive intonation to their prefixes. “This isn’t a neighborhood for upstarts.”

				He started toward her in slow, deliberate steps. A hungry glint in his eye made Lily decidedly uncomfortable. He looked at her as though he were a wolf, and she the little lamb separated from the flock.

				She retreated backward a step. He took up entirely too much space; he sucked the air from the room. “A sch-school,” she stammered. “I’m opening a charity school.”

				The predatory posture relaxed. He rubbed a long finger across his chin. “A charity school?” he murmured. “It would be nice to see something good come of the place.”

				A realization slapped Lily across the face. “You’re not the butler!” she exclaimed.

				The man’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. Then he threw his head back and let out a laugh, clear and loud. The sound sent a shiver of delight through Lily. She couldn’t help but chuckle along with him.

				“The butler?” he said. “You thought I was the butler?” He laughed again.

				A flush of embarrassment heated Lily’s face. It was one thing to laugh at her mistake the first time. Now he was just mocking her!

				“What was I supposed to think?” she snapped. “You answered the door in that,” she said, waving her hand up and down to indicate his dark attire. Now that she looked at it again, she saw that it was a gentleman’s evening wear, not a butler’s uniform. “The men I know aren’t still wearing the previous night’s apparel at eleven o’clock in the morning.”

				The humor left his face and the penetrating look returned. “You don’t know many interesting men, then, do you?” The easy, aristocratic drawl in his voice was unmistakable, now that she expected it. How could she ever have taken him for a servant?

				She swallowed. “I know a great many interesting men.” She raised her brows pointedly.

				He stalked forward again.

				Lily’s pulse thrummed in her ears. She felt the edge of the sofa against the back of her legs an instant before she lost her footing and sprawled onto the cushions. She hadn’t even realized she’d stepped back.

				His mouth spread into a lazy smile and his eyes took on a heavy-lidded appearance.

				“You sleep here,” Lily said, grasping for something, anything to keep him at bay.

				“Usually,” he answered. “But there’s a rather large bed upstairs that hasn’t seen any use in a while.” His teeth flashed in a wolfish grin.

				Lily froze at his insinuation. Then she was angry. How dare he? No one spoke to her that way. Lily Bachman was not some lightskirt who’d come tripping into his dilapidated abode to subject herself to his torment.

				She pressed her hands into the sofa and shoved back upright. The blanket slid off the smooth cushions and pooled behind her ankles.

				“Sir,” she began. She cast a contemptuous glance around the study. “If you truly live like this, then you have my pity, but I’ll not be purchasing your hovel. This run-down sty would offend even a bushman accustomed to dwelling in a mud hut.”

				The man’s mouth fell open in astonishment.

				Lily’s lips curled in an icy smile. “There will be no need to tour the rest of the property,” she said. “I’ll show myself out.”

				As she passed the man, she shivered. He stared at her in wrathful silence.

				She felt a twinge of guilt for putting down his home without knowledge of his circumstances, but he’d made her feel completely out of her element, so helpless under his hot, penetrating eyes.

				On the front step, she drew a deep breath and felt the tension slowly drain from her body.

				Mr. Wickenworth stood beside the carriage. “Completed the tour already?”

				She shook her head. “I could tell it didn’t suit.”

				From inside the house, she heard a bellowing roar, followed by the sound of shattering glass; she immediately recalled the bottle beside the sofa.

				Lily fled down the stairs and nearly dove into the coach. “Take me home at once, please.”

				She eyed the house warily as the coach rolled forward, glad she’d gotten out when she had. Between the way the stranger inside had ignited her blood and her temper, she was fully aware that she had almost completely lost control of herself. She never wanted to feel that way again.

	
Chapter Four

				Ethan finished dealing out thirteen cards to each of the other three players at the table. The last card, his thirteenth, he turned face-up — the three of clubs. A quick check of his hand confirmed that he had four high-ranking cards of the trump suit. He could win this hand. If his partner had even just a few good cards to complement his trumps, it would be a done deal. The old, familiar excitement coursed through his veins.

				He cast a longing look at the next table, where an intense game of vingt-et-un was underway. Bishop Holyland looked up and caught Ethan’s gaze. He nodded in greeting, then returned his attention to his cards.

				He would’ve given anything to join that game, but he simply didn’t have the money — or the credit with the other gentlemen — for the staggering sums those players were throwing around. When Ethan had approached the table an hour ago, half the men had refused to acknowledge him. Bishop had pointed out the ladies needed a fourth for whist.

				It was a lowering moment, but Ethan refused to give anyone the satisfaction of laughing at him. A dowager’s money spent the same as any other, after all. He’d thanked Bishop for the suggestion with an easy smile and sauntered to the dowagers’ table as though nothing in the world could give him greater pleasure.

				He flashed the women his roguish grin. “Care to make it interesting, ladies?”

				“Thorburn, there you are!” Quillan’s booming voice drew the attention of everyone in the card room. He sidled up behind Ethan and clapped him on the shoulder.

				“Ladies,” he said. “I hope you’ll forgive me if I steal Lord Thorburn away — we’ve some deadly dull politics to discuss.”

				“Thorburn doesn’t sit in Parliament.” The guileless eyes of one of the dowagers blinked at Ethan.

				“Truer words have never been spoken, madam.” Quillan nodded to the woman. “Nevertheless, there’s a proposed public road improvement near his family seat, and I’d like his input on the lay of the land.”

				Smooth, Ethan thought appreciatively. If he didn’t know Quillan any better, he almost would have thought his friend gave a rat’s arse about some road project.

				He issued a dramatic sigh and rose. “My apologies, ladies. Duty calls.”

				Ethan allowed Quillan to guide him away from the card room. They paused in the hallway just outside the door.

				“You looked in need of rescuing,” Quillan said cheerfully.

				Ethan snorted. “I could’ve won that set. Did you have any idea Lady Bryer refers to clubs as puppy toes?”

				“No,” Quillan blinked owlishly. “I generally don’t lower myself to gambling with dowagers.”

				Ethan’s lips pursed. He saw how it was. He was the easy target of his friend’s jibe.

				Not long ago, Quillan had been the one who needed this friendship more than Ethan did. Ethan was the one the ladies had flocked to. He was the one with a well-cultivated reputation for fast living and a lust for life. Years ago when they’d met at Oxford — and then as two young men new to town — Quillan was chubby, awkward, and easy to overlook in a crowd. Back then, the only thing that recommended him at all was his title, and that only mattered to husband-hunting misses.

				Ethan introduced him to the more interesting set and helped him overcome his debilitating shyness. With Ethan’s guidance, Quillan found his stride.

				And now the nature of their relationship had changed. Quillan was the one welcome in every ballroom and parlor. He was the one who had secured a contract with the most sought-after courtesan in London. It was he who did Ethan favors now — usually in the form of loaning him money. At present, Ethan owed him upwards of ten thousand pounds.

				The tone of their friendship had shifted. Ethan needed Quillan, and Quillan knew it. And sometimes, such as now, he reminded Ethan of the fact.

				Well. Before much longer, Ethan would give Quillan a small taste of comeuppance when he took his mistress right out from under his nose.

				They strolled into the ballroom, where several hundred bodies were packed in close proximity to one another, a teeming mass of elegant attire and false-bright smiles.

				“How is Lady Umberton?” Ethan asked casually.

				Quillan gave him a sharp look.

				The only, the only, subject remaining that Ethan could possibly hold over Quillan was his marriage. Ethan warned his friend the fair object of his infatuation might only be after his title.

				But Quillan refused to listen, believing instead the sweet nothings his intended whispered in his ear. They’d married her first Season out, a few months after Quillan met her.

				And he’d regretted it every day since, for the past five years.

				Immediately after the wedding, all of Lady Umberton’s sweet pretenses fell to the wayside. His countess took to spending Quillan’s money and brandishing her title over inferior acquaintances like a duck to water.

				Ethan stood by his friend’s side, resisting the urge to ever once breathe a word of the I told you so that had hung in the air between them all these years.

				But if Quillan was going to persist in rubbing Ethan’s debts into his face … 

				Quillan made a disgusted sound in his throat. “She’s big as a house and a misery to be around, if you must know,” Quillan said. “I hope she delivers soon, and pray God it’s a boy. If I never have to touch that harpy again, it’ll be too soon.”

				Ethan tactfully nodded and gave his friend a neutral sounding, “Hmm.”

				He took a glass of champagne from a passing footman. Despite the lines of twirling dancers in the middle of the ballroom, Ethan’s attention was nonetheless grabbed by a flurry of activity on the other side of the room.

				A woman in a scarlet gown stood out like a rose against black velvet, surrounded as she was by a coterie of gentlemen in dark evening wear. Her hand rested on the arm of her escort, though the distance between them suggested she bowed to politeness, not preference. From here, Ethan detected the haughty lift of her chin, the way she ate up the floor with confident strides, rather than mincing, ladylike steps, forcing her entourage to trip over themselves and each other to remain beside her while avoiding collisions with the other guests.

				“That’s her,” he breathed. Admiration mingled with distaste. While she was certainly a rare beauty and no shrinking violet like so many society misses, he couldn’t forget the numerous setdowns she had heaped upon his head just minutes after they’d laid eyes on one another.

				“What was that?” Quillan turned to look in the direction Ethan was staring.

				“That girl,” Ethan amended. Quillan knew he’d lost his possessions, but he didn’t know Ethan was forced to offer his house for sale. There was no way for Ethan to describe how this infuriatingly rude vixen had toured his home and insulted every inch of it without further abasing himself in Quillan’s estimation.

				His friend chuckled. “There are a hundred girls here, Eth. To which do you refer?”

				Ethan nodded to indicate the direction. “The one in red, with a round table’s worth of gallants swarming around.”

				Quillan scanned the crowed until he spotted the tableau. “Miss Bachman, you mean?”

				“Yes,” he murmured, “Miss Bachman.”

				As they watched, Miss Bachman dropped her escort’s arm. Another man materialized at her side, proffering a cup of punch. She waved a hand, turning down the offering. A rival stepped in front of her with a flute of champagne. This she also refused.

				She was tall for a woman, taller even than most of the men nipping at her heels. He hadn’t noticed her height when she’d been in his house. She was shorter than he, which was all that registered — but so was every other woman he’d ever met. Now that he saw her in comparison to others, he gained an appreciation for her stature.

				A woman that tall, he suddenly thought, must have miles of leg under her skirts. His mouth went dry as he contemplated this revelation. “Do you know anything about her?”

				Quillan turned a quizzical expression upon him. “You mean you don’t know anything about her?”

				Ethan frowned and shook his head. “Should I?”

				Quillan barked a laugh. “Old man, Miss Bachman is the dark horse catch of the Season. She’s got the regular brood of would-be wives in a tizzy. All those pathetic chaps over there aren’t yapping around a woman of no consequence whatsoever because of her pretty face.”

				“Then why are they?” he asked, lifting his champagne to his lips.

				“Ethan,” Quillan said with laughter in his voice, “Miss Bachman has a dowry of a hundred thousand pounds. Have you been under a rock all year?”

				Ethan choked on his drink. The effervescent liquid shot up the back of his throat and burned his nose. “A hundred thou — ” he croaked.

				“Astonishing, isn’t it?” Quillan said. “This is her second Season out, but word of her fortune just leaked this spring. There hasn’t been a dowry like that on the Marriage Mart in years.”

				“But who is she?” Ethan asked. “And how can this only be her second Season? She’s no young miss.” Indeed, he thought, recalling his provoking encounter with Miss Bachman, her rapier wit bespoke a woman of some experience. If she was a green girl, then Ethan was the King of Siam.

				The vision in red turned her back, giving him ample opportunity to examine her figure. Chestnut hair looped and twisted in an intricate updo, leaving the column of her long, creamy neck bared for his consideration. He followed the line of her neck down. It swept his gaze over a graceful, but well-defined, shoulder. No timid bits on that one, no. A narrow waist flared out to generously curved hips. His body tightened as the first hints of arousal thudded through his veins.

				In his study, she’d both infuriated and intoxicated him. He’d written it off as the effect of drinking too late and rising too early, but with a similar feeling again stealing over him, perhaps it hadn’t been the alcohol, at all. If she could transfix him so from a distance of twenty paces, he must well and truly be attracted to the infuriating female.

				As he watched, she made an annoyed, regal gesture with a gloved hand, sending some poor sap on his way.

				“If by ‘Who is she?’ you mean to inquire about her connections,” Quillan said, seemingly unaffected by the siren across the room, “then I can tell you that the family is of no account whatsoever. Her father is richer than Croesus — coal, I hear — and has some government contracts. He’s won a seat in Commons. It’s new money. Quite crass.”

				Ethan’s gaze wandered from Miss Bachman to the unassuming older couple standing nearby — her parents? The woman was talking to some other older ladies, and the gentleman had the blank look on his face of a man who would much rather be elsewhere. The pair didn’t look extraordinary in the least. They would have blended right into the local assembly rooms in any small town.

				“So now,” he concluded, following the trail of Quillan’s story, “Miss Bachman’s marriage — to a nobleman, of course — will cement the family’s status. They will have, as they say, arrived.”

				“Just so,” Quillan agreed. “She was previously affianced to an Army man, but the Peninsular did him in before they wed. Last year was her first Season out of mourning, and her first in town.”

				Ah. That explained the discrepancy in her age-to-Season ratio. “Any son?” Ethan asked.

				“No.” Quillan tapped a manicured nail against his glass. “Miss B is the only child. Of course, Mr. Bachman is actively engaged in industry. The stench of trade is all over his money, in any event. But when there’s just so very much of it, and still more coming in all the time … ” He waggled his brow. “One begins to acquire an appreciation for the aroma.”

				“No title,” Ethan mused out loud as his disbelieving gaze crossed the room again to settle on Miss Bachman, now seated and hemmed in by seven men vying for her notice. “New money. No tail tying the fortune to a male heir.” A tingle shot up his spine. “He’s leaving it all to her, isn’t he?” he said, turning astonished eyes on his friend.

				Quillan nodded. “She’s not just an heiress, she’s the heir. That’s the rumor, anyway — not only the dowry, but the inheritance to come when Mr. B passes to his eternal reward.”

				Ethan swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “And how much would that be?”

				“Nobody knows. But if her dowry is a hundred thousand, how much more must he have?” Quillan lifted his glass and tilted his head. “Makes me wish I wasn’t already shackled, I tell you.”

				Ethan’s mind reeled. With a dowry of a hundred thousand for his daughter, Mr. Bachman himself could easily be worth a half-million, or a full million, or more. Ethan could pay off his debts. He could afford Ghita. Hell, he could afford ten Ghitas.

				Something soft and feminine jostled against him.

				“Oh, excuse me, my lord.”

				He glanced down to see a petite blonde pressed against his side.

				“Lady Elaine,” he said, inclining his head.

				She batted her eyelashes at him in what he supposed was meant to be a flirtatious fashion, but fell miserably short. “This has turned into quite the crush. One can scarcely breathe,” she simpered. “I couldn’t help but hear you talking,” Lady Elaine said. Her small eyes disappeared behind the apples of her cheeks as she flashed him an ingratiating smile.

				Ethan and Quillan exchanged a nonplussed look.

				“Were you discussing Lily Bachman?” the woman pressed.

				Her name is Lily. He filed that information away in his mind. “It would do no good to deny it, as you’ve already owned to eavesdropping.”

				The young woman drew herself up, oblivious to his rebuke, and crossed her arms beneath an unimpressive bosom. “I can’t stand her,” she said with a sneer. “No one can.”

				“That’s quite a claim.” Ethan tipped his glass toward the portion of the room where Lily Bachman held court. “It would appear a great many people tolerate her perfectly well.”

				Lady Elaine’s nostrils flared like a bull preparing to charge. “They’re only after her obscene money. No one likes her. Look at her,” the woman said. Envy etched its ugly imprint across her features. “Tall as a giraffe. She stomps about like a man and holds herself apart, like she’s too good to talk to anyone — her! A complete nobody, lording around over actual lords and ladies. And when she does open her mouth, she doesn’t have a nice word to say to a soul.”

				Ethan was tempted to point out the hypocrisy of her diatribe, but held his tongue.

				“Just look!” Lady Elaine gestured with a hand.

				He looked.

				Some oaf dabbed with a handkerchief at what appeared to be a punch stain on the thigh of her skirt.

				Color flooded Lily’s cheeks. She swatted the swain’s hand. Ethan understood that she didn’t want the man touching her leg. The place he kept swiping at was awfully close to Eden.

				The man kept insisting, kept touching.

				A frustrated knot formed in Ethan’s chest. Why didn’t anyone stop the fool pawing her? He made a disgusted sound.

				“Exactly,” Lady Elaine said. “See how she berates the poor fellow?”

				Ethan’s brows furrowed as he suddenly felt a protective urge. He started forward, intent to pull the man off Miss Bachman, when she took matters into her own very capable hands.

				She jumped to her feet and rounded on the offending gentleman. Ethan couldn’t hear her voice over the music and rumble of the crowd, but he saw well enough the sharp gestures of her hands, the way her teeth were bared as she spoke. He saw, too, how the man seemed to crumble under her verbal evisceration.

				Finally, the man hurried away, swiping at his cheek.

				“By Jove,” Quillan said, all astonishment. “She made him cry!”

				“Horrible,” Lady Elaine sneered.

				Ethan let her declaration hang in the air, unanswered, as the inexplicable anxiety he’d felt for Miss Bachman drained away. He didn’t know that he’d call Miss Bachman horrible, as Lady Elaine insisted, but having already been on the wrong end of her sharp tongue, he wasn’t ready to jump to her defense, either.

				A moment later, he noticed the space at his side had been vacated. Lady Elaine had evidently gone elsewhere to spread her vitriol. He breathed a little easier.

				“So,” Quillan said.

				Ethan looked at him. “Yes?”

				“What do you think?”

				“Of what?” Ethan asked.

				“Miss Bachman,” Quillan said.

				He shrugged. “What is there to think?” She had turned her back on the punch-spiller. Ethan had a nice view of her profile, which was dominated by a spectacular pair of — 

				“Ethan,” Quillan said.

				“What?”

				His eyes still roved Miss Bachman’s assets. She’d been modestly buttoned up in a pelisse when he’d met her before. Hiding those lush breasts should be a hanging offense, he decided.

				“The gleam in your eye, Ethan, reminds me of the last time you had a decent hand. When was that? Remind me; it’s been a while.”

				Miss Bachman’s money offered freedom from a bleak future. It was comfort, security.

				As he watched her skewer another hopeful, he felt something akin to the same blissful state he remembered from sailing with his grandfather. Exhilaration and peace all at once.

				Well, maybe not peace, he considered. Not with Miss Bachman part and parcel with her hundred thousand.

				Of course, he mused with a thoughtful tilt of the head, he didn’t really like peace all that much, did he? A little fire to keep things exciting might be just the thing.

				Besides, marriage didn’t mean an end to his life. Plenty of people, Quillan included, lived virtually separate lives from their spouses. Marriage was just a contract, names scribbled on a license. It didn’t really mean anything, as he knew from his own parents’ wildly unsuccessful union. His own life could go on just as he wished.

				Maybe Ethan could offer Miss Bachman a mutually beneficial arrangement. He had the title she wanted, and she had the money he needed.

				He smiled. “Quillan, my friend, I’ve decided it’s time I marry.”

				“And I won’t insult you by asking the identity of the lucky lady. Only one has the charms,” he said while rubbing his thumb and first two fingers together, “to catch your eye. When do you start your pursuit?”

				Ethan looked across the room where the future Lady Thorburn was conversing with one of her hangers-on with a bored expression on her face.

				Ethan’s smile deepened. He handed Quillan his glass. “Right now.”

	
Chapter Five

				Lily cast a longing look at one of the two chandeliers hanging above the ballroom. It glittered like a thousand shards of ice the morning after a winter storm.

				She wondered if it would support the weight of a noose from which she could hang herself. It didn’t even matter if the chandelier couldn’t support her for long. Once the noose snapped her neck and ended her misery, the chandelier could crash to the floor and send a few of these milksops to hell, too.

				Gradually, she became aware of anticipated silence surrounding her.

				She blinked and lowered her gaze to the man standing in front of her, a pock-marked fellow whose name she hadn’t even attempted to remember. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t attending,” she admitted. What did it matter if she offended him? All to the good, if he left her alone. “What did you say?”

				“Not at all,” he said with an ingratiating smile. “I merely commented upon the quality of the entertainment.” He nodded toward the musicians’ nook behind a screen at the end of the great chamber. “Rarely have I heard such precision in a ballroom.”

				Lily sighed wearily. Really? She had to comment upon the precision of the ball’s musicians?

				She cast an unhappy glance around the room, where other groups of people her age were laughing together, having a grand time dancing and talking.

				Meanwhile, she was isolated like an oddity at a county fair, held apart from everyone else and only approached by the most intrepid — or desperate — men.

				The women all hated her, Lily knew. They didn’t appreciate interlopers in their midst and resented competition for their men.

				An angry thought directed toward her father crossed her mind. He was dead wrong if he thought her dowry was going to land her a decent husband. No honorable man would come after her money to begin with. If he’d made her dowry more modest in size, she might stand a better chance. As it was, she had the outrageous hundred thousand pounds hanging around her neck, an embarrassingly large albatross that marked her for a ruthless social climber, when she was really anything but.

				She was once again aware of the lapse in conversation.

				Oh, right. The musicians. The precise musicians.

				Five gentlemen stood around her in a circle, each making a good show of caring what she had to say about the musicians.

				Might as well have a little fun, she decided. She smiled slyly. “I suppose they’re fine. So,” she said, changing the subject, “that war … ”

				That war was always a heated topic of conversation. The news out of France came fast and furious this spring. The Allies had taken Paris, and Bonaparte was bound for exile. Everyone had something to say on the matter.

				“It’s about time they got Boney,” said one man. “Wellington made some blunders in Spain. He should have had this wrapped up last year.”

				Spoken like a man who’s never worn a uniform, Lily thought crossly.

				“My mother can’t wait to get back to Paris and buy a decent bonnet,” drawled another.

				She rolled her eyes and bit her tongue. Thousands of men, including her betrothed, had died freeing the Continent of a maniacal emperor, and people were concerned with bonnets?

				The pock-marked man spoke up. “I just wish they’d put him up in front of the firing squad and be done with it.”

				“So eager for blood?” Lily curled her lip. “Hasn’t enough been spilled?”

				“W-well,” the man stammered. “That is … I don’t mean to imply … ”

				“Exile is an appropriate punishment,” Lily said. “Bonaparte is an emperor, after all. Or would you have us start taking the heads of kings? Viva la revolution, gentlemen?”

				Her group of suitors fell into shocked silence. There was nothing quite like raising the specter of the Terror to get the titled class quaking in their boots, she thought with satisfaction. At least they’d ceased their namby-pamby efforts at conversing with her.

				A warm hand pressed into the small of her back. “Careful,” a velvety low voice rumbled in her ear. “You begin to sound like the sympathetic rabble. Makes the aristocracy very nervous.”

				She turned to face the speaker. The arm attached to the hand slipped around her waist.

				“Good evening, Miss Bachman,” said … the butler. Who wasn’t a butler. Who was, perhaps, the handsomest man she had ever seen and had his arm around her waist and was looking into her eyes with a silky heat that she felt in her belly — 

				The world went off kilter. She was faintly aware that she was standing in a ballroom in the arms of a man whose name she did not even know. “Good evening, my lord,” she murmured.

				He flashed a devastating smile and that, too, contributed to the simmering heat in her lower regions.

				“Come, let’s dance.” He tilted his head toward the middle of the room, where couples formed up for the waltz.

				The light skipped across his russet hair, picking up hints of auburn in the brown. It was as tousled as it had been the day she first saw him, refusing to be tamed.

				“Thorburn,” piped up one of her suitors. “Miss Bachman has already promised me the set.”

				Lily lowered her eyes, unaccountably disappointed. “It’s true, my lord, I have.” She slipped out of his arm.

				She dragged air into her lungs, clearing her mind, even as a residue of heat remained where he’d touched her. Who was he, anyway, to come ’round and lay claim to her? They hadn’t even been introduced! He was a boorish lout, even if he was devilishly good-looking. Handsome men were the worst sort, anyway — they knew they were in short supply, and were always insufferably full of themselves.

				Lily started to turn toward her promised dance partner. Thorburn’s hand clamped around hers.

				“You’ve got all night to dance with these toads,” he said into her ear as he tucked her hand into his arm. “Couple with me now.”

				There was something suggestive about his words, but when she turned her widened eyes on him, his face was all innocence.

				Couple with me.

				Lily’s chest tightened.

				As the music began, his arm slipped around her waist again. His hand fit into the curve of her back, warm and firm.

				She laid a hand on the shoulder of his evening jacket, black as a raven’s feathers. The snowy linen of his cravat was neatly folded into an intricate knot. How could she ever have mistaken his attire for a butler’s uniform?

				“Are you going to open a door for me?” she teased.

				His slate blue eyes flashed sudden annoyance. “Are you going to insult me if I do?”

				The nerve. Lily didn’t have to put up with this. She pushed against his chest and attempted to pry her hand out of his. His grip tightened and he put a little more force into twirling her around the floor.

				“Tell me, Miss Bachman,” he said in an even tone, as though he hadn’t noticed her effort at escape, “do you typically compete with your dance partners, or do I alone have the distinction of doing battle with your slippers?”

				Lily glanced down where her feet were, in fact, making a muck of the pattern, refusing to fall into step with his. She blushed.

				“Allow me to remind you,” he said, arching a brow, “I am leading this dance.”

				Any number of retorts pranced across her tongue, but the firm set to his jaw made her think better of issuing one. She didn’t care to get into an argument in front of the ton, or draw attention to the fact that she was dancing with a gentleman to whom she had not, in fact, been introduced.

				She met his challenging gaze, then silently acquiesced to his lead. It was just a dance, not a battle. There was really no reason to make it one. Lily adjusted her steps to cooperate with his.

				An appreciative smile touched the corners of his mouth. He drew her closer.

				As she relaxed and enjoyed the music — the musicians actually were quite good — she became aware of how harmoniously their bodies moved together. She felt the muscles of his shoulder tighten and release beneath her fingers. His hand on her back exerted a light but constant pressure, somehow taking some of her own weight off her feet.

				Or maybe she was just floating at being in the arms of a handsome man who had yet to say a word about her money, or an insipid remark to win her regard. That was something to recommend him, even if his manners left much to be desired.

				His eyes roamed her face, then traveled down to her décolletage.

				Lily felt her breasts tighten in response to his scrutiny. She inhaled sharply.

				“Are you warm?” he asked, a knowing glint in his eyes.

				How could eyes such a cool blue hold so much heat, she wondered.

				“A little,” she admitted.

				As a turn in the waltz brought them near the French doors opening onto the balcony, he pulled her out of the pattern of dancers and drew her out into the night.

				The fresh air cooled Lily’s addled senses. “Just a moment, Lord Thorburn, was it?” She laid a hand on his bicep, and immediately wished she hadn’t. His arm was solid. How could living flesh be so firm? She found herself wondering what his bare arms looked like, what it would feel like to touch them.

				“Are you quite all right?” His voice held a teasing note.

				He knew what he was doing to her, the insufferable man — he was probably doing it on purpose. She lifted her chin and met his hot gaze with a cool one of her own. “I did not consent to accompany you anywhere,” she said imperiously. There.

				His lips quirked in amusement. “Have I abducted you against your will?”

				“Well … no,” she faltered.

				He tucked her hand into the crook of his arm and strolled toward the stairs. “I’d be happy to return you to your group of admirers, if you’d prefer their company.”

				The thought of going back to that lot was nauseating. She made a sound that expressed her feelings. Thorburn chuckled, a throaty, wicked laugh. It crawled over her skin and sent a shiver up and down her spine.

				She made no further protests as they descended into the garden. They strolled past other couples and exchanged greetings with acquaintances. It was all very respectable.

				Why, then, Lily wondered, did she feel that stepping into the night with this man was an act of rebellion?

				Why did her heart pound so as he led her farther away from the house?

				And why was he moving around the hedge and pulling her into a shadowed alcove?

				Alarms sounded in her mind. “My lord — ” she started.

				He gripped her waist and swung her around so her back was to the tall hedge.

				She couldn’t see the house at all now. Only the faintest wisps of music and laughter filtered to their secluded hiding place. His features melted into the darkness, rendering his face a study of shadow-on-shadow. There was only his overwhelming nearness and the warmth of his hands on her waist.

				Her heart hammered madly. She had to get out of here. This wasn’t a good idea. In fact, her overwrought mind pointed out, this was a very bad idea. She’d have been better off discussing the various, precise attributes of the musicians with her swarm of fortune hunters, rather than allow herself to get carried away by Lord Thorburn’s many charms.

				Her throat was dry. She swallowed. That didn’t help — her mouth was dry, too. “My lord — ”

				Then his mouth was on hers, extinguishing her voice like a snuffer on a flame.

				The contact shocked her. Her eyes went wide.

				His lips were soft, yet exerted firm, insistent pressure. Strong arms snaked around her back and drew her against his hard length.

				No! her mind protested. He didn’t ask, I didn’t say he could … 

				She placed her left hand on his shoulder and pushed herself away. At the same instant, she brought her right hand swinging up.

				His hand clamped around her wrist like a vise before she made contact with his face.

				“That’s rather uncalled for, isn’t it?” he asked, his voice full of mirth.

				He was laughing at her — again! Never had she known someone who laughed at her as much as he did. It was lowering in the extreme. “I didn’t give you permission to do that,” she said.

				His hand slid from her wrist to cover hers. His thumb traced small circles on her palm. Tiny convulsions of pleasure shot up her arm and her eyes fluttered closed in spite of herself. “I’m leading this dance, remember?”

				Lily’s arm went limp under his touch. “We’re not dancing anymore.” Her voice was small and weak in her own ears.

				“Of course we are.” He guided her hand to his neck. Of their own volition, her fingers burrowed into the short hair at his nape.

				His hand still covered hers, keeping her firmly anchored. His other hand rose to her face and grazed her cheek with the back of a finger.

				She jerked a little, turning her face toward his touch. The part of her mind that had sounded the alarm bells now notified her she was being drawn in by a practiced seducer. But the warning voice scarcely made an impression against the pleasurable sensations rolling through her.

				His finger traced its way to her mouth. Lily pursed her trembling lips to meet him.

				He gasped and let out a soft chuckle. “That’s it,” he said in a low voice.

				Thorburn’s gloved fingertip was warm. He pressed against her bottom lip, parting her slightly.

				Blood rushed in a whoosh through Lily’s ears. A steady thrumming of heat built in her lower belly. She felt heavy between her thighs.

				He lowered his head again, replacing his finger with his lips. This time, Lily was poised to receive him. She tilted her head back into his hand.

				There was nothing timid or asking about his kiss. He very simply took — without preamble, without consideration of her virginal sensibilities. His mouth slanted over hers, soft at first, but increasingly more demanding. His hands roved the curves of her back, molding her yielding body against his hard form.

				Everywhere he touched left a trail of fire on her skin. Lily was burning alive and all she could do was whimper. Her experience with any kind of kissing was limited, and nonexistent when it came to the erotic provocation of Thorburn’s mouth.

				His tongue flicked at the corner of her mouth. Tentatively, she parted her lips. He groaned his approval. She felt the soft warmth of his tongue probing against hers. It was delightfully wicked, and Lily never did anything wicked. She opened further and drew him into her mouth, exulting in the passionate newness of it all.

				She felt herself leaning against him, as though her legs could no longer support her — didn’t want to support her. She wanted him to hold her, wanted to be as near as she could. She clung all the tighter, clumsily trying to convey her need — 

				He lifted his head.

				Lily made a tiny sound of protest. Come back!

				He drew a shuddering breath and exhaled. His breath was a warm caress against her cheek. Then he removed himself from her embrace.

				Thorburn squeezed her shoulders. Lily swayed forward and nearly stumbled when he stepped back. He was still hidden from her sight by the darkness. “Miss Bachman,” he said in his wry, detached voice. “Thank you for the dance.” He kissed her hand, then melted into the dark garden path.

				He was gone.

				Lily stood in the bushes, alone and dazed. Her skin still burned from his touch. Her knees still wobbled. But he was gone, and she was alone.

				A stone bench crouched in a pool of torchlight a short distance toward the house. She dropped onto it. Dimly, she was aware of what had transpired. She’d allowed Lord Thorburn to kiss her, and she had kissed him back, allowing herself to be swept into lust. Slick moisture dampened her upper thighs.

				She’d gone out of her mind and lost control of herself with one measly kiss. Hot shame stabbed through her. What would her mother say if she found out what Lily had done — what would her father say?

				Lily drew several deep breaths, forcing herself to calm. The throbbing in her lower portions began to abate. She tried to order it away entirely, but her body refused to obey. So, she’d kissed a man, she reasoned. What of it? Men and women kissed each other all the time. There wasn’t anything special about kissing.

				Only there was.

				She touched her lips. Thorburn had touched her mouth just so …  Lily jerked her hand down. It didn’t do to dwell on such things.

				She made her way back to the house. As she approached the ballroom, the music seemed garish, the lights too bright. It was all overwhelming. The ball had taken on the not-quite-real quality one feels upon being woken out of a dream.

				Lily stepped back into that illuminated cave teeming with bodies. She squinted against the light.

				“Miss Bachman!” One of her suitors bounded to her side. “There you are. Are you all right?”

				Lily stared at him. Was she all right?

				Was she?

				“Yes,” she finally murmured. “Quite all right, thank you.”

				“Are you sure?” he asked. “Would you care for some punch?”

				She nodded. “That would be lovely. Thank you.”

				The man looked at her with a hint of disbelief on his face. Then he grinned and nodded. When he returned with her punch, Lily allowed him to escort her to a seat, where several of her most devoted suitors soon flocked.

				Their conversation washed over her unnoticed. She docilely answered a few direct questions. Her mind was too distracted to summon her usual disdain for all the men who wanted her fortune.

				She looked around the ballroom for the one man who suddenly mattered very much, the one who had turned her ordered world topsy-turvy with a waltz and a kiss.

				He was nowhere to be found.

	
Chapter Six

				Lily poked half-heartedly at a bit of egg. She lifted her fork to her mouth and went through the motions of chewing and swallowing, only to discover the egg was still on her plate.

				“Such a crush last night,” Mrs. Bachman said. “Lady Northington-Jones must be thrilled, but I fear the air was not good for my lungs. So much going and coming, the air never settled.”

				“I found it stifling,” Lily said. “Fresh air is better, anyway, Mama.”

				Mrs. Bachman pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders. “I disagree. After all, you don’t leave the windows of a sick room flung open, do you? Of course not. Warm, still air is more recuperative.”

				Lily took a sip of tea and replaced her cup in its saucer. Around the rim, fanciful peacocks in the Oriental style flew against a wide blue band. The service altogether clashed with the breakfast room’s traditional décor, but Mrs. Bachman insisted the set was the crack of fashion. Lily hadn’t the heart to tell her mother that chinoiserie was already passé.

				“What is that you’re wearing?” Mrs. Bachman asked, her cheeks drooped in a frown.

				Lily glanced down at her dress. “What, this? It’s new. This is the first I’ve worn it.”

				Her mother lifted a lorgnette and squinted. “Is it muslin?”

				“Chintz.” Lily broke a morsel off her bread.

				“I don’t recognize the fabric,” Mrs. Bachman said.

				Lily dipped the bread in her tea and popped it into her mouth. “You were present when I selected it.”

				“Was I?” Mrs. Bachman dropped the lorgnette. It fell against her ample chest, dangling from a chain around her neck. “I must say I don’t recall. I certainly don’t think I’d have approved the color. The blue of those flowers does nothing for you. And there it is again in that ribbon ’round your … ” She gestured below her own bosom. She clucked her tongue. “Not a thing for you, my dear.”

				Lily closed her eyes and counted to twenty, so as to not lose her temper at her mother this early in the day.

				She’d only gotten as far as twelve when there was a rap at the front door.

				Lily startled. Her eyes rested on the breakfast room door. Quite a few callers had come in the week since she’d danced with Lord Thorburn, but not him. She’d convinced herself he would come, outing himself for a Leech like all the rest.

				But he hadn’t.

				Lily didn’t know whether she was relieved or disappointed that he never came. If he had, she’d have been happy to see him, but sorry he was only interested in her money. But since he hadn’t, she was deprived of laying her eyes on his handsome face again, even if she was still put out at him for kissing her. And then leaving her. She wasn’t sure which offense put her out more.

				Gah, she was a mess. She drummed her fingers on the table.

				“No, no, that is most inelegant,” Mrs. Bachman scolded. “Very mannish. And with your unfortunate height, you simply cannot utilize such gestures. The Duchess of Monthwaite could,” she said with a nod. “Such a petite, pretty thing. It would be quite modern of her, and soon become all the rage. But it just looks odd on you, Lily. I don’t suggest you continue.”

				Lily groaned and pushed back from the table. “I’m sure you’re right, Mama.” She dropped a daughterly kiss to Mrs. Bachman’s cheek. “I shall strive to curtail my hoydenish ways.”

				She went to the entrance hall to see who had called.

				The butler, Wallace, was arranging several bouquets on a platter. He glanced up at her approach. “I was just bringing these to your room, miss.”

				Lily looked over the assortment of colorful flowers. “Who sent these?”

				Wallace handed her a collection of calling cards. “Several gentlemen have stopped by this morning. I took the liberty of noting which gift is matched to each card.”

				“Thank you,” she murmured. With trembling fingers, Lily flipped through the cards. “Mr. Faircloth?” she muttered. “Still?” She tossed it onto the sideboard and looked at the next. No, no, and no. None of them were from Lord Thorburn.

				She scowled. “Box them up, Wallace,” she directed. “Send them to the Navy hospital.”

				With a heavy sigh, Lily took herself to the library, the one room in the house where she could be reasonably certain of privacy. Mrs. Bachman had not read anything more intellectually strenuous than the scandal sheets for as long as Lily could remember. The cozy room offered a sanctuary in which to work on her school.

				She unpacked her papers from a decorative box on a large mahogany table tucked into the corner of the book-lined walls. So far, she and Mr. Wickenworth had viewed five properties, including Lord Thorburn’s. None of them were quite what Lily envisioned for the school, but the time was coming to make a selection.

				She laid out her notes, and then withdrew a fresh sheet of paper. On it, she listed each property down the left side of the page, then proceeded to jot down a few words for each, describing the strong and weak points of the houses. Beside the address of Lord Thorburn’s Bird Street house, she wrote, Advantages: Taller than I; Handsome; Kisses quite well. Disadvantages: Arrogant (insufferably so); High-handed; I ought not be in the position of knowing he kisses quite well.

				She scowled at the paper and drew heavy black marks through that line of text. “The house doesn’t suit,” she muttered. “Neither does the man. And that’s an end to it.”

				Forcing Lord Thorburn’s mocking smile from her mind, she set aside the property list, determined instead to review the letters they’d received in answer to the advertisement for a headmistress. There were several who seemed suitably qualified — on paper, at least. This was another decision that needed to be made soon, as she wanted to leave the hiring of tutors and staff to a competent headmistress.

				Several hours passed with Lily engrossed in her work, scarcely noticing the passing of time. The sound of her mother’s voice wafting down the hall alerted Lily to an impending interruption.

				“There you are!” Mrs. Bachman declared from the doorway. “I see you’ve not dressed for company, though it’s now gone noon. You know it’s our day to receive visitors, and only look who’s here!” She stepped inside the library and waved to an unseen guest in the hall, gesturing them forward.

				Lily’s heart skipped. Had Lord Thorburn finally come?

				Her disappointment at two female figures appearing lasted only an instant when she saw who it was.

				“Naomi!” Lily cried, springing to her feet.

				Lady Naomi Lockwood, the youngest sibling of the Duke of Monthwaite, squealed when she caught sight of Lily. She wore a lilac muslin dress with a lightweight shawl draped over her arms. Her reddish-gold hair was done up in a simple twist.

				She embraced Lily and stepped back, her hands resting on Lily’s arms. “You look lovely, my dear. Please give me the direction of your modiste — that chintz is divine.”

				Lily’s lips twitched and she shot an amused glance in her mother’s direction.

				“Miss Bachman!” said the other newcomer. “I trust you are engaged in an improving activity.”

				“Yes, Lady Janine,” Lily said, wrapping her arms around Naomi’s aunt.

				“Pray, do not make me correct your address yet again, m’dear,” the woman said.

				Lily laughed. “Yes, Aunt Janine,” she replied.

				Lady Janine had never married, and so took particular interest in the doings of her niece and nephews. She had taken both Lily and Isabelle under her wing last Season, and insisted they also address her as Aunt. The older lady was a hopeless bluestocking, forever absorbed in some course of study, and shamelessly encouraged the young ladies to follow suit.

				“Shall we adjourn to the sitting room?” Mrs. Bachman was already moving toward the door.

				“Oh, no,” Aunt Janine replied in a faraway voice. “This will do very well.” She walked the length of the massive bookshelves, running her fingers over the spines of the numerous volumes.

				“Bosh,” Mrs. Bachman, argued, “not a bit of it. No one wants to hang about these dusty old books. This room always puts me in mind of a tomb. Let’s repair to the sitting room. So much pleasanter.”

				Aunt Janine’s jaw dropped open in horror.

				“Mama,” Lily said firmly, forestalling any further offense toward Aunt Janine. “This will do.”

				Mrs. Bachman looked from her daughter to Aunt Janine and back again. Then she sniffed. “Very well.” She took a seat near the fireplace and gestured for the others to join her.

				“How is Her Grace?” Mrs. Bachman inquired of Naomi. “I was surprised to hear she would not be to town this spring; I trust she’s not unwell?”

				“Her Grace fares well at Helmsdale,” Naomi answered in an ambiguous tone that sparked Lily’s curiosity. “Aunt Janine is staying with Lord Grant and me here in town.”

				Tea arrived. Naomi helped her serve the older ladies, then they strolled around the room together. When they’d reached the opposite side of the library, Naomi asked, “Have I missed anything?”

				Lily shook her head. “Just the usual preening and posturing.”

				“Hmm,” Naomi said. She threw a sidelong smile at Lily. “We only just arrived yesterday, but I’ve already heard one interesting tidbit.”

				“Oh?”

				Naomi inclined her head toward Lily. “I heard,” she whispered, “that someone has had to ask all her suitors to form an orderly queue at the door.”

				Lily snorted. “I believe what you’ve heard has been exaggerated.”

				“But no betrothal?” Naomi asked. “After so many offers already?”

				“No.” Lily shook her head. “I’m really not interested in marrying just yet. Besides,” she said, inclining her head toward the table where her papers were still laid out, “I have work to occupy me.”

				She hoped to steer the conversation away from her gaggle of hopefuls, but Naomi refused to be redirected.

				“Has no one captured your notice?”

				A picture of Lord Thorburn’s provokingly handsome face sprang to mind.

				“There is someone!” Naomi giggled. “You’re blushing. Now you must tell all.”

				“There’s nothing to tell,” Lily insisted. “The only man who has captured my notice has done so because he’s insufferable and rude and — ”

				“Handsome?” Naomi supplied.

				“That, too,” Lily admitted, “but it doesn’t matter when his character is so — ”

				“Who is it?” Naomi asked.

				Lily pressed her lips together.

				“Out with it!”

				“Lord Thorburn,” Lily whispered.

				Naomi’s eyes flew wide. “Thorburn!” she yelped.

				“What was that?” Mrs. Bachman looked over at the two girls.

				“Who mentioned Thorburn?” Aunt Janine asked.

				Lily winced.

				Naomi had the good grace to look abashed. “Sorry.”

				“Lily waltzed with Lord Thorburn,” Mrs. Bachman volunteered. “She ought not have done so, because they hadn’t even been introduced. But you can’t tell young people anything anymore.”

				“He’s thoroughly disreputable,” Naomi said. “You must be careful, Lily.”

				Aunt Janine snorted. “If debt renders one disreputable, then half the ton are notorious.”

				Lily frowned. “Is he badly in debt?”

				“Oh, yes,” Aunt Janine answered. “His proclivity for gaming is no secret, though with his past, it’s no wonder he’s picked up a vice or two.” She turned back around in her seat and sipped her tea.

				Don’t be interested, Lily told herself. Thorburn’s history wasn’t any of her affair, didn’t signify in the least. Besides, if he was in debt as Aunt Janine said, then he must certainly fall into her category of Leech.

				Lily stared at the back of Aunt Janine’s head. Then, like a moth inexorably drawn to a flame, her feet carried her to the sitting area. She lowered herself onto the sofa.

				“What of his past?” she heard herself say. No! shouted a warning voice in her mind.

				But, she argued with herself, if she learned about him, perhaps she could relegate him to the proper compartment in her mind and forget that foolish kiss. As it was, he was an enigma she’d built up to mythic proportions.

				The scholarly lady set down her teacup; her face took on a faraway look. “The poor boy didn’t have a chance of reaching manhood unscathed,” Aunt Janine said. “His father, the third Earl of Kneath, is known to be a cruel man. Lady Kneath was a lovely girl in her time, but after their wedding, she was seen more than once with bruises on her face and arms.”

				Lily made a disgusted sound.

				“How awful!” Naomi said. Lily hadn’t noticed her friend had joined her on the sofa, but she seemed as engrossed in Aunt Janine’s tale as Lily.

				“It was,” Aunt Janine agreed. “His wife tried to leave him once. Kneath caught up with her, carried her home again and beat her worse than ever.” She paused to take a sip of her tea. “She lost that babe.”

				Naomi’s cup clattered to her saucer. Mrs. Bachman let out a cry and pressed a hand to her cheek.

				“She was with child?” Bile rose in Lily’s throat.

				“Oh, yes,” Aunt Janine said with a sad nod. “And almost died herself. She had a son soon after, and another — the current Thorburn — about four years later. After the children were born, she embarked on a career of cuckolding her husband at every opportunity, although from what I hear, she has been settled with her Greek lover these several years now.”

				“In Greece?” Naomi asked.

				Aunt Janine nodded. “Lady Kneath has not set foot in England in ten years or more. It’s truly one of the most spectacularly failed marriages I’ve ever beheld.”

				Lily shuddered. She couldn’t imagine the abject terror Lord Thorburn’s mother must have felt on a daily basis, knowing that at any moment, her husband might turn on her. And what of the children?

				“You said there were two boys,” Lily said, “an older one. What happened to him?”

				“Duel,” Aunt Janine replied. “Killed by his lover’s husband.”

				Naomi wrinkled her nose. “Not much respect for the institution of marriage in that family.”

				“Not much respect for it anywhere,” Aunt Janine rejoined.

				A gloomy silence fell over the group. Lily thought about the Duke and Duchess of Monthwaite, who had been divorced but were now married to one another again. The duke was Naomi’s brother, and Lady Janine’s nephew. She wondered if that was where the others’ minds had gone, as well.

				“Mr. Bachman and I have been happily married twenty-eight years this June,” Mrs. Bachman declared. “Not every couple strays from the vows.” She looked at Aunt Janine. “I’ll remind you there are two unmarried ladies present, and thank you not to scare them into spinsterdom.”

				Aunt Janine subjected her to an icy smile. “And I’ll remind you there are three unmarried ladies present. I am a spinster, Mrs. Bachman, yet have managed to enjoy a fulfilling life. I wonder if you can say the same.”

				Mrs. Bachman’s mouth fell open. “Why, Lady Janine, I’m not sure I appreciate the implication — ”

				“Bravo!” Aunt Janine exclaimed. “I am astonished a word with as many syllables as ‘implication’ has found its way to your vocabulary. I commend you, madam.”

				Naomi pressed a hand to her eyes and shook her head.

				“Aunt Janine,” Lily said in a raised voice. “Mama!”

				The two older ladies ceased their squabbling. Mrs. Bachman’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment, while Aunt Janine looked as though she was enjoying every moment of the exchange.

				“You were telling me about Viscount Thorburn’s family,” Lily reminded her.

				“Oh yes.” Aunt Janine cleared her throat. “Kneath — Thorburn, then — didn’t pay much attention to the present Thorburn, as he was the younger son. It’s probably for the best, when it comes right down to it. I know I’m not the only one who worried about those boys after their mother had been so ill-treated. The eldest Helling son, Lord Walter, seemed to be turning into a replica of his father. Honestly, it’s just as well that duel did him in. The younger one, Lord Ethan, was left to run wild. His grandfather is the only one who took any interest in him, the poor thing, but he died some fifteen years ago. When Lord Walter died, their father went into mourning and still hasn’t come out of it, even though it’s been three years. He stays at the family heap and won’t acknowledge Thorburn any more now than during his childhood.”

				A surge of pity for the young Ethan Helling and his miserable childhood shot through Lily. She squirmed in her seat. She didn’t need to feel pity for him. He was a grown man now, and whatever he’d made of his life — debts and all — was his own doing.

				She cleared her throat. “At least that settles one thing,” she said. “If he’s badly in debt and not receiving funds from his father, then he’s almost certainly a fortune hunter.”

				Aunt Janine tilted her head to the side. “A fortune hunter he may be, m’dear — but he doesn’t seem to be hunting yours. That must be a relief.”

				Lily forced a smile. Somehow, said her despairing heart, it wasn’t any relief at all.

	
Chapter Seven

				Lily set the letter of reference down in her lap and rubbed her eyes. She’d thought the park would be a pleasant setting to settle on her choice of headmistress before her meeting with Mr. Wickenworth this afternoon. Instead, the sunlight glaring off the white papers gave her the beginnings of a headache.

				At the other end of the bench, her lady’s maid, Moira, sat with her ankles crossed and her hands clasped across her belly. Her chin rested against her chest, which rose and fell steadily while she dozed. The warm air was rather soporific. Lily’s jaw cracked. She covered her mouth with a hand, arched her back in a stretch, and yawned.

				“Miss Bachman! This is an unexpected pleasure.”

				Lily startled. She opened her eyes to see Lord Thorburn standing there, his left hand covering the brass head of a black lacquered walking stick. In his right hand, he held what appeared to be a letter. He quickly folded it. As it passed over his waistcoat on the way to his inner coat pocket, Lily caught a glimpse of a florid V at the top of the stationery.

				Her stomach flipped at his sudden appearance. It was his fault she couldn’t concentrate on work at home. She still hadn’t decided whether or not he was a rotten bounder like the rest of the Leeches, but she had given up on him coming to call after her fortune. But now here he was, unexpectedly showing up at her park bench. Had he followed her? Was he full of mercenary intentions, after all? She eyed him suspiciously, trying to divine some meaning from his gray morning coat and blue waistcoat, as though they were scrying stones.

				“I have interrupted you,” Thorburn said. “Forgive the intrusion.” He touched his gloved hand to the brim of his hat. He was going to walk away, and Lily hadn’t said a single word to him!

				“No, please,” she blurted. “I’ve cobwebs in my skull this morning.”

				Thorburn paused. A small smile touched his lips.

				Lily swallowed, her innards fluttering. “What are you doing?” She realized as the words escaped her lips that it was an impertinent question. It wasn’t her business in the least what Lord Thorburn was doing this morning. Heat flooded her cheeks. Why haven’t you come to call? That was the question she really wanted to ask, but it would be exponentially more outrageous to voice that than the question she’d already posed.

				Thorburn didn’t seem to mind. “I’m on my way to visit a friend,” he answered, “though I’m in no hurry. It’s such a fine morning, I thought I’d enjoy a walk before I called.”

				Lily furrowed her brow and nodded. She looked down at her hands in her lap, unaccountably stung that he was going to call upon someone other than her. He’d not so much as popped in for tea, even though he’d dragged her into the hedge and kissed her.

				From the corner of her eye, she caught the motion of him swaying, on the verge of departure. He hadn’t followed her or anything of the sort, she realized. He’d happened upon her by chance and stopped to be polite, and she was making a muck of it.

				“Would you care to sit down?”

				A shadow crossed his face at her invitation, reminiscent of the hungry wolf she’d glimpsed in his study. Then he blinked, once again the image of polite civility.

				“Thank you,” he said.

				Lily picked up the folio of letters and moved toward the middle of the bench, closer to her abigail. Thorburn sat on her right. Her heart pounded in her chest. She was too aware of him; his solid masculine presence radiated confidence and authority. As much as Lily liked to command situations, it was often work to do so when men were involved. They always came around to her perspective eventually, but it sometimes took her entire arsenal of biting words and feminine charms — usually only one of those, sometimes both.

				But Lord Thorburn … now, here was a man who had dispatched her whole group of admirers at the ball that night by strolling over and claiming her, with barely a word of protest raised by the others. And then he’d claimed her further with that kiss.

				That kiss. That stupid kiss that wouldn’t get out of her mind and had made a wreck of her this whole week past. Well, he was here now, she thought, drawing herself up. Time to grab the bull by the horns and find out once and for all what kind of man he was — 

				“Miss Bachman,” Thorburn said. “I feel it incumbent upon me to apologize.”

				Her eyes flew to his face. His expression was unreadable, his eyes shuttered. “Apologize?” she asked. “Whatever for?”

				“I want to assure you,” he said, “it is not my habit to accost young ladies in gardens.”

				Her lips pinched together. He was apologizing for kissing her before she had the chance to express her extreme displeasure on the same point! Why did the man have to continually knock her off balance?

				“Oh?” Lily said archly, still hoping to score a hit. “Where do you usually accost young ladies? If you’d be so good as to give me the address, I shall be sure to avoid it in the future.”

				For an instant, his eyes widened. Then he chuckled. “Touché.”

				Lily’s fingers clutched together. Butterflies buffeted her stomach, but now was not the time to retreat. He might not wish to argue with her, but she still had to know. “Why did you do it?”

				Thorburn crossed his legs and gazed over the park.

				Lily followed his gaze and swept her own eyes over the scene. It was still too early for the afternoon social parade. Children played with governesses. Dogs walked on leads in the care of footmen. It was the time for all the entities who dwelt in the houses of the high, but who were not welcome at their balls and suppers. Just like Lily. No wonder she preferred to come here before noon.

				“I suppose I got carried away,” Thorburn said. “You have quite an impressive … stature.”

				Lily did not miss the way his gaze flicked to her chest. Heat prickled up her neck. “You kissed me because of my height?”

				Ethan shrugged. “It was novel. I’ve never kissed so tall a lady before.”

				Lily glanced at Moira. The maid was still asleep, oblivious to her mistress’ inappropriate conversation. She shouldn’t be talking to Lord Thorburn about their kiss, but he made it so very easy to do things she oughtn’t.

				“How did you find it?” she asked. The heat creeping up her cheeks belied her bravado. She only hoped he didn’t see the flush.

				His lips turned up the barest bit at the corners. “I have often gotten a crick in my neck from bending over so far. Thanks to your considerate height, I did not experience that problem. It was quite pleasant.”

				“Pleasant?” she cried, unable to keep the dismay from her tone. Pleasant? That one erotic embrace had thrown Lily’s life into turmoil all week long. She’d been unable to concentrate on work. Every time she went out, she hoped to catch a glimpse of him. Her normally logical mind had become possessed by an indecisive madwoman; she hoped he’d come calling just so she could see him, and dreaded the day he knocked on the door and outed himself as a Leech.

				And now she was thinking about that blasted kiss yet again, with Thorburn right beside her, his thigh mere inches from her own. Her body reacted in a way she was coming to associate with his presence. Her breasts tightened; her woman’s flesh felt swollen. She was becoming aroused right here in the middle of the park in broad daylight. How did he do that? It would be nothing to shift a little closer, to make him see that kissing her was more than pleasant.

				Unless he was being generous as it was, and hadn’t actually enjoyed their kiss at all. The thought stabbed through her gut. He had left rather quickly, abandoning her in the hedge like an unwanted heel of bread.

				Thorburn gestured to the portfolio in her lap. “Have you been sketching?”

				Lily shook her head, clearing her mind. He was sensible to change the subject. With her emotions reeling from one extreme to the other, she was liable to make a fool of herself if they continued down that path of conversation.

				She opened the leather binder. “They’re letters of reference. I have to select a headmistress for my charity school by three o’clock when I meet with Mr. Wickenworth.” She exhaled a sigh of despair. “How do I choose? They all seem qualified. My father has hired dozens of employees over the years. I don’t know how he does it!”

				“I daresay it comes easier with practice,” Thorburn said. “I could help you, if you’d like. I have experience with headmasters.”

				Lily brightened. “You do?”

				His eyes twinkled with mischief. “I became well acquainted with the disciplinary methods of any number of headmasters during my ignoble adolescent tour of the nation’s institutions of learning. If you’d care to hear a discourse on the relative merits of the paddle versus the strap, I’m your man.” He made a bow from his seat with a flourish of his hand.

				How could he make light of being beaten and tossed out of schools? Then she recalled Aunt Janine’s story about the unwanted second son, who suffered God only knew what torments at his father’s hand, and her heart constricted. School must have been a welcome respite, even if he earned the unhappy attentions of a few headmasters.

				Thorburn reached for the stack of letters. “May I?”

				“Please.”

				He scooped several into his hands and leafed through them with his long, slender fingers. He paused at the list she’d written out, detailing the good and bad points of each applicant.

				Lily sat quietly while he read, becoming more agitated as time passed. Something about him holding her papers and reading her private thoughts struck her as intimate, even though the subject matter was utterly mundane. Her insights into each applicant were laid bare, and he might find her judgment wanting.

				Thorburn looked at her, his expression thoughtful. “You make a good point here.” He pointed to an item on the list. “Mrs. Burns’ years as a duenna do not give her the experience needed to run an entire school. She only ever had one charge at a time, and might not be prepared for a dozen, plus administrative concerns.”

				Lily beamed at his compliment of her observation. She riffled through the papers and extracted another letter. “What do you think of this one?” she asked. “For qualifications, I think Miss Cuthbert is ideal — but there seems to have been some tawdry business in her past. It was twenty years ago, however. Would you let that stand in the way, or should I give her a chance?”

				Thorburn took the paper from her and glanced over it. His lips parted as though to speak, but then he caught her gaze. His mouth closed again.

				She detected something almost pained in his eyes.

				He handed the letter back to her. “I’m sure you’ll make the right decision,” he said. All the playful banter had fled from him, leaving behind a detached, bored aristocrat.

				He stood and took hold of a watch fob, then pulled a silver watch from his pocket. “It’s time for me to be on my way. I’m expected.”

				“Of course.” Lily scrambled to shove all the papers back into the binder. She rose from the bench. “Good morning, then. And thank you,” she added.

				Thorburn bowed. “Good morning, Miss Bachman.” He touched the brim of his hat with the brass head of his walking stick. Then he turned and strode across the green expanse of park toward the streets of Mayfair.

				Lily admired the view of his retreating figure. The walking stick touched the grass lightly — a decorative piece only. His form was one of perfect health, moving with a masculine grace that suggested regular physical activity — boxing, perhaps, or riding.

				Or wenching, she thought. She lowered her eyes. He was known as an inveterate rake; gambling, drinking, and womanizing to excess. No doubt he got plenty of exercise in the beds of his many lovers.

				On the one hand, Lily was relieved to have determined that Lord Thorburn was not after her fortune. On the other, she couldn’t stanch the disappointment she felt that he wasn’t after her, either.

				• • •

				Vanessa’s butler led Ethan to her rooms. She sat before a crackling fire, a large book open in her lap.

				She glanced up at his entrance. “Thorburn!” She stood to greet him; the forgotten book slid from her lap onto the carpet. “Oh!”

				“Allow me.” Ethan scooped up the volume. He flattened the creased pages, plates of French landscapes.

				Vanessa’s eyes filled with tears and her chin trembled. “That was silly of me. I’m sorry.”

				Ethan tossed the book onto the chair. “Not a bit of it, Nessa.”

				He wrapped his arms around the elderly woman’s thin shoulders. She stepped into his embrace and rested her cheek on his waistcoat.

				Ethan stroked her back, his fingers slipping across the peach satin of her dressing gown. It was refreshing to see her out of bed and neatly dressed — her hair was even styled in a simple twist. Today must be better than normal. She might even know him as himself. Still, he didn’t want to risk upsetting her fragile mind. “How are you feeling?”

				Vanessa pulled back in his arms. “I’m fine, of course. Why shouldn’t I be?”

				Ethan shook his head. “No reason. I’m just making sure.”

				She touched his cheek with stiff fingers. “So solicitous,” she said. “Always thinking about me, never taking care of yourself.”

				Ethan was still unsure.

				She pulled out of his arms and picked up the garden book, which she carried to a little table. Vanessa carelessly deposited it before picking up the miniature portrait, the one she’d thrown at her nurse. She cradled it in her hands, touching the face and whispering endearments. Then she looked sharply at Ethan.

				“You cut your hair.” Her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

				Ethan took a step forward. “My hair always looks like this, Nessa.”

				Vanessa clutched the portrait to her chest and backed away from him. “No.” She shook her head. “You look — ” Her brows drew together as she examined his face. Finally, she brightened. “You look just like young Ethan!”

				“I am Ethan,” he snapped, slapping a hand against his chest. He muttered a curse. Patience escaped him today. He wasn’t in the right frame of mind to deal with Vanessa’s mental infirmity.

				“You are?” Her voice was small and confused. “But I haven’t seen Ethan in … oh, Ethan!” she cried piteously. “I’m so sorry.” Her head dropped, and her shoulders shook with silent tears.

				He sighed. Her solicitor hadn’t hired a new nurse yet, and Vanessa’s poor servants were run ragged caring for their ill mistress. If Ethan didn’t take care of her, one of the footmen might drop her off at the gates of Bedlam. It had already come close to that once before. Ethan could never allow such a fate to befall Vanessa, not after the years of unfailing kindness she had shown him.

				With gentle firmness, he pried the portrait from her hands, then led her back to the sitting area. “Shall I call for tea?”

				She sniffed and nodded.

				After he’d summoned a maid and requested the refreshments, he plopped down into a chair and glowered at the glowing coals on the grate.

				“We must speak.” Vanessa plucked at her skirt. “This isn’t easy for me, but it must be said.”

				Ethan’s brows drew together in a frown. “What is it, Nessa? You know you can speak with me about anything.”

				“It’s time for you to marry,” she said in a rush. Then she clamped her hand over her mouth and turned her face away.

				Damnation. She’d slipped into the past again.

				“Don’t argue with me,” she said vehemently. “I know you must do your duty, and I’ll not stand in your way.” She laughed humorlessly. “You’ll think it strange, perhaps, but I want you to find a good woman, someone you won’t mind spending time with when you aren’t with me. She’ll be the mother of your children — you should get on well with her.”

				Even though she wasn’t really talking to him, her words made Ethan think about Lily. The way she’d looked at him in the park when she’d asked his advice on the headmistress applicants had shaken him to the core. He’d seen that look in the eyes of females before … that misplaced look of trust.

				He should be glad she was so easily drawn in — this was exactly what he wanted, for God’s sake! He could practically taste her money, it was so close. And yet, he didn’t want her trust. He would only let her down when she found out what he really was. In the past, it had always been easy enough to skip out when women started looking at him like he could be counted on, but blast it, he liked how he felt when Lily looked at him with both lust and admiration, as though she was as equally interested in his thoughts as she was in the considerable attraction between them.

				“I think I’ve met someone,” he said miserably. With his elbow on the arm of the chair, he dropped his forehead into his hand, covering his eyes.

				Suddenly she was beside him, stroking the back of his neck. “It’s all right, darling,” she murmured. “I want you to be happy. Well,” she amended, “not too happy.”

				A maid came with the tea. After she served and departed, Vanessa returned to the topic. “You were telling me about your future bride.”

				“I don’t really want to — ”

				“Thorburn!” A wounded expression creased her brow. “You have never withheld anything, my love. Do not hold back from me now.”

				Ethan’s lips twisted. As pointless as it would be to burden Vanessa with his thoughts, he did want to talk about Lily Bachman. He was in a turmoil, especially since his most recent encounter with her this morning.

				He cleared his throat. “Well, her name is — ”

				Vanessa raised a hand. “Wait.” Her voice was thin and reedy. “I’m so tired of a sudden. Help me to bed.”

				He sighed. “Of course, dear.” He set his tea aside and assisted the elderly woman to her massive bed. It was nonsensical for him to have wanted to share with Vanessa, anyway. It wouldn’t mean anything to her, and might instead resurrect old pain.

				As he tucked the blanket around her, she caught his hand in a claw-like grip. “Please stay, Ethan,” she said. “I would like to hear about your lady after I rest.”

				He inhaled a sharp breath. That made twice today she’d recognized him. Hope leaped in his chest. Perhaps she was recovering, even though the doctors all said there was no coming back from dementia such as hers.

				Whatever the case, today was a good day; he had to cherish it while it lasted. “I’ll stay,” he promised, giving her fingers a squeeze.

				Her lips wavered in a sleepy smile; she looked like a small child in the middle of her vast bed. “Good,” she murmured. Then she muttered a few incoherent words and was lost to sleep. Her hand slipped from his fingers to the coverlet.

				Over the next several hours, he looked over Vanessa’s affairs. He wrote to her solicitor, inquiring after the search for a nurse. Then he reviewed the accounts with the housekeeper. He cringed at the number of servants in Vanessa’s employ. Her solicitor had control of her finances, while Ethan saw to Nessa herself. Therefore, he didn’t know how much she had in savings, but it couldn’t have been much. If her funds were depleted, what would become of her?

				Ethan would gladly provide for her himself, if he weren’t already destitute. He bit back a curse at the stupid gambling habit that had gotten him into this mess.

				He jabbed at the long list of expenditures. “You must find ways to economize. Are you trying to drive Mrs. Myles into the poor house?”

				The woman’s mouth dropped open. “Of course not!” She drew herself up. “I’m proud of the way I run this house, given Madam’s considerable problems — ”

				“Just don’t make them worse,” Ethan said, moderating his tone. “Perhaps we should consider closing off part of the house and letting a maid or two go.”

				The housekeeper’s mouth drew into a pinched line. She dropped a curtsy and excused herself.

				Ethan realized she’d made no commitment about economizing. He couldn’t afford to be as foolish with Vanessa’s money as he was with his own. She depended on him to make sure she had a comfortable home to live in, even if she didn’t realize it.

				When he returned to her rooms, Vanessa was already out of bed and eating a light meal at the dainty table in the corner. A maid hovered nearby, watching every journey of the spoon from the bowl of soup to Vanessa’s lips.

				Her violet eyes brightened when she caught sight of him. “You stayed.”

				He exhaled a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding, relieved that she seemed still in her right mind.

				After she ate, he escorted her to the sitting room, which had a lovely aspect of the street below. For a moment, they stood in silence, watching the flow of carriages and pedestrians.

				“I don’t think I’ve been in this room in quite some time,” she said.

				Ethan glanced down and met her pained gaze. “No, darling, you haven’t been.”

				“I’m trapped, aren’t I?” She touched a hand to her temple. “Trapped in here. I’m scared, Ethan, of how it’s all going away. Sometimes — even now — I don’t know people I should know.” Her eyes slid over his shoulder. “The butler,” she whispered. “I think he’s been here a long time, but I can’t remember his name.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears.

				Ethan pressed a handkerchief into her hand. “Today is a good day,” he said calmly. “We’ll spend it together, all right? Would you like to go for a ride?”

				For an instant, she seemed pleased at the idea. Then her face fell and she shook her head. “I’m frightened to go out of doors. What if I get lost?”

				“I’ll be with you,” he reminded her. “You wouldn’t be lost.”

				“No, what if I get lost?” She covered her forehead with her hand, and Ethan understood. She licked her lips and plucked at the hem of his handkerchief. “What if I never come back?”

				“Shhh. Come now.” Ethan drew her away from the window and led her to a chair. When she was settled, he sat down in the chair’s mate on the other side of a little side table.

				“You were going to tell me about your wife,” Vanessa said, changing the subject.

				Ethan smiled, delighted she remembered their conversation from before her rest. “She isn’t my wife — not yet, anyway. Maybe never. Who knows?”

				Vanessa waved a hand. “Bosh. The ladies adore you, Thorburn. You have your pick of the ton.”

				He crossed his foot onto the opposite knee and breathed a laugh. “I don’t know about that.” Vanessa knew nothing of his current financial woes or how he was barely tolerated in the same ballrooms he’d once had the run of.

				“Tell me,” she pressed. “We might not have another chance to talk.”

				Saddened by her humbling words, he nodded. “Her name is Lily Bachman,” he began, “and it would be wrong of me to marry her.”

				Vanessa tilted her head. “What an odd thing to say. What does she look like?”

				Her image sprang to his mind: lush curves and full lips; hair he wanted to bury his hands in while he devoured her with kisses; long legs he imagined wrapping around him in bed … 

				He let out a strangled sound. “She looks like Aphrodite, as drawn by a bawdy adolescent.” He glanced around the room. “Isn’t there any brandy in the house?”

				“She sounds lovely,” Vanessa said. “And you’re such a handsome young man. You’d make a fine-looking pair. Tell me about her.”

				Out of luck in his desire for alcohol, Ethan dropped his head against the back of the chair and gazed at the frescoed ceiling, where centaurs and pans gamboled across a fanciful landscape. “She’s maddening. She says the most outrageous things.” His lips twitched as he recalled how she’d made that buffoon cry after he’d spilled punch in her lap. “But she’s marvelous, too, with a more generous, noble heart than any born aristocrat.”

				Vanessa listened while he spoke of Lily, and the misgivings he felt about marrying her. He divulged the sordid story about Ghita, even. Vanessa stopped him to ask questions every now and then, or to offer a comment. But mostly, she just listened. It was such a relief to finally be able to talk about the whole horrible mess with someone.

				He was unaware of how much time had passed until he noticed the light outside growing purple.

				He glanced at Vanessa. She was staring into the air, as though transfixed by something unseen. “Oh, God.” He crouched beside her chair and touched her hand. “Nessa?”

				Her startled eyes flew to his face, blank but for the fear he saw in their depths. She snatched her hand back. “Don’t touch me! How dare you, sir?”

				A cold rock fell into his middle. “Come, Nessa, let’s go back to your room now.” He placed a hand on her back to help her up.

				She sprang from the chair with the spry energy of a woman a third her age. “No!” She shook her head from side to side, her silver locks coming loose of their twist. “Get away! Help me,” she called. She darted from side to side, like a bird trapped in a house, confused and desperate for escape.

				If he could just get her back to her rooms, maybe the familiar surroundings would calm her.

				He lunged and grabbed her arms. Vanessa twisted and pulled against his grip, still screaming like a banshee.

				Ethan hooked a foot behind her ankle, pulling her off balance. When her legs buckled, he guided her to the floor and pinned her by the shoulders. “Nessa, stop!” he cried, panic rising in his throat. Even in her worst states, she’d always calmed for him before.

				The sitting room door flew open. The housekeeper took one look at the scene and gasped.

				“Get her laudanum,” Ethan ordered. The housekeeper nodded and hurried away.

				A crowd of servants gathered at the door, watching their mistress come unhinged. Ethan heard the words “lunatic” and “asylum” more than once.

				“Get out!” he yelled. “All of you!” The servants stepped back, but only a few dispersed.

				Vanessa managed to yank one of her arms loose. She landed a slap on his cheek; her nails raked painfully across the skin. “I hate you,” she snarled. “Get away from me. Get away, get away, get awaaaay!”

				Ethan redoubled his efforts at restraining her. Where in the blazing, bloody hell was that laudanum? Beneath his shirt, sweat poured down his sides and back. Frustration and despair gnawed at him. “I hate you, too!” he bellowed at her infirmity.

				At last, the housekeeper arrived with the medicine. Ethan laid on top of Vanessa while the servant pried her mouth open and poured in some of the liquid.

				Finally, she calmed in her struggles. Ethan carried her to bed.

				When he left her house, he considered whether it would be bad form to stop in at the Bachmans’ house. He wondered what Lily would be doing right now — something witty and refined, he imagined. Or perhaps something to do with her school. There wouldn’t be any madness there, at least, or the poverty of his own empty abode. Maybe if he asked nicely, she would allow him to just sit in a quiet corner and breathe in the normalcy.

				No, he thought with a weary sigh. It was growing late. She’d be preparing for the evening’s entertainment by now. He would be an unwelcome intrusion in her plans. Besides, he didn’t even know her direction.

				He started to trudge toward home, but couldn’t bear the thought of his cold, silent house. Instead, his feet carried him to one place he knew he could forget himself.

				An hour later, he owed Ficken a hundred pounds.

	
Chapter Eight

				Lily lifted a lump of … something … from a display shelf in the shop of Strombold and Jones, purveyors of exotic imports and curiosities of every description.

				At first glance, the object in her hands appeared to be a polished slice of rock, but it was unlike any stone she’d ever seen. She glanced up at Naomi, who was running a gloved finger down the length an intricately carved elephant tusk. “What do you suppose this is?”

				Behind her veil of netting, Naomi furrowed her brow at Lily’s mystery object. She took it and turned it in her hands, examining first the rough black-brown exterior and then the smooth, polished interior. “Petrified wood.” She handed it back to Lily and exhaled a bored sigh.

				“How do you know?” Lily frowned at the thing she still thought was a rock.

				“See here?” Naomi pointed to faint lines in the dark surface. “Those are growth rings.”

				Lily arched a brow, impressed at her friend’s knowledge. She glanced toward Aunt Janine, who stood at the counter talking to the shopkeeper. “Runs in the family, does it?”

				Naomi pursed her lips. “If by ‘it’ you mean Auntie’s bluestocking tendencies, they most certainly do not. When one has a botanist for a brother, one cannot help but absorb some trivial information about plants.” She stuck her tongue out, then blushed and looked around quickly.

				Smiling, Lily returned the piece of rock-wood to its place on the shelf. “How much longer do you suppose she’ll be?” She nodded toward Aunt Janine.

				“There’s no telling. If Auntie’s taken it into her mind to hunt down some arcane bit of bric-a-brac, we could be here all day.”

				Lily groaned. When she’d received an invitation this morning to join Naomi and Aunt Janine for shopping, it had seemed like a pleasant outing. Now they were trapped inside the stuffy, dim shop while the sunny day passed them by.

				Nearby, two gentlemen conversed quietly while they examined the shop’s wares. One of them laughed. “Well, what do you know? There’s Thorburn.”

				A tingle shot up Lily’s spine. She peeked at the men. They were looking out the window at the parade of people going up and down Bond Street.

				“Didn’t know he saw the sun these days,” said the other. “Seems to slink in the shadows more often than not.”

				“If he’s avoiding the shadows,” mused the first, “it must be because he’s indebted to them now, too.” They laughed and returned to their shopping.

				Lily strolled to the front window, feigning interest in a brass figurine of the Buddha. She peered into the crowd going by the shop, searching for Thorburn.

				“There he is.” Naomi materialized at her side. “At the jeweler’s across the street.”

				He stood in the doorway, shaking hands with a man in a dark suit. The loupe spectacles shoved up on the man’s forehead gave him away as the proprietor of that shop.

				“What is he doing?” Lily mused aloud. “A man in such dire straights has no business buying jewelry!” This was it, then; proof of his irresponsible behavior.

				“Maybe he’s selling something,” Naomi suggested.

				Bollocks. That would be a reasonable thing for a man in his position to do.

				Thorburn donned his hat and started down the walk.

				Naomi’s hand clamped around her elbow. “What are you doing?”

				Lily blinked. She hadn’t realized her feet were already carrying her to the door. “Following him,” she admitted. “You people keep telling me he’s no good. I want to see it for myself.”

				Naomi gaped, appalled. “You can’t do that,” she hissed.

				Lily shrugged. “Why not?”

				“It’s as bad as eavesdropping!”

				Lily adopted a tone of hauteur. “It’s a public street. I can walk down it if I please.”

				Naomi folded her arms under her bosom, her reticule dangling from her wrist. “What about Aunt Janine? She won’t approve.”

				Lily craned her neck. Thorburn was almost out of sight. “She doesn’t have to. I’m going.”

				“Wait!” Naomi yelped. She hurried to their footman patiently waiting in a chair in the corner. “We’re — ah — stepping out for air.”

				Lily was already outside by the time Naomi caught up with her. She scanned the crowd, searching for her quarry as she walked. She spotted him strolling at a sedate pace down the other side of the street, his lean form a head taller than most of the people around him. He glided through the throng, his broad shoulders creating a bit of space behind him as he passed.

				She sighed miserably. “Why hasn’t he come to call?”

				“You don’t want him to call,” Naomi reminded her. “His outrageous debts and wild reputation make him a terrible match for any woman, title or no.”

				“But, look,” Lily argued. Thorburn tipped his hat at a passing acquaintance. “He isn’t doing anything questionable whatsoever.” Her cheeks burned when she recalled the extremely questionable kiss they’d shared, but he had apologized for that. “I’m beginning to think he’s been misjudged. You, of all people, should understand.”

				Naomi stopped dead in her tracks, pulling on her companion’s arm to bring her to a halt. “Lily, no,” she said in a flat tone. “I know how vicious gossip can be, how a rumor can become regarded as truth whether or not it is. But Thorburn truly is a rake. Everyone knows how badly he’s in debt, because he owes money to most everyone. His reputation with women — ”

				Lily’s temper flared. “Is he a despoiler of virgins, as well?” she fired. “Eats babies at satanic orgies, perhaps?”

				Naomi rolled her eyes hugely. “Oh, really now, Lily, be reasonable.”

				“I am being reasonable!”

				Lily turned on her heel and started down the walk again, skipping around slower pedestrians to catch up with Thorburn. Naomi had to half-jog to keep pace with her taller friend’s stride, pressing a hand to her hat to keep it in place.

				“If he’s such a blackguard,” Lily reasoned, “then his character should soon evidence itself.” She skittered to a halt when she spotted him. He stood in front of a shop, examining a pair of Hessians in the window. “Oh, boots,” she said in a sarcastic tone, “very shady.”

				Naomi huffed.

				Thorburn continued on his way, then ducked into a building a few doors down.

				“That’s the lending library,” Naomi said.

				Lily exulted. “You see? Books are improving. He has a curious mind. Even Aunt Janine would approve. And reading is an economical entertainment for someone of modest means.”

				“The right kinds of books are improving,” Naomi countered. “Not all are.”

				“Then we must discover what he’s reading. Come on.” Lily grabbed her friend’s hand and dragged her across the street, weaving between lumbering carriages and encumbered servants carrying stacks of packages for their employers.

				Lily slipped into the library and ducked behind a tall shelf. She peeked around, but didn’t spot Thorburn. She pulled her head back, fearful of her bonnet giving her away.

				Briefly, it occurred to her that she had taken complete leave of her senses. Lily Bachman did not skulk around stalking after handsome gentlemen. She was the pursued party, the one who rejected at her own whim. Her cheeks burned at her utter lack of self-discipline. If she was willing to follow the man down Bond Street, what would she do if she was alone with him in another secluded garden? Damn the man!

				She sank to the floor, pulling her knees against her chest.

				Naomi, clearly not a raving lunatic like Lily, made an annoyed sound in her throat. She looked around the library, then flipped through a volume on the shelf next to the one Lily was hiding behind. She replaced that book, then bent her knees as though examining a selection on a lower shelf.

				“I see him,” she said in a low voice.

				Lily’s interest flared back to life. “What is he looking at?”

				“Histories.”

				Lily’s brows drew together in vexation. History! That was altogether improving. She peevishly struggled against her estimation of the man, which was rising yet again. Beside his one lapse in propriety when he kissed her — which Lily had to admit she’d participated in as fully as he — he had done nothing to earn her disapproval. Even her poor first impression of him at his home had been caused by her mistaking him for an ill-mannered butler. Had she known his station to begin with, she never would have thought ill of him at all.

				Her legs were beginning to go numb in their cramped position. She pressed her hands against the floor beside her hips to rise, but a warning hiss from Naomi stayed her.

				Thorburn came into view, carrying several books. Lily waited until he finished at the counter and stepped back out into the street, then clumsily extracted herself from her hiding spot. She stood and smoothed her skirts, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed her shameful behavior. Her legs tingled as they stretched out.

				She gathered Naomi and approached the door. Every step shot hot arrows through her, a tormenting punishment for her hoydenish antics. She couldn’t help but peer after Thorburn as she crossed the threshold. His retreating back was only a few yards away.

				Lily took another awkward step and tumbled off the doorstep. Her still-tingling legs were unable to correct her misstep, and she fell headlong into a library patron carrying a stack of books.

				Lily, gentleman, and books all went down in a tangled heap. She extended her arms to break her fall. A slice of pain shot through her hand and up her arm. Surprised cries from onlookers drew the attention of passers-by.

				Suddenly, two strong, capable hands were under her arms, hauling her to her feet. She turned on unsteady legs to thank her rescuer.

				Ah.

				Of course.

				“Are you all right, Miss Bachman?” Thorburn’s eyes searched her face, his brows knit together in concern. His hands remained on her upper arms, holding her steady.

				She nodded. “Just a little shaken, I think.” She raised her hand to right her bonnet.

				He snatched her wrist. “You’re bleeding!”

				Lily blinked at her hand. Her lace glove was torn, and a cut on the fleshy ball of her thumb oozed scarlet, staining the ruined fabric.

				With a nimble quickness that suggested practice, Thorburn plucked at the fingers of the glove, and then pulled it off. He tucked it into his pocket, his hand reemerging with a handkerchief, which he pressed against her wound.

				The feel of his touch against her bare skin quite took her breath away. If only he weren’t wearing gloves as well, she thought. She gazed at his serious face while he concentrated on her injury, barely registering the dull throb emanating from her hand.

				“I do not believe it is serious, but if you’d like a surgeon to attend you, I would recommend — ” His words died in his throat when he raised his eyes and their gazes met.

				Lily’s tongue went dry and her knees trembled. She swallowed. “Thank you.”

				Thorburn’s eyes flicked toward the dispersing crowd. Lily pulled her hand back, acutely aware of her conspicuous mishap. She forced a laugh. “So clumsy of me. We were just returning some books.” She waved at the library door, and then remembered Naomi. Glancing over her shoulder, she spotted her friend standing against the wall, holding Thorburn’s books.

				Naomi’s wide eyes were not on Lily, however. Her gaze was fixed on someone else.

				Lily turned to look down the street. A sinking feeling settled into her stomach when she spotted Aunt Janine approaching at a brisk pace.

				“There you two are!” the older woman declared. “James said you’d stepped out for air, but I couldn’t find you anywhere. You gave me the fright of my life!” Her fists came to rest on her ample hips as she leveled her formidable glare first on Lily, and then Naomi. “What are you girls doing all the way down here? You’ve wandered quite a distance from Strombold and Jones.”

				Lily glanced guiltily at Thorburn. He turned to look back up Bond Street in the direction from which they had all come, and then his eyes narrowed on her in a piercing gaze. She wished a lightning bolt would strike her where she stood and put an end to her humiliation.

				“Here’s your handkerchief.” She held the bloodied cloth like an offering of contrition.

				He raised a hand. “Keep it.” He retrieved his books from Naomi’s care.

				Aunt Janine bustled her and Naomi back up the street like a mother hen, scolding them both for their inconsiderate behavior.

				Lily held back just long enough to chance a glance over her shoulder. Thorburn still stood in front of the library, his books held at his side. His lips were drawn in a line and his gaze shot right through her from a distance as effectively as it did at close range. She sucked her breath and whirled, glad to be swept away from his too-knowing eyes.

				• • •

				Ethan followed Lily’s progress down Bond Street until she was lost to the crowd, then turned and walked in the opposite direction.

				Idly, he patted his pocket. Vanessa’s ring, which he’d just picked up from being repaired at the jeweler’s, was nestled in its velvet bag against his chest. There was something else there, too.

				Her glove. Her ruined, bloody glove. There was no reason in the world for him to hang onto such a macabre token, but even as the thought to toss it out crossed his mind, he knew he would keep it.

				He shouldn’t, though. This was getting dangerous. For both of them.

				He’d seen her attraction to him plain as day across her features. He’d seen lust often enough to recognize its various symptoms — the parted lips, the dewy gaze, the slight flush to her cheeks.

				But there was something else there, as well, the admiration he’d noted from their previous meeting. It was as though she actually believed him to be a worthy human being.

				Now that she seemed to be truly ripe for the plucking — earning himself both her sizable dowry and Ghita for his mistress — he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

				In spite of her sometimes-brusque manner, Miss Bachman was an eminently decent woman. She would hate him forever if she found out his true designs on her. She ought to marry someone worthy of not just her fortune, but her goodness, as well.

				And that certainly wasn’t he.

				Drat.

	
Chapter Nine

				Ethan climbed into the carriage behind Quillan and Ghita. Quillan rapped the roof twice with his walking stick and the carriage lurched forward to convey the trio to Vauxhall Gardens.

				In the opposite seat, Ghita wore a satisfied smile as she gazed out at the passing streetscape, her hand anchored around Quillan’s. She’d become demanding of late, insisting Quillan spend virtually every evening with her, even as she seemed to anticipate moving into Ethan’s protection.

				The only motivation Ethan could think of to account for her behavior was the imminent birth of Quillan’s first child. When his friend began making noises about spending time with his expanding family, Ghita suddenly developed an overwhelming desire to go out every evening.

				The three people in the carriage all had stakes in Ethan’s marriage to Lily. Miss Bachman herself was responsive to his attentions. It was all coming together so nicely.

				And he felt absolutely sick about it.

				Ghita rapped him on the knee with her fan. “Why do you sulk so?” Her eyes cut to Quillan. “He broods like a little boy denied a sweet.” Returning her gaze to Ethan, her plump lips turned up in a teasing smile. “Let’s talk of something happy to cheer you up. How is your Miss Bachman? Have you seen her?”

				Ethan frowned, reluctant to discuss Lily with Quillan’s mistress. “I have seen her, in fact. Twice this week.”

				“Courting like a proper swain, then?” Quillan asked. He took a pull on a silver flask and returned it to his coat pocket. “You’ve been very tight-lipped about this whole thing. Tell us something about your intended. What barbs has she thrown your way? Have her other suitors challenged you to a duel yet?”

				A bitter taste settled on Ethan’s tongue as he recalled his two serendipitous meetings with Miss Bachman. While she had been a touch frosty with him on the first occasion, she’d quickly warmed to her subject and even sought his advice. And the second meeting, he’d caught her following him around like a silly schoolgirl. He smiled inwardly as he remembered the surprised dismay on her face when she realized she’d been found out, and the delicious response they’d both experienced when he’d tended her scraped hand. None of that was for public consumption.

				“She is planning a school.” That seemed the most innocuous subject to discuss.

				Quillan frowned, the corners of his mouth vanishing into his great jowls. “What kind of a school?”

				“A charity school for disadvantaged young women. I believe the aim is to train them for the gentler trades — governesses, ladies’ companions, and the like.”

				For a moment, Ghita only stared at him. Then she waved her hand in that flamboyant, dismissive gesture of hers. “Every tonnish lady has a cause. It’s fashionable these days to care.”

				Quillan nodded in agreement. “Even Lady Umberton sits on the ladies’ committee at church, and you know the only soul she cares about is her own.”

				Ethan’s jaw tightened in frustration. “You misunderstand, both of you. Miss Bachman is actually creating this school from scratch. She’s overseeing everything — ” He ticked off points on his fingers. “The purchase of the property, the hiring of the headmistress and staff, the subjects the students will be taught, everything! She’s doing it all.”

				Quillan eyed him thoughtfully. “You’ll have to put an end to that. Twouldn’t be at all the thing for your viscountess to be seen fraternizing so much with the dreks.”

				Ghita laid a hand on her lover’s arm. “No, no, Quillan, he must leave her to it.” The smile she turned on Ethan had a mean-spirited edge to it. “Let her work herself to death at her fashionable charity. She won’t have time for anything else.” The look she gave him conveyed multiple layers of meaning. He knew she meant that if Lily was busy with her school, she wouldn’t notice that her husband was otherwise occupied with his mistress.

				Ethan stared frankly at the fiery Italian. She was physical perfection incarnate — large eyes, willowy limbs, and a figure that hearkened back to Botticelli’s Venus. But there was something else there he had never noticed before — something hard and icy that soundly countered the effect of every one of her feminine attributes. For the first time since meeting the woman, Ethan looked at her and felt no physical response whatsoever.

				A shout of confusion sounded from the driver’s box, and the carriage suddenly lurched to a halt.

				“What the devil?” Quillan began turning toward the door; the carriage rocked with his movements.

				“Allow me.” Ghita leaned out the window and looked up the road. From his own rear-facing position, Ethan couldn’t make heads or tails of the situation.

				“The carriage in front of us has stopped,” Ghita reported. “A lady comes out. Now she’s helping another. That one looks like there’s something wrong. I think she’s sick.” Her voice rang with delight, entertained by the spectacle of another’s discomfort.

				Quillan exhaled an impatient sigh. “Well, can we get around them?”

				Ethan scowled at his inconsiderate friends. “Maybe they are in need of assistance.” He started to rise.

				Ghita opened the door and hopped down, tossing propriety to the wind. “I’ll go. Your glowering face would make them think you’d come to kill them.” She shut the carriage door and vanished into the gloom.

				• • •

				Mrs. Bachman clutched Lily’s right hand with both of her own in a vice grip and howled in pain. Lily ran her other hand across her mother’s back. Beneath her palm, she felt the spasming muscles bunch and twitch.

				She made a shushing sound. “It’s all right, Mama.”

				Lily had nearly jumped out of her skin when her mother had stopped mid-sentence and yowled just a moment ago for the driver to stop.

				When her back spasmed, sitting was an excruciating exercise, so Lily had quickly helped her down from the carriage. She needed laudanum and bed, but neither were close to hand. They were nearly a mile from home.

				The footman clambered down from his seat on the back of the coach, his brow creased in concern. “What’s happened, miss?”

				“Mrs. Bachman’s back is complaining. She needs her medicine.”

				Another spasm rippled across her mother’s back; Mrs. Bachman twisted in agony and cried out. Tears pricked Lily’s eyes. Rarely had she felt so helpless.

				She glanced up and down the walk. Pedestrians passed by with barely a second glance, and those were the nicely dressed ones. Lily well knew they were prime targets for the seedy elements who came out to play when the sun went down in London. They had to get off the street before they were robbed, or worse. “I’m sorry, Mama, but we have to get back into the carriage now.”

				Mrs. Bachman protested weakly. “The ball … ”

				Hot anger flashed across Lily’s cheeks. Even now, her mother was more worried about Lily’s marital prospects, with no thought for their safety. “Hang the ball!”

				An elegantly dressed lady stepped into the light of the street lamp in which they stood. She regarded them with large eyes and smiled kindly. “You are in distress, madam?” Her voice carried a heavy Italian accent.

				Mrs. Bachman struggled to straighten, her breath coming in shallow pants. “No, everything’s fi — ow!”

				Lily staggered a step as her mother fell against her. “My mother’s in pain. It’s her back.”

				The Italian lady tut-tutted and laid a delicate hand on Mrs. Bachman’s shoulder. “My dear woman, what can I do to be of assistance?”

				Mrs. Bachman’s eyes turned on Lily, her face a grimacing mask. “Perhaps a ride to the ball — ”

				“No!” Lily insisted. “I’m not going. I’ve quite decided, so do stop arguing.” Their footman hovered close to hand, nearly jigging with anxiety. Lily nodded to him. “Help me get her back into the carriage.”

				Finally, Mrs. Bachman’s shoulders slumped in resignation as the footman pried one of her hands off Lily to lend his own assistance and the trio started back to the carriage. “Very well. I suppose you can jot a note to Lady Ainsley’s once we’re home, so Mr. Bachman doesn’t fret over us.”

				The Italian lady straightened, her attention trained on Lily. “Are you, perhaps, Miss Bachman?”

				“I am,” Lily affirmed. She continued guiding Mrs. Bachman to the awaiting vehicle, the woman a half-ignored presence behind her.

				She heard a throaty laugh. “But that is too wonderful!” The lady clapped her gloved hands together. Lily glanced over her shoulder. The woman followed a step behind. Lily smelled her perfume, an exotic floral scent. “I have heard much about you,” she continued. “I am so happy to meet you at the last. You should come with me.” She waved her other hand toward the carriage behind theirs. “Lord Umberton will be happy to offer you a ride.”

				Mrs. Bachman paused with her foot on the step. “Are you Lady Umberton?” she asked breathlessly, ever awed by persons with titles attached to their names.

				The woman’s eyes widened, and then a slow smile spread across her lovely face. “Lady Umberton, yes.”

				To Lily’s ears, it almost sounded as though Lady Umberton was trying the name on for size, but then she dismissed the notion as a quirk of the woman’s accent. She’d never met the Countess of Umberton, only seen her from afar at huge gatherings last season. Memory painted Umberton’s wife as fuller-figured, and she didn’t recall hearing she was Italian. Allowing for the fact that she ignored three-quarters of what anyone told her about the haut ton and scoffed at the rest, it was entirely possible she had heard mention of Lady Umberton’s nationality and forgotten it again.

				Mrs. Bachman pinned Lily beneath a fierce gaze. “You must go,” she hissed. “It’s a sign from Providence.”

				Lily snorted. “It’s not at all miraculous that another carriage on our route would also be headed toward the same destination. It’s logical.”

				Another spasm threw Mrs. Bachman off balance. The footman’s support kept her from falling. When the spasm passed, she rounded on Lily, her cheeks in high color and her eyes flashing. “Now you listen to me! I am your mother and I refuse to be dismissed. For years, you have behaved as though Mr. Bachman is the only parent you have to answer to. Well, I won’t stand for it another moment — not one more. I shall not be ignored!” She pointed at Lady Umberton. “This kind lady has offered to take you to the ball, and I demand you get into that carriage at once.”

				Lily blinked, stunned at her mother’s vehemence. It crossed her mind to rejoin, but then she looked at the amused expression on Lady Umberton’s face. She would not sink to arguing with her mother on a public street, in front of an aristocrat who had actually offered assistance.

				“All right,” she grumbled. Turning to Lady Umberton, she bent her neck. “Thank you, my lady. I accept your kind offer.”

				She saw her mother settled into the seat, and instructed the footman to convey Lily’s order for medication and rest to Mrs. Bachman’s maid. Though her mother’s face was still contorted in pain, her anguish seemed somewhat eased by Lily’s promise to attend the ball and make the best of it. She patted Lily’s hand. “Such a good girl.” The footman closed the carriage door and hopped to his place on the back, giving the word for the driver to head for home.

				Lady Umberton touched Lily’s elbow. “Come now. Let’s away.” She laughed again as she started toward her own conveyance, Lily following in her wake. The sound was musical and rich, and altogether mystifying. What on earth was so funny?

				• • •

				Ghita’s laughter rolled down the darkened street. A moment later, the carriage door opened, and the female herself appeared. She smiled shrewdly at Ethan as she climbed into the carriage. “I have brought you something.” Resuming her place next to Quillan, she gestured to someone outside the carriage, whose identity was hidden from Ethan by the door. “Yes, yes, come in.” Turning to the gentlemen, she explained, “We have a passenger.”

				A slippered foot and the skirts of a satin gown appeared, followed an instant later by the remainder of the newcomer.

				The shock on Lily Bachman’s face when she caught sight of him surely mirrored his own. Then he snapped his jaw shut and moved over to make room for her on the seat beside him. His lips compressed into a hard line as that statuesque assortment of impossible curves settled into the squabs. He shot a glare at Ghita; she caught his eye and, without a scrap of shame, winked.

				As the carriage shifted and started forward, Lily straightened, pulling her arms close to her side, obviously attempting to maintain space between them in the coach’s tight confines. In doing so, however, she pressed her ample breasts further together, boosting them out of the low neckline of her gown, revealing even more creamy flesh.

				Ethan squeezed his eyes shut and stifled the groan rising in his throat. It was a test. Somehow, some way, this was a test of his resolve. He must not look at Lily Bachman’s sumptuous breasts. He must not think about them. Or how they felt pressed against him when they’d kissed. Or how they would look gloriously bare. In his bed.

				Damn.

				He pressed himself as far into his own corner as he could without climbing the walls.

				Lily nodded to Quillan. “Thank you for your assistance, Lord Umberton.” She related the circumstances that led to her parting ways with her mother. When she came to Ghita’s involvement, the other woman cut into the narrative.

				“And so I am thinking, since we are all going to the same place, why not take Miss Bachman ourselves?” Ghita smirked, triumph blazing in her eyes. She had delivered Lily into Ethan’s hands, to further his suit.

				He chanced a glance at Lily, careful to keep his eyes above her décolletage. She gave him a small, nervous smile. She was amongst almost perfect strangers. Ethan was the only one with whom she had any rapport whatsoever. As dangerous as it was for him to allow his attention to focus on her, he felt duty-bound to ensure her comfort for the duration of the carriage ride.

				It occurred to Ethan that Vauxhall Gardens was an eccentric choice for a family outing. The draw of such a place to an older couple such as the Bachmans eluded him. His tongue flicked over his lips. “Ah, Miss Bachman. Just to be clear, you are also going to — ”

				“Yes, she is.” Ghita pasted a bright smile on her face, but it seemed to Ethan more a baring of her fangs.

				“My father will meet me there,” Lily confirmed. “But since going was Mother’s idea to begin with, we likely won’t stay long. Neither he nor I have patience for these things.”

				Ah. That sounded more like what Ethan knew of the staid Mr. Bachman and his equally redoubtable offspring.

				“It might be pleasant.”

				She turned to regard him. Since he’d forbidden his gaze to wander south, he searched her face, taking note of every feature. Sooty lashes framed her rich brown eyes. The tip of her nose turned up ever so slightly, suggesting the pert personality within.

				Color rose in her cheeks as he watched, her lips parting a fraction. His fingers twitched, tempted to touch that plum mouth.

				Ethan felt the heat beginning to mount between them. Blast it, this isn’t working, either. He couldn’t look even at her face without becoming aroused. He tore his eyes away and scowled at the window. As the shade was now drawn, this exercise provided little satisfaction.

				Ghita’s mocking voice cut through the heavy silence. “I hear you have many admirers, Miss Bachman.”

				Lily’s eyes went wide. “Well, I … ”

				Quillan snorted. “With a dowry like yours, I’m surprised there isn’t a mob outside your door.”

				Ethan cringed. It was rude to mention Lily’s dowry to her face. Ghita had no compunction about shocking people, but Quillan should know better.

				She ducked her head. “There aren’t really all that many — ”

				“Come now,” Ghita cut in. “Tell us who you prefer.” She waved her hands theatrically. “With so many gentlemen to choose from, there must be someone who captures your eye.” She leaned forward as though offering her confidence, but a subtle twist of her torso displayed her cleavage to Ethan — a pointed reminder of where his attention was supposed to lay.

				Unfortunately for her, there was no comparison in that regard. With the appraising eye of a connoisseur, Ethan found Lily’s pillowy bosom much more to his liking.

				Laying a hand on Lily’s, Ghita pressed her offensive. “You must tell me. It is all the talk, is it not?” She glanced over her shoulder at Quillan.

				He grunted in affirmation. “The book at White’s is brimming with entries betting on the identity of the lucky man.”

				Lily gasped, horror spelled out across her face. The color in her cheeks drained away. Ethan ground his teeth, his patience with his friends coming to a rapid end.

				“Fortunes to be won and lost, all because of your marriage.” Ghita clucked her tongue. Her eyes narrowed and her fingers tightened into a white-knuckled grip on Lily’s hand. She already regarded the other woman as a rival, and poor Lily had no idea. It ran afoul of Ethan’s intrinsic sense of fair play. “So do be a good girl and tell us — ”

				“It’s a damned bloody nuisance, is what it is,” Ethan snapped, surprised at his own vehemence. “Pardon my mouth, ladies.”

				Lily’s startled eyes flew to his, full of gratitude. “Yes, it is.” The smile she gave him conveyed an appreciation for his understanding.

				He cursed to himself. There it was again — the way she looked at him as though she saw someone admirable, someone worthy of respect. Were they not in a closed carriage, he might have thought she was looking at a man behind him, because he was surely not deserving of her approbation.

				Maybe you could be. The intrusive thought sprang from somewhere deep inside, from the same deluded portion of his mind that wanted to restore his family’s good name after the muck his father had made of it. It took up residence alongside all the other dreams that had no hope of coming to fruition. They were a pitiful lot, those dreams, mostly keeping quiet but sometimes piping up like a bunch of beggars on the church steps. And like the actual beggars who had shocked and saddened him when he’d first come to town, Ethan had learned to ignore them, refusing to listen to their weak suggestions that he could be better than he was.

				Still, right now, at this moment, Lily Bachman needed someone to stand with her against Quillan and Ghita. It wouldn’t hurt anything if — just for the duration of the ride, of course — he played the knight errant coming to his lady’s rescue. It wasn’t much of a rescue, anyway; he just had to steer the conversation elsewhere.

				He thought fast for something to say, and nabbed the first coherent thought that wandered past his tongue.

				“Along the lines of dowries and marriage and the like,” he said, drawing the attention of his companions, “there are island tribes which use whale’s teeth as a bride-price.”

				For a moment, everyone stared at him — Ghita with a perplexed crease in her brow, Quillan with a bored expression, and Lily, blessedly, with a look of relief.

				Her gaze cut to the other pair, then skittered back to Ethan. “They use the teeth as money, you mean?”

				Ethan cleared his throat, happy to declaim on the topic if it kept Ghita’s venom in her fangs. “Not in the conventional sense, no. I believe the teeth are only for particular ceremonial purposes.”

				“Well, that’s a relief,” Lily stated. “Can you imagine using whale’s teeth for coinage? How big they must be! I don’t suppose I could carry more than one or two in my reticule.”

				“What difficulties that would present the fashionable lady,” Ethan mused. “I can envision a stream of women heading to the shops with great sacks full of enormous teeth.”

				Lily laughed, her eyes dancing with amusement. She shook her head. “No, no, it wouldn’t come to that. The fashionable lady would still proceed at a sedate stroll, unencumbered by her weighty currency. But her footman would have to follow behind with a dogcart full of pin money.”

				Ethan chuckled at the silly image. Lily’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. She settled back against her seat, no longer unnerved. He was glad of it. Though his acquaintance with her was still new, he’d detected that Miss Bachman did not do well in situations beyond her ken. This was a woman who needed to feel in control of things. Helping her find her footing in present company was the least he could do.

				Ghita’s large eyes tightened at the corners as she looked back and forth between them. She smiled nervously. “H-how much would items cost in whale’s teeth?” The uncustomary stammer caught Ethan’s notice. The unflappable Queen of Her Domain was struggling against another formidable female. For the first time in his recollection, Ghita was in the company of a woman who surpassed her in both station and intellect. Both women were beautiful, as well — Ghita fair and willowy, Lily dark and curvaceous. As looks went, it came down only to the observer’s preference. And Ghita knew it.

				Her hands waved in an agitated gesture. “What would they be worth? It’s so ridiculous, this notion.”

				Lily’s full lips quirked. “They’d be worth their weight in pearls, of course.”

				“And you could rub pearls against your pocket money to tell the real from false,” Ethan pointed out.

				“Save your own teeth.” Lily bit her bottom lip as a bubble of mirth slipped out.

				Quillan cracked a smile and joined in. He grinned and nodded at Ethan. “You, for one, should be on your knees thanking God England’s not on the whale tooth standard.”

				Ethan’s shoulders jostled with another laugh. “Oh? Why’s that?”

				“With your debts,” Quillan deadpanned, “you’d have to take up whaling full-time.”

				Beside him, Lily gasped and stiffened a split second before a whoop of laughter tore from his throat. He felt her eyes on him, and she joined him in laughing at his own miserable finances.

				The playful banter lasted the duration of the carriage ride. Miss Bachman made her fair share of witty remarks, engaging both the gentlemen with her repartee. It seemed there was more to Lily Bachman’s fabled tongue than biting insults.

				For her part, Ghita sank into her seat and glowered at the others. It occurred to Ethan that the puns and word play they were engaging in exceeded her grasp of the language. The arch looks she cast in Lily’s direction were especially vitriolic, but Miss Bachman appeared too caught up in the jovial conversation to notice.

				When the carriage drew to a halt, Lily sniffed and dabbed the corners of her eyes. “Thank you so much for the conveyance, my lord.” She nodded to Quillan. “It was most obliging of you.” She cast an easy smile around to the other occupants of the carriage.

				Ghita’s jaw worked in a smirk, as though she held a trump in her hand. Ethan wondered at this until the footman opened the door. Ethan stepped down and offered his hand to Lily.

				Her fingers were warm and firm against his. He noticed a hint of color rising in her cheeks. Then her gaze rose, and her mouth dropped open in surprise. She gasped.

				Ethan turned, thinking to see some kind of disaster underway — a roaring conflagration, perhaps. Instead, he saw only the colonnaded entrance to the gardens.

				“Vauxhall Gardens?” Confusion clouded Lily’s features and she turned wide eyes on Ethan. “I’m supposed to be at the Ainsley’s ball.”

				Behind her, Ghita disembarked from the carriage and took several sauntering steps. “Is that so?” She tsked and pressed a hand to her cheek. “I must have misunderstood.” She took Quillan’s arm and headed for their seats.

				The hard glint in her eye betrayed the pretense. Simmering anger built at the base of Ethan’s spine. She had duped Lily into coming to Vauxhall, unaccompanied by a proper chaperone and without the consent of her parents.

				“I’m terribly sorry.” He touched Lily’s elbow to guide her back to the carriage. “I’ll have the driver take you to your ball.”

				Her lips parted as she roved his face with those chocolate-rich eyes. Ethan’s thumb stroked her arm, heedless of his mind’s insistence that he release her from his grasp.

				Lily’s eyes slid over his shoulder as she took in the entrance to the gardens. “No,” she murmured. She shook her head; her eyes cut back to his and she smiled. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’d like to stay.” Her gaze went sultry, though the quirk of her lips betrayed her nerves. An intriguing dichotomy.

				Ethan swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. He had to strangle out an objection, marshaling every last scrap of scruples remaining to his immoral soul. “I must insist you return to your father. It would be improper — ”

				Her eyes — soft and inviting only a second before — narrowed. “And just who are you to insist I do anything, my lord? Do you speak to all women so masterfully? I’m not one of your milksop aristocratic females. I am not dictated to. By anyone.”

				Ethan felt himself knocked back by her sudden change of demeanor. “I’m not dictating to you, you silly twit. Don’t you have a care for — ”

				“What I don’t care for is the tone you are taking.” Her hands planted on her hips, but Ethan noticed the hurt tone in her voice. “Really, to resort to name calling … ” She whirled away from him. Her hand went to her face, and her shoulders shook.

				Oh, God, he’d made her cry. Ethan’s eyes squeezed together. Could this night get any worse? He hadn’t meant to call her a twit; she had a way of getting under his skin faster than any female he’d ever known. He reached out for her shoulder. “Please, Miss Bachman — ” She jerked away and made a sniffling sound. His male instinct to stop the crying at all costs kicked into action. Before he knew he’d reached into his pocket, he was pressing a handkerchief into her hand. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw curious gazes aimed in their direction from other new arrivals. “Miss Bachman,” he whispered, “I’m sure you don’t wish to cause a commotion. People are starting to notice — ”
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