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Praise for

A Most Dangerous Profession

“Spellbinding . . . one thrilling adventure after another.”

—Single Titles

“Complex characters and plot, a parallel story line, a quest, two star-crossed lovers, and fast pacing make this a most delightful read.”

—RT Book Reviews (4 stars)

Scandal in Scotland

“A humorous, fast-paced dramatic story that’s filled with sensual tension. Hawkins’s passionate, intelligent characters make it impossible to put down.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“Rollicking good fun from beginning to end! Pure, vintage Hawkins!”

—Romance and More

One Night in Scotland

“Known for her quick-moving, humorous, and poignant stories, Hawkins begins the Hurst Amulet series with a keeper. Readers will be delighted by the perfect pacing, the humorous dialogue, and the sizzling sensual romance.”

—RT Book Reviews (41/2 stars, Top Pick)

“A lively romp, the perfect beginning to [Hawkins’s] new series.”

—Booklist

“Couldn’t put it down . . . . Ms. Hawkins is one of the most talented historical romance writers out there.”

—Romance Junkies (5 stars)

“Charming and witty.”

—Publishers Weekly

“An adventurous romance filled with laughter, passion, and emotion . . . mystery, threats, and plenty of sexual tension, plus an engaging premise which will keep you thoroughly entertained during each highly captivating scene . . . . One Night in Scotland holds your attention from beginning to end.”

—Single Titles

“With its creative writing, interesting characters, and well-crafted situations and dialogue, One Night in Scotland is an excellent read. Be assured it lives up to all the virtues one has learned to expect from this talented writer.”

—Romance Reviews Today

and Karen Hawkins

“Fast, fun, and sexy stories that are a perfect read for a rainy day, a sunny day, or any day at all!”

—Bestselling author Christina Dodd

“Humor, folklore, and sizzling love scenes.”

—Winter Haven News Chief

“Always funny and sexy, a Karen Hawkins book is a sure delight!”

—Bestselling author Victoria Alexander
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To my daughter, Kym Hawkins, an amazing poet and wordsmith.

I dedicate this book to you.

I expect you to return the favor one day.


Dear Reader,

How to Capture a Countess is set at Floors Castle, a beautiful castle built in 1721 for the first Duke of Roxburghe. Floors was built on a natural terrace overlooking the River Tweed. On the opposite bank is the ruin of Roxburghe Castle, which was once considered the strongest fortress in the Borders region. Interesting to note, too, is that an ancient fort once located on the Roxburghe estate is one of the rumored locations for King Arthur’s Camelot.

Floors Castle is the largest inhabited castle in Scotland. Known for its beauty and elegance, Floors is open today for tours. Since it first opened for tours in 1977, over a million visitors have passed through its magnificent front doors.

Most of the castle you see today is the result of renovations that took place between 1837 and 1847. Drawing inspiration from the Heriot’s Hospital in Edinburgh, architect William Playfair remodeled the castle to include a roofscape of turrets, domes, and spires, lending a fairy-tale feel to an already beautiful building.

If you’d like to read more about Floors Castle, visit my website at www.karenhawkins.com. And be sure to check into Hawkins Manor, where you can play games, win free books, help a Regency lord and lady select their clothing for a ball, read about fascinating real-life people who helped define their time period, find recipes to make Regency-era dishes, and more!



Prologue

The Palazzo Albrizzi

Venice, Italy

June 11, 1806

From the Diary of the Duchess of Roxburghe
At the urging of my husband, Roxburghe, I put pen to paper in the hope that this diary may undo some of the unkindnesses posterity will attempt to attach to my name. There are truths . . . and then there are untruths.

For example, it’s true that I’ve thus far outlived four husbands and am now married to a fifth, my beloved Roxburghe. It’s also true that each man I married was fabulously wealthy and older than the last. However, it’s patently untrue that I married for wealth and wealth alone.

Call me a romantic, but I could never marry without love, for that—and family—are the cornerstones of a worthy life.

But despite my many marriages, it is the one sadness of my life that I am childless. Thus I have dedicated myself to the happiness of my only sister, the Dowager Countess of Sinclair, and her grandchildren. I’ve three handsome great-nephews, scattered across the hills and vales of England and Scotland, two of whom I’ve now seen safely married.

Sadly, the eldest, the Earl of Sinclair, has become a cause for concern. I’ve never been certain why, but Sin finds the concept of matrimony odious. At one time I thought him merely obstinate, but lately I’ve begun to wonder if far more lurks behind the bored visage he keeps turned to the polite world . . . Is it truly boredom, or is it icy disdain caused by some unknown hurt?

Sadly, he is not one to share his thoughts and, in an attempt to keep the world from knocking upon his door, he’s growing more and more willing to engage in socially reprehensible behavior. This very morning I received a disturbing missive from my sister reporting that my beloved great-nephew Sin has been embroiled in a scandal of some sort.

My sister is a known stoic, but I recognize her cry for help, and so I must hurry back to Scotland. I wish we could find our way there quicker, but passage must be secured, carriages found, trunks packed, and—oh, a thousand details.

I fear that in the month it will take us to return to our home, the damage will be done. I can only hope that it will not be permanent . . .

Lady MacAllister’s Annual Hunt Ball

Two weeks earlier . . .

Lord Sinclair stood at the edge of Lady MacAllister’s ballroom and wished to hell that he’d never come. The evening had been one disappointment after another. First, cajoled by his grandmother to provide her with a ride to the ball, she’d surprised him by bringing with her not one but two unmarried hopefuls—a Miss MacDonald and some other woman whose name he’d already forgotten. The two had spent the entire ride to the ball alternately staring at him and giggling. It had been enough to make Sin ill to his stomach.

His second disappointment had been the absence of Viscount Throckmorton. Sin had come to the ball for no other reason than to corner the viscount and persuade him to sell a certain high-stepping bay that Sin had seen on the streets of Edinburgh last week. Apparently Lord Throckmorton’s plans had changed, for he was nowhere to be seen.

Sin’s third disappointment had been with his hostess, Lady MacAllister. Known for being notoriously tightfisted even among the Scots, she had scrimped on the refreshments to the point that by the time he’d arrived, every drop of port and whiskey had already been consumed, leaving nothing but cloyingly sweet sherry and painfully dry champagne.

But the crowning indignity was the realization that the sporting people with whom Sin usually bandied words had wisely decided to forgo Lady MacAllister’s brand of amusement for events that were, Sin suspected, genuinely amusing. Even worse, the ball was awash in young, doe-eyed, annoyingly eager innocents. It was becoming all too obvious that his grandmother’s casual mention that she’d heard that Viscount Throckmorton was to attend Lady MacAllister’s ball had been nothing more than a ploy to trick Sin into attending an event filled with what she considered “marriageable young ladies of quality.”

Sin hated the cloak of respectability society had draped over the most soul-deadening, avaricious aspect of life—that of getting married. Oh, let others talk of love; it was a mere sop to the sad truth: love didn’t exist; the need to breed heirs did.

He knew what would happen the second he began a conversation with any young lady present tonight: they’d fawn and smile and pretend they were interested in every word he had to say, but he knew better. They were all pasty-faced clinging vines who saw him as nothing more than a fat purse and a coveted title. He hated such events as these, designed to truss up every available male and deliver them to a room full of hungry-eyed women where, bound by propriety to smile and converse and dance, they might slip and end up committed to a life of boredom.

It was a bitter situation, and yet here he was, sober as a priest and denied even the relief of dickering for horseflesh with Throckmorton.

He ground his teeth against this onslaught of disappointments. As soon as his grandmother was safely ensconced at the side of one of her bosom-bows, Sin made his escape to the library where a slew of bachelors could be found in hiding.

Desperate for some amusement, he engaged young Lord MacDoonan in a card game. Twenty minutes later, MacDoonan’s silver engraved flask, half full of fine Scottish whiskey, was neatly tucked into Sin’s waistcoat pocket. Sin stayed another half hour, hoping to pass the time until his grandmother was ready to return home, but Lord MacDoonan was not a merry loser, and he whined incessantly about the loss of his flask until Sin had had enough. Bored, Sin left the library and made his way to the refreshment tables, which were empty but for a few crumbs, a sadly wilted flower arrangement, and a stack of unused punch glasses. He pocketed a glass, paused behind a palm, and filled it with whiskey.

Fortified, he rejoined the company and had just lifted the glass to his lips when he accidentally caught the eye of a young lady wearing a pink ball gown. The second their eyes met, she hurried forward as if invited.

Bloody hell, they’re like leeches.

He turned his back on her, only to find himself being eyed by two other damsels in similarly atrocious gowns. Though they didn’t lick their lips at the sight of him, their predatory gazes made him think of his hawk as it dove for a plump hare.

That was it; he was leaving. He’d leave the carriage for his grandmother and order a hackney to take him home.

Jaw tight, Sin turned and almost tripped over a slight bit of a girl who’d apparently been hovering at his elbow. For a nerve-wracking moment, he juggled his precious glass of whiskey.

As the glass settled back into his hands, he scowled at the chit who dared impede his departure. She was slight of stature, unusually tanned, with a smattering of freckles across a snub nose in a small face framed by wildly curling black hair barely held in place by a profusion of ribbons. Worse, she wore a dowdy white gown that was far too large for her, the style and color doing little to enhance her dank skin and too-slender figure.

“H-how do you do?” She offered a hurried curtsy with a desperate smile.

He tamped down the desire to curtly wish her to the devil. “Pardon me,” he said in an icy tone and started to walk around her.

“Oh, do wait!” Her hand gripped his arm.

A jolt of heat raced through him.

Sin stopped dead in his tracks and looked down at her gloved hand. He’d felt that zap of attraction through three layers of material as surely as if she’d brushed his bare skin with her fingertips.

He found himself looking directly into her eyes. Pale blue and surrounded by thick black lashes, they showed the same shock that he felt.

Her gaze moved from his face to her hand and back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t expect—” She shook her head, color flooding her skin, tinting the brown an exquisitely dusky rose.

Are her nipples that same dusky color? It was a shocking thought, but plain and loud, as if he’d said it aloud.

She jerked back her hand as if it burned. “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry, but I—” She gulped as if miserable.

His irritation returned. “I’m sorry, but do I know you?”

She looked crestfallen. “I saw you at the Countess of Dunford’s luncheon only a week ago.”

“Did we speak?”

“Well, no.”

“I don’t remember.” He’d been far too in his cups to remember much of that day at all, anyway.

“We also met a week and a day ago at the Melton house party.”

He’d spent most of that evening in the library with the men, planning a hunting party for the next day. “I’m sorry, but I don’t—”

“The Farquhars’ soiree?”

He shook his head.

“The MacEnnis Ball? The Earl of Stratham’s dinner party?”

He shook his head at each.

She looked even more crestfallen, which set off an unusual flash of remorse in him followed by annoyance. Bloody hell, he couldn’t remember every chit who spoke to him, much less feel sorry for them all.

But then, none of them have ever caused such a reaction by merely touching my sleeve.

A footman came by and his companion captured a glass of champagne from the man’s tray. To Sin’s surprise, she took a deep breath and tossed it back, swallowing it in several fast gulps.

She caught his surprised gaze, and flushed. “I know that’s unladylike, but—” She scrunched her nose and regarded her glass with disgust. “It’s so horrid I didn’t wish to taste it.”

He had to laugh and his irritation disappeared. Who is this girl? He sipped his whiskey and regarded her over the edge of his glass. “So you like champagne, then? Good champagne, that is?”

“Yes, but there’s not a drop of good champagne to be had, so . . .” Without the slightest hint of embarrassment, she eyed an approaching footman and, with a slight move to her left, managed to replace her glass as he passed by and grab another, which she disposed of as neatly as the first. “At least it’s cold,” she said in a pragmatic tone.

Sin burst out laughing. She looked so incongruous, this innocent-looking chit, with her freckled nose and black curls and wide blue eyes, snapping back flutes of champagne with a calm disdain for society’s concept of propriety. Sin didn’t know when he’d been so charmed.

When he’d first seen her he’d thought her a youngster, sixteen at most. But now as he met her gaze and caught a decided twinkle in her blue eyes, he realized he’d misjudged her because of her minute size. She was obviously older—and far more interesting—than she’d first appeared. “Tell me, Miss—?”

“Balfour. Miss Rose Balfour.”

He boldly looked her up and down. He wasn’t usually a fan of women without curves, but there was something appealing about Rose Balfour. Suddenly, the ball didn’t seem so boring. “Your name suits you.”

“It’s not my real name. My mother was a great lover of ancient mythology so she named me Euphrosyne.”

“Ah. One of the three graces.” At her surprised look, he shrugged. “I read, though I’ve forgotten which grace Euphrosyne is. Joy? Splendor? Mirth?”

“Mirth.” She made a droll face. “I’m afraid I have a very unruly sense of humor.”

A naughty one? he wondered, his interest quickening even more.

As if she could read his mind, she laughed. The deliciously husky sound held a shimmery excitement that he could almost taste. This was more to his liking: a woman who refused to arm herself with faux innocence in an effort to lure one into a gossamer net, and boldly expressed her thoughts and desires.

He leaned a bit closer. “Miss Balfour, what brought you to this ball? The company doesn’t seem to suit you any better than it suits me.”

Looking into Sin’s handsome face, Rose couldn’t have disagreed with him more: the company was perfect. He was perfect. And given another glass of the forbidden champagne—Aunt Lettice was fortunately busy in the card room—Rose was certain she could drown in Sin’s beautiful sherry-brown eyes.

She couldn’t believe that those very eyes were now focused on her. She’d dreamed about this moment for so long, when the handsome, dashing Earl of Sinclair would finally see her—really see her—and realize that they were meant for each other.

It was a silly dream and she knew it, and yet she couldn’t help but have it every time she saw him. There was something about him that made her knees quiver and her heart race. It wasn’t just that he was so tall and broad shouldered, though he easily dwarfed everyone in the room. Nor was it because he was incredibly handsome, though his brow and strong jaw were carved as if from a Greek statue. And she didn’t think it was because he was golden, as if kissed from the sun with hair of gold, threaded with brown.

His only imperfection was the faint broken line of his nose—a childhood break, perhaps? Or a sporting accident of some sort? She only knew that it added a heady, rakish, devil-may-care air to his already commanding appeal.

All in all, Lord Sinclair was every woman’s dream, especially Rose’s, and she was determined to grab this precious moment when his attention was actually hers. All hers.

His smile faded a bit and her heart thudded sickly as she realized with a rising sense of panic that she hadn’t answered his question about what had brought her to the ball. I can’t allow him to get bored, or he’ll leave and my chance will be gone. But what will interest him? She knew that he enjoyed horses, and wagers, and boxing. And whiskey, too, and lobster in cream sauce, and that most of his waistcoats were blue, so that must be his favorite color.

She also knew that he’d dance the waltz, but never the country dances, and never with anyone who wasn’t either married or a good bit older than she was. She knew, too, that every time he was in a room, her sixteen-year-old heart thudded like that of a bird newly caught in a cage.

It was beating like that now, but she knew better than to let him see her nervousness. Lord Sin usually spoke only to older, more worldly women. Women who moved with a self-possession and outspokenness that earned them the scowls of other women, but the admiration of men like him.

And suddenly, that was the exact sort of woman Rose desperately wanted to be. She gestured with her empty champagne glass to encompass the entire room and said with what she hoped was disdain, “It’s a very boring party.” She looked back at him. “Or it was until now.”

Her champagne-fueled confidence shocked Rose as much as it seemed to delight her companion, for his gaze narrowed and he moved closer—so close that his chest brushed her arm and sent an odd heat flickering through her. Rose suddenly realized that her fingers were so tightly clutched about the champagne flute that it was a surprise the glass hadn’t splintered. She uncurled her fingers, wanting nothing more than to toss the glass and her inhibitions away and to throw her arms around him, a feeling made stronger by the two glasses of champagne. “It’s too bad we’re at this ball now. There are other things we could be doing instead.” Like riding through the park, for she loved horses as much as he did. Or, if they could escape her aunt’s vigilant eye, walking through the gardens, where they might slip away and share a kiss. Her heart fluttered at the thought.

“Other things, Miss Balfour?” He returned her smile, an odd glint in his eye. “I would like that, too.”

She smiled widely as she gazed into his eyes, completely lost. He might not remember every time they’d met, but she did. She remembered every time he’d smiled, how his dark blond hair fell over his brow and the way his eyes crinkled when he laughed. She knew far too well how his deep voice could rumble over one and leave one’s heart thudding like a hummingbird—

“Miss Balfour, you are out of champagne. Shall I fetch you more?”

“Oh no, my aun—” She clamped her lips over the rest of her sentence. Worldly women don’t answer to their aunts. “I mean, yes, I would love another glass of champagne.”

He looked over her head and scanned the room. “Where is a footman? There were two hovering near just a second ago.”

Rose took the opportunity to stare openly at him, admiring the strong cut of his jaw, the decidedly patrician line of his nose, and the sensual way his mouth curved just so—

His gaze dropped to hers and for a second, their glances clung.

Rose hid her gulp behind a dismissive wave at the room. “Th-there are quite a lot of people here tonight, aren’t there?”

He shrugged, a flicker of disappointment in his face that she felt as keenly as the cut of a knife. “It’s a ball,” he said shortly.

A sense of urgency arose in her. Blast it, if I bore him, he will leave. She looked around, searching for inspiration. “I hate these events.”

“And why is that?”

She could answer that honestly. “Everyone dresses up in so many ribbons and bows and buttons that we all look like trussed-up codfish.”

He laughed, the deep sound rolling over her and making her heart sing. “Codfish?”

She practically glowed that she’d made him laugh. “How do you entertain yourself at these sorts of events, Lord Sin?”

His smile disappeared. “Lord Sin?”

She blinked. “That’s what people call you.”

“People who know me, perhaps.”

Rose peeped at him through her lashes, as she’d seen a widow do to him once. “If you don’t wish me to call you Lord Sin, I won’t, but few words trip off the tongue like ‘Sin.’ ”

She had to fight to keep from gawking at her own temerity. Goodness! Where did that come from?

Wherever it had, he apparently found it worth noticing, for his gaze was suddenly intense. “You enjoy sin, my dear Miss Balfour?”

“Who doesn’t?” she retorted, getting more and more drunk off her own bravery. She borrowed a line from the church service she and Aunt Lettice had attended last Sunday. “We’re all sinners in one way or another, aren’t we?”

“So we are, my lovely Rose.” His smile became as wickedly inviting as ever her dreams had made it. “By the way, my name is Alton, although if you prefer Sin”—he offered a small bow, and his closeness brought his eyes level with hers—“you may call me Sin, if you wish.”

“Sin it is, then.” Whoever had named him Alton hadn’t felt the effect of his warm brown eyes as they traveled across her as if he could see through her silks and laces. An odd shiver traveled over her, prickling her skin and making her more light-headed than the champagne.

His gaze found her empty glass. “I almost forgot your champagne.”

“Oh, that’s quite all ri—”

“Here.” He reached out to grasp a flute of champagne from a footman and pressed it into her hand.

“Thank you,” she said, eyeing the glass with trepidation.

“You’re welcome.” He removed her empty glass and placed it on a nearby table.

The last thing she needed was more champagne; she was already tipsy from her own temerity and the other two glasses she’d had. But she caught Sin’s gaze and realized that he expected her to drink it just as she’d drunk the first two. And right now, she’d do anything to keep his attention—and admiration—on herself. She lifted the glass in a toast, and then tossed it back.

He looked so pleased that her misgivings instantly disappeared.

Indeed, as the champagne coursed through her, the last silly worry about her actions flew away like an irritating bee before a brisk wind. And in its place was the sudden realization that this was her one and only chance to fix her interest with the earl. He was here, he was paying attention to her, and—more astonishing—Aunt Lettice was nowhere to ruin the moment.

Rose knew it wouldn’t last. In a half hour or sooner, her champagne confidence would be gone, Sin would be bored, and Aunt Lettice would arrive to “save” her. She didn’t want to be saved. She wanted . . . Oh dear, what did she want? She tried to swallow, but her throat was too tight. Her gaze traveled over him, across his face to his lips, and there she lingered, suddenly certain of her goal. She wanted nothing less than a kiss. A real kiss, one that would sear the memory of this moment into her soul so thoroughly that if she lived ten score years plus one, she’d never forget it.

Rose glanced around the ballroom, and the answer to her predicament came in a bubble of champagne clarity. The terrace doors lead to the garden. A worldly woman would entice Lord Sinclair into the garden and, once there, she’d boldly kiss him.

Rose fixed a seductive smile on her lips. “Lord Sin, when you arrived, I was just going to repair a tear in my gown.”

He looked at her perfect hem. “Your gown is torn?”

“In the back, where you can’t see. I may trip if I don’t fix it soon. I thought I might find a seat in the garden and pin it, if you’d care to escort me there?”

His gaze locked with hers and something passed between them. Rose didn’t know what it was, but suddenly her skin tingled and she couldn’t breathe. As she always did when very nervous, she laughed softly.

Sin gave a muffled curse, removed her empty glass from her hand and placed it on a nearby table, tucked her hand in the crook of his arm, and instantly bore her toward the terrace doors.

That was easy! Feeling as if she were in charge of the world, she allowed him to sweep her along. Within seconds they were through the terrace doors and out into the cool night air, the noise of the ball left behind. Rose’s heart tripped along, happy and euphoric from a growing sense of awe and pride at her boldness. Sin’s hand was warm over hers, the faint scent of his cologne mingling with the jasmine and lilies that filled the lantern-lit garden. Could this night be any more perfect?

Sin led her down the stone steps and to a path dimly lit by colorful paper lanterns. They passed a couple here and there, but Sin was careful to stay out of direct sight of anyone.

He turned down a broader path and finally led her into an open space where a large, low fountain bubbled. In the center of the fountain Aphrodite poured water from a jug, a small Cupid playing at her feet. Green lily pads floated all around, and the glowing paper lanterns reflected in the water like colorful stars. “This is beautiful,” Rose said. The perfect place for my first kiss.

As if he read her thoughts, he led her to the fountain. A red paper lantern hung overhead and cast a seductive light across Sin’s face. Rose couldn’t believe she was here, alone with him, his warm hands now sliding about her waist as he tugged her close.

It’s exactly the way it was in my dreams. Heart pounding, she placed her hands on his chest and lifted her face to his. She closed her eyes, swaying slightly from the champagne, and offered her lips.

Sin tightened his hold on her slender waist. And to think he’d been about to leave the ball. His body was aflame with desire for this little fancy piece, and he was determined to have her. He bent and captured her mouth with his, teasing her soft lips until they parted, and then flicking his tongue over her teeth. She gasped against his mouth and wiggled against him.

He almost groaned with relief at her wanton signal. That was all he needed. He slipped his hands to her ass and cupped her against him, rubbing his hard cock against her, showing her how she affected him, how she—

Her eyes flew open. For a frozen second, they looked at each other. And then, with a small cry, she shoved him as hard as she could.

Sin reeled backward, the back of his leg hitting the low lip of the fountain, and he fell in with a splash.

If shock hadn’t already killed the intense flood of desire, the icy water would have done so. He gasped as he struggled to right himself, coughing water as he grabbed the statue for purchase. Aphrodite, apparently disgusted with the whole display, continued to pour water from her vase directly upon his head.

Sputtering and furious, he moved away from the statue and glared at Rose.

She stood at the edge of the fountain, her eyes wide, her fingers over her mouth, which was formed into a shocked “O.” She regained her composure quickly, though, and held up a hand. “Don’t move!”

“Like hell; I’m not staying here.” He pushed his wet hair from his eyes and tried to wring some of the water from his coattails.

“Someone must help you out of that fountain and—I’ll fetch someone now.” To his astonishment, she lifted her head and yelled in a loud voice, “Help! Someone, please help!”

“No, don’t!” He lunged across the fountain, trying to reach her. “You’re going to draw atten—” His foot caught in a lily pad and down he went again, into the net of lily pads.

He came up cursing, grabbing at the slimy tendrils and yanking them from his face and neck. “Damn it!” Water and something green dangled before his face. He snatched at it, and found a lily pad perched upon his head. He threw it into the pond in disgust . . . and realized that Rose and he were no longer alone.

A dozen or so ladies and their escorts stood gawking at where he stood, water pouring from his evening clothes, another lily pad in his hand. An assortment of astonishment, shock, and the growing suspicions of mirth could be seen in each face.

Grinding his teeth, he turned toward Rose. She was facing him with a wide, astonished look, her gloved hand pressed to her mouth.

She pointed to his shoulder. “I-I beg your pardon, but there’s a lily p-p-p—” To his chagrin and fury, a faint giggle erupted from her kiss-swollen lips. Instantly, Rose’s giggle trickled through the crowd and, like dry tinder, they burst into laughter.

The wave of it hit him like freezing water and his jaw tightened until he feared his teeth would crack. Rose’s laughter was now reflected in every gaze . . . except one. His grandmother didn’t look a bit amused. If anything, she looked as if she wished he’d return to the lily pad net and drown himself.

Lord MacDoonan, obviously recovered from the loss of his flask, chortled merrily. “Lud, Sin, look at you!”

Sin shot a baleful glare at Rose. Her laughter died as her gaze locked with his, and for an instant, he thought he caught a glimmer of something . . . Remorse? Fear? Whatever it was, it wasn’t enough.

“Sinclair,” his grandmother said, looking furious. “Get out of that fountain!”

A tiny woman wearing a puce gown, her white hair adorned with a ridiculous amount of flowers, scurried up. “Rose! Good heavens! What are you doing here? I’ve been looking for you everywhere and—” The woman’s gaze fell on Sin, and she gasped and jumped as if he were a loch monster. “Oh dear!” Face red, she gathered Rose. “Come. We are leaving immediately.”

“But, I—” Rose began, but she was no match for the tiny lady, who seemed to have grown arms as strong as a bear baiter’s.

“Now,” she said, marching Rose down a path and away from the growing crowd.

“But Aunt Lettice, let me at least tell S—” Rose’s voice faded down the path.

Even though she was gone, the memory of Rose’s laughter still stung Sin’s ears as he waded to the edge of the fountain and stepped out. How dare she? He would n—

“Lord Sin!” Miss MacDonald, who’d tried so hard to charm Sin on the carriage ride to this atrocious ball, snickered behind her hand. “Something’s in your pocket.”

Sin looked down. His front pocket was moving slightly. As he looked, a small fish jumped out of his pocket and into the puddle at his feet.

“It appears that yet another waterlogged creature has escaped the fountain.” Miss MacDonald’s eyes lit with malice. “Wouldn’t you say, Lord Fin?”

A wave of unrestrained laughter met her sally.

Sin sent an icy look at each guest. Instantly, the laughter faded and an awkward silence arose.

Sin sent a stiff bow to his grandmother, then turned on his heel and left. He couldn’t believe that he—he, of all men—had allowed himself to be misled by a pair of wide blue eyes and a pert nose covered with freckles. Good God, how could he—he, who knew better than most men—have allowed such a thing to happen? Damn it, that little wench tricked me. She played to my weaknesses and teased me with her sense of humor, and I followed her like a lamb to slaughter. He wasn’t certain why she’d done it—perhaps he’d dismissed her at some event, snubbed her when he’d been in his cups, or some other inconsequential thing—but for whatever reason, Rose Balfour had successfully orchestrated his very public humiliation.

Hands balled into fists, Sin passed through a gateway into the drive where, dripping steadily, he curtly ordered a wide-eyed footman to fetch his carriage. Blast you, Rose Balfour! You will regret your actions this evening. And believe this: I will show no mercy.
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Floors Castle

September 12, 1812

From the Diary of the Duchess of Roxburghe
For the last six years, my great-nephew, the Earl of Sinclair, has done naught but drive his grandmother to distraction with his antics. Oh, we thought him a wild one before The Incident, but we were wrong. Since then, he has shown us what “wild” truly means, and it seems that every day brings a new report of his lascivious lifestyle.

The fault, of course, is with my sister. At the tender age of seventeen, after his parents were killed in a carriage accident, Sin was left with titles and estates and the care of his younger brothers. Though several of us advised otherwise, my sister pushed to give the boy all of the weight of those responsibilities instead of appointing an executor until he was of a more appropriate age. My sister meant no harm, and thought that the boy would mature as he assumed the mantle of responsibility. He did so, of course, but at a very high cost.

Without parents to guide him, or a partner to share his burdens, and left solely responsible for the care of his younger brothers, he became arrogantly conceited with his own independence. Though he now possesses what all women desire in a husband—excellent birth, a handsome visage, a charming manner (when he wishes), a respected title, and a growing fortune—he torments my adored sister by refusing to fix his attentions upon a woman of genteel breeding and instead openly cavorts with Notorious Undesirables.

The time has come for me to take matters into my own hands; my poor sister now regrets her lack of trust in my earlier judgment, and has made a desperate plea for help.

And desperate times call for desperate measures . . .

The butler’s sedate knock was met by a cacophony of barking. Over the yips and yaps, a feminine voice called for him to enter. MacDougal sighed regretfully for his polished shoes and well-ironed breeches, then opened the large oak doors to the sitting room.

A small herd of yapping pugs met him, a mixture of brown and silver fur, flat wet noses, and curly pig tails. The dogs jumped upon him, their little nails ruining his careful creases and marring his well-tended shoe leathers.

Even so, he couldn’t resist the charms of the large brown eyes now fixed upon him. “There, there, ye wee bairns. Stop yer yappin’; ’tis naught but me. Did I no’ feed ye bacon jus’ this mornin’? ’Tis fine treatment ye’re givin’ me now.”

Six curly tails wagged in unison. The Roxburghe pugs were as famous throughout Edinburgh and the surrounding countryside as their mistress, the notorious Duchess of Roxburghe, a woman well into her sixtieth year (though none were certain how far) and the icy-eyed mistress of Floors Castle for the past ten years.

The dogs sniffed MacDougal’s breeches and shoes as he edged through the pack and then crossed the many rugs to the two women seated before the fireplace at the far end of the cavernous room. Unable to maul his legs while he walked, the pugs had to be content with trotting and tumbling after him, puffing and wheezing as they pretended to herd him along.

As he reached the small circle of settees, Lady Charlotte looked up from her knitting. After a quick motion for silence, she pointed to the duchess, who was reclining upon the settee opposite, a kerchief soaked in lavender water covering her eyes.

Ah, yes. Her grace had played whist last night and, as usually happened when the vicar came to visit, she’d enjoyed her evening libations a wee bit too much. It showed not only in the fact that the duchess was hiding her eyes from the sunlight, but also in the way her fashionable gown of blue muslin was crinkled and her red wig was slightly askew.

Lady Charlotte leaned forward to whisper, “Her grace isn’t feeling well this morning.”

“Aye, me lady,” he whispered back with a kind smile. The youngest daughter of the late Earl of Argyll and a distant cousin of the duke’s, Lady Charlotte Montrose was a short, rather mousy woman sadly given to wearing lace mobcaps in the French manner, a fashion that did not suit her plump face. MacDougal had been made aware of this fact only this morning by that secret fashionmonger Mrs. Cairness, the housekeeper, who—when not wearing the starched black gowns as befitted her station—often dressed better than the duchess herself.

“Perhaps you should return in an hour,” Lady Charlotte whispered. “Once her grace is through with her nap.”

MacDougal nodded. Lady Charlotte knew her grace better than most, as she’d made her home at Floors Castle for the last eight years. It was widely held that she’d come to stay with her cousin Roxburghe after an arranged marriage to some wild hobnob of society had fallen through. Whatever the reason, she’d never left and was now as much a part of Floors Castle as the duchess herself.

MacDougal bent closer to Lady Charlotte. “Perhaps ’twould be best if I left the post fer her grace to read when she awakens? There’s a missive I think she moight wish to—”

“Oh, for the love of—” The duchess moaned as if her own words caused her pain. She pressed a hand to her covered eyes, an assortment of rings flashing with the movement. “Pray stop your infernal whispering. You sound like a pack of nuns planning a murder.”

MacDougal hid a smile. “I’m sorry, yer grace, but I thought ye might wish to see a certain missive tha’ just arrived.”

The duchess peeked out from under a corner of the lavender-water-soaked kerchief, revealing a large hooked nose and one brilliant blue eye. “He answered?”

“Aye, yer grace, much to the surprise of us all.” If there was one benefit to serving as part of the duchess’s household since one was a mere lad (well before she’d married Roxburghe and become a duchess), it was the privilege of occasionally speaking one’s mind. MacDougal was careful not to overuse the privilege, though. He was far too fond of both the duchess and his position to do so.

The duchess tossed off the cloth and sat up gingerly, pushing her wig back in place with a well-practiced shove.

MacDougal held out the silver salver, where a small note had been set aside from the stack of cards and letters. “From Lord Sinclair, yer grace.”

“Thank you.” She opened the note.

Lady Charlotte watched with a bright gaze, distracted only when a small silver pug attacked a skein of yarn in her basket. “Stop that, Meenie,” Lady Charlotte admonished. “Don’t touch my yar—”

“Demme!” The duchess crumpled the note into a ball.

Lady Charlotte looked up, disappointment on her round face. “He’s not coming.”

“No, blast it all.” The duchess tossed the note into the fire. “My great-nephew will attend neither my house party nor my Winter Ball. As a sop to his weak conscience—if one can call it that—he’s offered to visit me on his return from his sojourn, almost a month after the scheduled festivities.”

“How disappointing.”

“How rude! To offer to visit on his way back from some low amusement, I have no doubt. Balderdash!” She threw herself back onto the settee, her eyes ablaze. “I won’t receive him. That will teach him to refuse my invitations.”

Knowing a little something about the Earl of Sinclair, MacDougal rather doubted that.

Apparently Lady Charlotte felt the same, for she said in her soft voice, “Chances are, he will merely shrug and go on his way. I don’t mean to say anything ill about Lord Sinclair, but he’s not the sort of male one would call accommodating.”

“No, he’s not. He’s a fool is what he is, demme him.” The duchess tossed her kerchief back over her face and slumped down like a limp rag doll.

While it was very poor of Lord Sinclair not to accept his great-aunt’s invitation, MacDougal felt that someone had to make the peace. He cleared his throat. “Yer grace, I’m sorry aboot the inconvenience of Lord Sinclair’s answer, but perhaps he is busy. He must have a mountain of dooties takin’ care o’ his estates and such—”

“Ha!” her grace said, the puff of air sending the corner of her kerchief aflutter before she snatched it off and threw it to the floor, where four of her pugs pounced upon it and began a mad tussle. Ignoring their growls, the duchess said, “My great-nephew is very busy indeed—busy trying to sleep with every married woman in England. I daresay he’d attend my party if I invited some scantily clad opera singers, or a house full of painted harlo—”

“Margaret, my dear,” Lady Charlotte said in a breathless tone, sending a quick glance at MacDougal, which he wisely pretended not to notice. “Perhaps our passions would be better served if, rather than lamenting Lord Sinclair’s failings, vast though they are—”

“Like the bloody ocean,” the duchess muttered.

“Like the vast ocean,” Lady Charlotte agreed. “But perhaps rather than focusing on Sinclair’s shortcomings, we would be better served by finding a way to get him to attend your ball, especially as you’ve invited every eligible woman of standing within miles.”

“He’s so stubborn.” The duchess tapped her fingers on the arm of the settee, a thoughtful expression on her face. “I wish I could believe that Sin was merely too busy to attend my ball, but he’s been in sole charge of his estates for over fifteen years now and he finds the daily administration no more taxing than selecting a waistcoat, especially now that his brothers are grown and married. Sadly, he values his freedom far too much.”

“Too many cares as a youth, perhaps?”

“And so I warned my sister, when she decided to place the full weight of— But I’m not going to rehash old decisions; it will serve no purpose. The truth is that Sin’s not coming to my ball because he’s realized my purpose in bringing him here: to encourage him to find a suitable wife and settle down.”

Lady Charlotte tsked. “It is a dreadful coil. Perhaps a little afternoon tea would help us think our way through this situation to a solution.”

“Perhaps,” the duchess said absently, reaching down to scoop up a very roly-poly pug and plop it into her lap, where it snuggled into a ball. “MacDougal, please bring a tea tray.”

“Aye, yer grace. I shall place the rest of the post upon yer secretary.” MacDougal crossed to the small rosewood desk and placed the letters in a neat stack on one corner. He paused to straighten them, taking his time in doing so.

The duchess leaned back, patting the pug with one hand while she absently tapped her long fingers on the arm of the settee. “Maybe I should hire some men to abduct him and have him shackled in the pantry until my ball?”

MacDougal wondered if there was anything strong enough in the pantry that the earl could not overturn. The man was several inches over six feet tall and was a fine physical specimen, made so by his many sporting pursuits.

“Yes,” Lady Charlotte agreed blithely. “That would be so much easier than trying to reason with him, though I fear someone could get hurt.”

“He wouldn’t come quietly, would he?” The duchess’s voice was heavy with regret. “And Sinclair is the devil of a good boxer.”

“He’s good with his pistols, too. He’s never lost a duel.”

“Very true, demme it.” The duchess’s fingers never stopped tapping as the two subsided into silence.

Lady Charlotte, her knitting needles clicking softly, said, “A pity he’s not a woman. If he were, one could just invite him over for tea and have a nice cozy talk and resolve everything.”

“Well, he’s not a woman, so that thinking is of no use. The boy is as stubborn as his father, who was a fool.” Her grace scratched the ear of the fortunate pug that occupied her lap. It stretched under her ministrations before curling into a ball again for a snooze. “The late earl was a pompous ass and a rakehell, and he passed those unholy traits to his son.”

“But Lord Sin hasn’t always been such a ne’er-do-weel.”

Her grace’s expression darkened, a flicker of sadness on her expressive face. “No, he hasn’t been the same since The Incident, which—”

Lady Charlotte cleared her throat and flicked a glance at MacDougal, who hurried to knock the stack of letters off the secretary so that he had to bend down to collect them once again. Lady Charlotte lowered her voice, though MacDougal heard her plainly enough when she said, “Sinclair has changed.”

“Yes, six years ago . . . ” The duchess’s voice trailed off, an intent expression coming into her eyes as she slowly sat up in her seat, her eyes fastened on some vision mortal eyes could not see.

MacDougal held his breath and leaned forward. He knew that look. Poor Lord Sinclair.

Lady Charlotte stopped knitting, her eyes widening. “You’ve thought of something!” Her voice was almost breathless.

“I might know a way to get Sinclair to attend my Winter Ball and the house party for the preceding three weeks.”

“To both?”

“Yes, and if we do this right, he’ll think it was all his own idea, too.” The duchess rubbed her hands together in apparent glee. “Charlotte, this might just do the trick!”

MacDougal wondered if there was Borgia blood somewhere in her grace’s family. He’d wager an entire month’s wages that there was.

“I’m all ears,” Lady Charlotte said, leaning forward.

The duchess smiled as she patted the pug sleeping in her lap. “Sin changed six years ago. Before that he was a known Corinthian, a sporting man. He had already made it clear to the family that he would not accept a tame marriage, but he was not a scoundrel.”

“Until The Incident.”

“Since then, he’s been rakehelling his way across England, as if bound and determined to prove the naysayers right.”

“People did talk.”

“And why wouldn’t they? He’d been lording it over everyone, the most eligible bachelor in all of England, too busy with his races and prizefights to exchange pleasantries or attend social events. When he did bother to come to someone’s ball, he barely danced, spoke only to a few people, and usually left long before anyone else.”

“Insufferable.”

“Yes. So when he was made to look a fool by a mere nobody, people were pleased. So they talked more than they might have had it been someone else. It changed Sin in some ways. I thought it was because of the gossip, but now I wonder . . . ”

The duchess looked at MacDougal, who quickly whipped out his kerchief and pretended he’d found some dust on the desk.
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