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  PHILIPPA CAPELL, DOWAGER COUNTESS OF Essex, had decided to take a lover.


  Her late husband, whose rakish nature had been undiminished by marriage, had enjoyed teaching her about bedroom sport. She found, after a year and a half of mourning, that while she might not have any interest in love, her body still had an interest in those activities.


  Unfortunately, she did not find them as pleasurable on her own, and so she required a partner.


  After all, she certainly had not planned on becoming a widow at the young age of twenty and two. There were some ladies of the same age present this evening who were still engaged in the marriage mart, and here she was with one husband already come and gone. Her late husband, Clarence, had only been forty-seven when he’d been thrown from his horse on a night ride into London to see his mistress.


  They had been married for only seven months at the time.


  Clarence had been introduced to her during her first Season and had determined that Philippa, with her sizeable dowry, would make him an ideal second wife. That her father was a tradesman did not bother him—unlike some of the ton. Her father had been all too happy to accept the proposal, thrilled that she had caught the attention of an earl.


  At the time she had been heartbroken from her first misadventure in love and eager to accept any arrangement that would allow her to retreat from London. A loveless marriage had sounded ideal. Clarence had been much older than her, of course, but he had treated her well enough, even if her dowry had been what interested him initially.


  Marriage without love was preferable to putting herself in the position of heartbreak for a second time.


  Once married, she’d learned that her new husband was a bit of a rake, and his knowledge of how to pleasure a woman had certainly distracted her from her broken heart. They’d had light friendship rather than love between them, but it was all Philippa had wanted. Especially since Clarence let her retire to his country estate, rather than having to face another moment of London Society and him.


  Him being the man who had broken her heart before Clarence’s proposal. Philippa did not even like to think his name anymore. Before his betrayal, she would have fought tooth and nail against Clarence’s proposal. After it, she had eagerly taken the first chance to flee London and him. That her marriage also gave her a title, filling the lack his mother had found with Philippa, had been a small balm.


  Staying in London had not been an option. She would have rather died than finish the Season watching him court and marry another woman, a woman whom his mother approved of.


  For a mere six months, she had lived a quiet life as Clarence’s countess at his country estate. Her new husband had enjoyed teaching her the joys of the marriage bed, and Philippa’s heart had slowly healed. Not entirely. How could it, when Clarence found her wanting as well? He had tried to hide his mistresses from her, but Philippa had found the perfumed notes they sent him while he was away from town.


  She had been confused more than angered, but Clarence had balked at attempting to explain why he still had a need for other women. As far as he was concerned, the topic was forbidden. It had not helped her confidence, and yet, strangely, it had not damaged their friendship either.


  They had been at Clarence’s country estate when one of his mistresses had called him back to London and he had gone in the dark. Philippa still did not know why the haste had been so necessary, but it had cost him his life. While she did not much miss his company during her days, as they had not spent much real time together, she did miss his presence at night in her bed and the pleasures that she had found there. She had been fond of Clarence and truly did mourn his loss.


  After a year and a half of mourning and thinking, she had decided that she did not want to impose on her stepson Arthur any longer. Strange to think that she had a stepson who was three years older than her and newly married. He and Minerva deserved their time together, so when Olivia had written to her, begging her to come to London, Philippa had decided it was time. Her friend needed her, for it was Olivia’s first Season since her scandalous marriage last year.


  She could lend her moral support for Olivia and Francis, end her formal mourning, and engage in amour.


  She was not interested in marrying again, but she missed the pleasures of the flesh. During her two Seasons before her own wedding, she had learned enough to know she would hardly be the only widow to behave in such a manner—although she might be the youngest. Indeed, the ton was flush with widows, and even some married ladies, who took lovers without scandal (or a minimal amount of scandal) as long as they were discreet. While Clarence had kept Philippa well satisfied in their bed, he had sometimes hinted at activities beyond those they engaged in, rousing her curiosity, which was something he had never satisfied, as he’d insisted that those activities were not suited to wives. Well, Philippa was no longer a wife, and she wanted to find out more about those mysterious acts that had kept Clarence visiting his mistresses.


  Now, looking over the throngs of Society crowding Lady Jersey’s ballroom, she wondered how one went about choosing and procuring a lover. Clarence had claimed that not all men concerned themselves with a lady’s pleasure . . . but how was one to know if a man did or did not?


  “Do you see anyone you’re interested in, Pippa?” whispered Olivia excitedly, leaning in closer and covering her mouth with her fan. Her eyes danced with enthusiasm. “Ooo, what about him? He looks like a rake. Rakes must be good lovers, don’t you think?”


  Philippa was still not sure that telling her friend of her plan had been the wisest of decisions, but her enthusiasm could not be denied. And Philippa did need help, as well as a friend to confide in—and someone to pull on the reins if she witnessed Philippa becoming too involved. She had decided not to risk her heart in these ventures; indeed, she preferred to spread her favors among more than one gentleman.


  After all, that was what Clarence had done with his women, leaving her to conclude that different lovers would offer different experiences. It seemed a sensible theory. And it would keep her from falling in too deeply with any one man in particular. She had learned that lesson. But she refused to think about him, although if he were in London then of course he would be here tonight. Everyone who was anyone would be; Lady Jersey’s ball was the premiere event to begin the Season. Already the crush of people in the house was somewhat stifling.


  “Shhh,” she hushed her friend, lowering her tones even further than Olivia had. It would not do for anyone to overhear them. Especially Olivia’s husband, who’d had a reputation for being almost too reputable before he had married Olivia. The marquess was walking with another friend behind them, and he probably could not hear them over the babbling of the crowd around them, but she did not want to take any chances. “I’m still looking.”


  “Perhaps you should stop looking and start dancing,” Olivia whispered back. “If we stopped walking then perhaps someone might ask you to dance. You’re looking particularly fine tonight, the gentlemen have been staring the entire turn we’ve done around the room.”


  Philippa blushed at her friend’s compliment, for the first time paying attention to where the men were gazing rather than inspecting them for herself. Indeed, Olivia was correct. Several men were looking over at her. Some she recognized from her time as a debutante, and some were men that she had never been introduced to in order to protect her reputation. Although she was as young as some of the debutantes, albeit the older ones, she was dressed in a sapphire silk gown, a color that a debutante would never be allowed to wear, with a décolletage that would have been far too low for an unmarried virgin.


  “Do you really think they’re interested?” she whispered back. That had been her second greatest fear—to return to Society in search of expanding her bedroom education and finding that she was undesirable. Part of her had worried that perhaps Clarence had not found her quite desirable enough, and that it wasn’t the lack of indecent activities with her that left him unsatisfied, but perhaps it was something about her personally. After all, she’d already had one experience of not being enough to secure a man’s faithfulness. No. She wasn’t going to think about him right now.


  Olivia rolled her eyes.


  “Of course. Not only are you even more beautiful than you were when you were first presented, for which I quite hate you, but that dress shows you off to perfection. Plus, you must admit, the two of us together make quite a striking pair.” That was certainly true, and something that the two of them had taken advantage of. They set each other off wonderfully. Olivia and her sisters had hair so pale it was almost white, and Olivia’s eyes were a deep, warm brown, whereas Philippa had dark brown hair and startling blue eyes. They complemented each other, especially tonight, with Olivia dressed in a gown made of honey-colored silk with amber edging and Philippa in her blue, which made her eyes glow like jewels.


  In fact, it appeared they did not actually need to stop their amble around the room in order to attract a gentleman—they merely needed to look up.


  “Lady Hertford,” said a young gentleman, stepping rather brazenly in their path. Philippa looked at him curiously, as he was not a gentleman that she recognized from her two prior Seasons, although he must have been around at the time since he only seemed to be a few years older than herself. Very handsome, with the lazy smile of a born rake, and blond hair that was rather attractively combed to highlight his dark brown eyes. It was an arresting combination, very nearly the opposite of her own. He cut a rather dashing figure clad in black and gold, with a deep burgundy waistcoat to give him a bit of color.


  “Lord Sunderland,” Olivia intoned politely, although Philippa could tell from the edge in her friend’s voice that she wasn’t entirely pleased by this introduction. She conjectured from Lord Sunderland’s attire and demeanor that he must not be entirely reputable, although obviously powerful enough that Olivia could not give him a direct cut either. Earl of Sunderland . . . that would make him . . . oh good heavens! The grandson of the Duke of Marlborough, which meant that this young man stood to inherit a very rich and powerful position after his grandfather and father passed. No wonder Olivia did not cut him, despite his rakish demeanor and his brazen inspection of their attire. “I did not know you were in London.”


  “First Season in years.” He smiled and winked at her. “It feels odd to see you here rather than at one of the country fetes, does it not?”


  “Sunderland.” Francis suddenly appeared at his wife’s elbow, as if drawn by the presence of a practiced seducer. It would have been amusing if it weren’t so touching to see his protectiveness. Olivia swore it wasn’t a love match, that Francis had merely married her to save her reputation, but Philippa thought her friend might be a bit blind to her husband’s regard. “How are you enjoying your evening?”


  “Quite well, although I daresay my evening would improve dramatically if you would introduce me to this delightful beauty,” he said, turning the full force of his dark eyes on Philippa. She could not help but feel her lips curving into a smile, even as she recognized that he was going to be nothing more than a flirt. As if she had not already had her fill of those in her life. But since she was looking for experienced men to share amorous affairs with, then surely she need look no further than the rather attractive man in front of her!


  Olivia gave her a significant glance as she slid her arm away, putting some distance between them so that Philippa might offer Lord Sunderland her hand. “Lord Sunderland, this is my dear friend Philippa Capell, the Dowager Countess of Essex. Lady Essex, this is Felix Churchill, the Earl of Sunderland.”


  “My lord,” Philippa murmured as he kissed the back of her glove. “I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  “Not as pleased as I am,” he said with a wink, holding her hand for just a moment too long. Then he grinned, delighted, as she laughed at his outrageous flirtations. “Might I claim a dance?”


  “I believe I have an immediate opening on my card,” she said, placing her hand back in his as he held it out. With a smile to Olivia, Philippa let the dashing Lord Sunderland lead her to the dance floor for a quadrille.


  Not surprisingly, he was a very good dancer, although his hand did tend to linger in hers longer than propriety called for. Still, she enjoyed herself, well aware that she was displaying herself to her advantage as her skirts swayed in time with the music. They chatted lightly after he offered his condolences on the loss of her husband, as well as his joy that she had come out of mourning, for such a beauty belonged in London where she could be properly appreciated. Although Philippa was quite confident in her looks, she found that she still enjoyed the many compliments that Lord Sunderland rained down upon her.


  The strange thing was, despite the numerous accolades he heaped upon her, his demeanor was not that of a seducer. While she felt his interest keenly, there was something slightly off about it. As if he was interested in her, but not in a romantic way.


  It was decidedly odd.


  At the end of the dance Lord Sunderland returned her to Olivia, who was chatting with her younger sister’s good friend Charlotte Greville. The daughter of the Earl of Warrick, Miss Greville was in her third Season and was still on the hunt for a well-off husband, preferably with a more noble title than her father’s. The earl was well known for his scandalously expensive habits, which included both gambling and women, and Charlotte wanted a better life than the one she was currently living. As such, Charlotte had made herself one of the Originals of the Season, with her dark red hair and glowing green eyes. She was wearing a green gown that was several shades brighter than the pastels a debutante normally wore. It certainly made the most of her eyes, which she batted prettily at the earl, obviously well informed as to his future titles. He might not be a duke anytime soon, but he would be after his grandfather and father, and that made him quite a catch for Miss Greville.


  Unfortunately for her, the lord immediately begged off, claiming to need some fresh air from the gardens.


  “Of course, my lord,” Charlotte said, adding boldly, “I would be happy to hold a later dance open for you.”


  “And I would be delighted to add my name to your card,” Lord Sunderland said smoothly, although Philippa thought that his tone was a bit too stilted to be genuine. However, he had wonderful manners, and he added his name to the dance card hanging from Charlotte’s wrist before giving the three ladies a bow and taking himself off.


  “That was rather bold,” Olivia said, scolding Charlotte as soon as Lord Sunderland was out of earshot. “You don’t want him to think you’re fast, do you? Heavens knows what your mother will say when she finds out I’ve allowed Sunderland to secure a dance with you.”


  “Mama won’t mind,” Charlotte said absently, her gaze following Sunderland’s progress from the ballroom. “His reputation notwithstanding, he’s hasn’t been about in London in years, and he’s still the heir to a dukedom. She’d have had a fit if I’d let him get away without securing a dance. Besides, Philippa danced with him.”


  “Philippa doesn’t have to worry about her reputation the way you do,” Olivia said rather severely. “She’s been married already, and her virtue was assured before her wedding.”


  “And he asked me to dance, not the other way round,” Philippa said helpfully. Poor Olivia, Lady Warrick must have left Charlotte in her care while the countess went to the card tables in the other room, as she was wont to do. Chaperoning someone like Charlotte, who seemed ready to ruin herself in a moment if it would get her the financial stability that she craved, would grate on anyone’s nerves.


  The redhead proved her temperament by glaring at Philippa in a most unladylike manner. “Well, some of us need a husband more than others.”


  “Charlotte!” admonished Olivia while Philippa winced at the crude, but unfortunately accurate, accusation. “You’ll be lucky if you land a husband at all with that shrewish tongue. Jealousy is unbecoming. So is boldness.”


  The younger girl rolled her eyes. “You were bold enough once, Olivia. Otherwise you would not have married the way you did.”


  “No, I was inordinately lucky, or I would not have married the way I did,” Olivia said tightly. “Obviously my sister Alice has not told you the entire story if you think that I was bold. And I won’t be repeating it here. Needless to say, I would not count on having my kind of lucky intervention should you be so unlucky as to fall into a similar situation.”


  Looking rather surprised at Olivia’s grim tones, Charlotte deflated a little. Especially as another gentleman approached, his eyes on Philippa.


  “My dear Lady Essex, how good to see you back in Society,” said the Duke of Beaufort, bowing over her hand. In his forties, the bachelor duke still cut a regal and handsome figure. With his short, cropped sandy blond hair, which had a few glints of silver in it, not to mention his position in Society, he was the cause for many sighs amongst the ladies. Every Season, women set their cap for him, hoping that this would be the Season he’d finally take a wife to get his heir, and every Season he disappointed them. He had been quite good friends with her late husband Clarence, and so Philippa had cause to know that his lack of interest in a wife stemmed from his great love for his mistress, Helena, whom Philippa had heard of when the men were in the cups.


  “It is wonderful to be here, your grace,” Philippa said, curling her fingers around his hand. “May I introduce my dear friend Olivia Seymour, the Marchioness of Hertford, and our friend Charlotte Greville.”


  “Ladies,” said the duke politely. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to steal Lady Essex away for a dance.”


  “Of course,” Olivia said graciously as Charlotte pouted. Philippa turned to lead Curtis away before he could see the unbecoming reaction. Not that she thought Charlotte would make a good wife for him, but she knew that Curtis wouldn’t hesitate to come down on her for such behavior. Unlike the majority of the ton, he was actually in a position where he could do so, being good friends with her father.


  “You’re looking more beautiful than ever, Lady Essex,” the duke said as he led her back to the dance floor, where they were playing a waltz. Thank heavens she’d be doing this with Curtis; this would be her first waltz back in Society, and she would not have been comfortable dancing it with someone she did not know.


  “Please, your grace, I know I’ve asked you to call me Philippa before,” she protested, now that they were having a private conversation.


  “Well then none of this ‘your grace’ nonsense from you,” he retorted.


  “Of course, Curtis,” she said with a smile as he swept her up into his arms.


  “Are you sure you don’t mind?” he asked. “With Clarence gone, I thought perhaps a return to formality might be more appropriate.”


  “Absolutely not,” she said firmly as they began to move around the floor, feeling strangely aware of his hand on her back and the closeness of his body. It had been so long since she’d waltzed that she’d forgotten how close and intimate a dance it could be. “You were my friend as well as his, after all. At least, I hope so,” she added with her eyes twinkling.


  Curtis chuckled. “I do count you amongst my friends, Philippa. A very good one, in fact.”


  “Here he comes!” announced Michael Conyngham from his spot as lookout in the gardens. It had been a long ten minutes as they’d waited for Felix’s return from the ballroom so that they could set their wager.


  The small group of young men gathered in the gardens cheered the news, clustering around the two men at the heart of the wager: Everett Cavendish, the Marquess of Hartington and one day to be the Duke of Devonshire, and Rupert Conyngham, the Earl of Conyngham and one day its Marquess. Although good friends, the two rogues had a two-year-long rivalry over which of them was the more talented seducer, usually culminating in some kind of wager that must be met over the Season. Last year Conyngham had sworn retaliation after Hartington managed to steal a kiss from the Season’s most celebrated new debutante.


  They were well matched, as Rupert was only a year younger than Everett’s twenty-eight years, although Everett obviously had the advantage when it came to titles. However, Conyngham tended to have fewer scruples than Hartington, especially when it came to debutantes. He also frequented the bawdy houses, whereas Everett confined his interests to widows and unhappy wives. Rupert had been known to jest that Everett only made do with two of the three W’s—widows, wives, and whores!


  When it came to looks, they each collected sighs from the ladies, and for vastly different reasons. Rupert Conyngham was almost boyishly good-looking, with a kind of innocence to his face that had women comparing him to an angel on a regular basis. With his sun-kissed brown hair, ever-changing hazel eyes, athletically lean body, and winning smile, it was no wonder that he managed to charm his way out of situations that would destroy another man.


  For a certainty, Everett thought ruefully, he would not have been able to talk his way out of some of the situations that Conyngham had successfully wriggled free from. Standing taller than any of his friends, with a set of shoulders to match, he could not look anything but authoritative. The striking combination of jet-black hair and emerald green eyes, and the surprising dimples that flashed when he smiled, endeared him to the feminine sex as much as his striking figure.


  Indeed, Conyngham and Hartington were considered a jolly good match when it came to wagers involving ladies, for they each had their own particular set of skills and advantages.


  This Season’s lark should prove highly entertaining, as the young men had been deciding on the guidelines for several months now. At Lady Jersey’s ball a neutral party would select a lady, either married or widowed, before any of their group circulated through the ballroom. Then the lady would be pointed out to the group, and Conyngham and Hartington would both vie for her attention, the first to seduce her obviously being the winner. Wagers had been laid down blind on both sides, as well as several side bets having to do with timing, location, and the other particulars on which young gentlemen enjoyed wagering.


  Lord Felix Churchill, the Earl of Sunderland, had been assigned the part of selecting a lady. His father had kept him cooped up at their home in the country learning how to run the estates and instilling a strong sense of duty in him for the past few years, and so he was unfamiliar with the London crowd, and therefore agreed upon as the best neutral judge. Having been inured from the gossip that permeated every Season, he would choose based on beauty and deportment alone.


  When he reached the head of the stairs that led down into the gardens, he waved at them, indicating that they should join him up on the patio, which they hastened to do so. As he led them into the hall overlooking the ballroom he was practically crowing with delight. Conyngham and Hartington stood on either side of him, looking down at the many guests that were dancing around the floor. Being a story above the crowd gave them the advantage of having a conversation unobserved, as well as a bird’s-eye view of the gentlemen and ladies.


  “She perfect,” Felix was practically babbling. “A widow, newly arrived, and a complete nonpareil in beauty. It’ll be a fit competition, there’s no doubt she’ll have other suitors.”


  “Perhaps I’ll end up putting my money on one of them,” Michael joked, grinning unabashedly when his brother sent him a quelling look.


  “Only if you’re planning on losing it,” Rupert retorted, nudging Michael in the side at the show of disloyalty. Everett ignored them both as Roger Hervey, the second son of the Earl of Jermyn and his best friend, joined him at the balcony. While Roger was known as being a bit of a rake, he was also disapproving of Everett’s friendly rivalry with Rupert, feeling that such blatant competition did a disservice to both of them.


  “It’s not too late to back out,” Roger murmured into Everett’s ear. Being just an inch shorter than Everett’s impressive height, he was one of few men able to do so easily. “This kind of wager could go very badly for everyone involved.”


  “It will be fine,” Everett said, still amused by his friend’s show of priggishness. Roger had been set against this wager from the beginning, considering it demeaning and potentially ruinous to a lady’s reputation. But that was why Felix had chosen a widow after all. An experienced lady who had cast off her mourning and whose reputation wouldn’t be damaged when two rogues began to court her. In fact, it was quite possible that her reputation would be enhanced, albeit in a slightly scandalous way.


  “Ah-ha! There she is!” said the excited Felix, having finally spotted her amidst the crush. “In the blue gown, dancing with the Duke of Beaufort.”


  Beaufort was holding her rather closely, Everett was amused to notice. He’d heard the duke was wife-hunting this Season, hoping to find an indulgent woman who wouldn’t mind him keeping the long-term mistress who held his heart. Was he hoping that this widow might be so inclined? Considering his fortune and title, it shouldn’t be too hard for the man to find such a wife, but perhaps he was looking for some kind of true companionship as well. Looking down at the woman who was dancing with Beaufort, he admired the creaminess of her skin, displayed to advantage by the low cut of the gown.


  She was quite beautiful, from the glimpses he could catch as Beaufort whirled her around the floor. Felix was babbling about her conversation and deportment as the men watched her. Even Roger was leaning forward, as if he wanted a better look at her. Younger than Everett had expected, with the most extraordinarily dark hair, it almost put him in mind of . . .


  Her face tipped back in a laugh, and his heart stuttered to a stop as Felix answered Conyngham’s question. “Her name? Lady Philippa Capell.”


  Through the roaring in his ears he heard Roger’s gasp, indicating that his friend recognized this travesty as well.


  Pippa.


  CHAPTER TWO
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  THE FIRST TIME EVERETT SAW PIPPA WAS IN a ballroom just like this, only it was the beginning of her first Season as a debutante and she’d just been presented. He’d been struck by her nearly black hair and clear blue eyes; she was the only other person besides him that he had ever met to have black hair and light eyes. They’d been drawn to each other immediately, and he’d created quite the scandal that evening by dancing with her twice and barely leaving her side. It had not taken him long to discover that she was more than just a beautiful face, although she was certainly one of those. That Season men had swarmed to court her and Olivia, Lady Twilight and Lady Dawn they called them.


  However, he was quite sure that he was the only one who had been lucky enough to discover the real Pippa. Not the well-mannered miss that most of the world saw. They scoured bookstores together so that he could purchase loftier works for her than would normally be sold to a young miss, watched lowbrow theater and street performers in Covent Garden, and one evening snuck out to watch a star shower. While she presented a face of complete propriety to the rest of the world, easily done as she excelled at singing, the pianoforte, watercolors, and embroidery, Everett was privileged to hear her thoughts and fears, her dreams and plans. They’d fallen head over heels in love, and he’d gone from being a young gentleman whose behavior was occasionally rakish to an upstanding young man considering marriage.


  Unfortunately, his parents were horrified by his choice in bride.


  A future duke does not marry the daughter of a tradesman, no matter how wealthy. His mother went into fits of vapors that some title-hunting chit had duped her son. His father suggested offering her carte blanche and making her his mistress. Everett had stormed out in furious despair after his father threatened to cut him off completely, deny him any kind of housing or allowance if he married her. Marrying her would dishonor his family’s name, his father insisted, and destroy his mother. He would do anything to keep that from happening, even force Everett to dishonor himself further by working as a regular tradesman.


  Torn between duty and love, he’d gone to Pippa and told her that he needed some time to think. He’d explained the situation and she’d pushed him, not caring that they might have to work to support themselves. She was certain that his parents would come around eventually, once they realized that she wasn’t hunting for a title or wealth, that she only wanted him. She was sure they could be happy. Everett had told her that she did not understand, could not possibly understand, because she wasn’t nobility.
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