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   For the Whine Sisters, who help me rise and whine

   every day without fail.
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      The Marquis of Middleton, who was the sole heir to the powerful Redford duchy, had an air about him, a palpable energy that exuded power and wealth. There was also the potent sexuality of a very masculine man that was felt by most women—and perhaps a few men. It was indeed a potent sexuality.

    The marquis, Jared Broderick, said or did nothing to provoke such feelings in others, for in all honesty, he was quite unaware of his remarkable power. Had someone suggested that he caused women to feel weak at the knees with just a look, he might have laughed and unabashedly confessed to adoring all women, for he did. Poor women, rich women, daughters of Quality or commoners, he cared not—just as long as they were completely and unapologetically female. That meant they must have a scent of sweet waters about them, be soft, occasionally silly, vexing, enticing, and inspiring—both in the boudoir and beyond.

    With his darkly golden brown hair, square jaw, broad shoulders, and hazel eyes flecked with gold, he was considered dangerously handsome among the haute ton, the elite society of London. He was tall and broad and lean, possessed of an athletic build. His rakish habits had a slightly sinister side, too, for a man who enjoyed both gaming and women was bound to run into a spot of trouble from time to time. Whispered rumors of a duel persisted, a duel in which he had purportedly proceeded fearlessly and had emerged victorious.

    The most recent tale of his recklessness had to do with his performance during the course of a stag hunt last autumn. The stag had sensed the hunters and had broken through the forest to escape. It was said that Middleton risked his neck and that of his big bay horse to catch the stag, leaping over rock walls, storming through dangerous gullies and thickets, racing far ahead of the other riders. But when Middleton had cornered the stag, he reined up, turned his mount around, and returned to the estate. They said it seemed as if it wasn’t the hunt that mattered but the ride.

    In the posh interiors of London’s gentlemen’s clubs, more than one man remarked that the marquis rode so hard that day not because he was in pursuit of a prize stag, but because his own demons were in pursuit of him.

    Whatever his habits, they were routinely reported, thinly disguised, in the London morning newspapers, and surely none endured around the elite Mayfair district of London as well as the tales of his exploits in the beds of some of the most important women in town. What made these rakish tales even more scintillating was that he was heir to one of the most powerful duchies in England and Wales, and the thought of him siring bastards about town was cause for great distress to his father, the current Duke of Redford.

    It was well known that many lords desired that their daughters be groomed for a match with Redford’s son, and the odds-on favorite was thought to be Lady Elizabeth Robertson. Lady Elizabeth’s father was a dear boyhood friend of the duke’s, and it was agreed by all wagging tongues that her pedigree for becoming a duchess was unparalleled.

    What the gossips didn’t know, however, was that the marquis and the duke had engaged in many loud arguments about Lady Elizabeth in which the marquis had steadfastly refused to entertain the idea of a match with her and the duke insisted he would approve of no other match.

    It was, in fact, another on dit in this morning’s newspaper that had prompted the duke to summon the marquis like a servant once again.

    Jared came, but he sat carelessly as his father paced. The duke was gripping the latest edition of the Times in his hand, too angry to speak for several moments. “ ‘A certain widow,’ ” he read, and threw the paper down as he pinned Jared with a cold glare. “I know very well to whom they allude—everyone in town knows of your affair with Lady Waterstone.”

    Jared shrugged. So he’d been visiting the widow’s bed—he was a man, and he’d developed a certain corporeal fondness for Miranda, Lady Waterstone.

    “Have you no care for your reputation? What if Lady Elizabeth should read this?” the duke asked him through gritted teeth.

    “What if she should?” Jared responded irreverently. He owed no measure to Lady Elizabeth that he could see, and frankly, if his father was so keen to see the woman married, Jared thought, perhaps he, a widower for many years, should do the marrying. Jared was completely unrepentant about his refusal—he thought nothing of living every day as if it were his last, and no fatherly desire to see him wed a woman with the face of a horse would keep him from it.

    But as Jared’s refusal became more entrenched, the greater umbrage his father took with him, today notwithstanding. “I have suffered the indignity of hearing of your association with this woman at my club—and now I must read it as well?”

    “I am not responsible for what is printed,” Jared said.

    The duke’s face turned dark. “Yet you are responsible for the contemptible behavior that ignites such rubbish to be printed, are you not? I demand that you not debase our name and title with the likes of that woman, do you quite understand me? You will not lie with a harlot who married above herself,” he snapped. “Now that she is widowed, she would sink her talons in the heir to the Redford title, and I will not have it! Lady Elizabeth is perfectly suited to carry a legitimate heir, and as soon as is possible within the bounds of propriety!”

    Jared bristled with indignation. “Is that all that I am, your grace? Breeding stock for your vast realm of influence?”

    His father’s dark brown eyes narrowed. “You are vile.”

    “Very well,” Jared said, quietly seething, “if the price for having been born to your exalted house is to produce a bloody heir, I shall do so. But I shall do so at my leisure and with whom I please.”

    “You will not produce an heir with whomever you please!” his father thundered. “There is much more at stake here than your lustful cravings! I should think you would have learned as much from the ugly consequences of your previous libertine habits!” he said, piercing old wounds. “I warn you, Lord Middleton, if you think to dishonor me further, I will see you disinherited by order of the king!”

    Jared threw his arms wide with a shout of incredulous laughter. “By all means, my lord! I will not stop you—I would welcome it, for at least I’d be free of the yoke you have put on me!” He meant that sincerely. Granted, he’d made his fair share of mistakes—but so had the duke. Let him disinherit—Jared was a marquis in his own right; he had no need of the title of duke and frankly, he did not want it.

    But his father suddenly sank into his ornate mahogany chair behind an even grander desk and covered his face with his thin hands for a moment. “For the love of Christ, Jared,” he said, his voice hoarse. “For the love of Christ, please do as I ask.” He lifted his head from his hands and looked at his son. “You cannot forget that our family was once steeped in debauchery and made bed with whores and bastards. It took years for our name to be recognized by the monarchy. For you to debase that good name now with your slut is unconscionable. Marry a woman of proper standing and put a son in her, then whore with whomever you please!”

    “Just as you did?” Jared asked evenly.

    The duke paled. He leaned back in his chair, gripped the edge of his desk, every muscle in his body quivering with rage. “Get out of my sight,” he said quietly.

    Jared gained his feet. “Your grace,” he said with a nod, and strode out of the massive town house on Park Lane bound for White’s, desperately angry with his father, and even angrier with the two footmen who had been ordered to follow him.

    All his life, he had chafed under the absurdity of his supposed responsibility. His was a dishearteningly simple and primal function—he was breeding stock to the ducal Redfords, valued for nothing more than his ability to procreate. Honestly, he really remembered little else from his childhood, particularly after his mother had died in his fourteenth year. His memory of her was fading, and he could scarcely recall her softness, or the warmth of her breath, or the smell of lilacs on her skin. He remembered that she would laugh when she was with him, but in truth, he saw her only occasionally. His parents resided in London or the country, wherever his father’s mistress resided.

    Jared, on the other hand, resided elsewhere, with the nursemaids and governesses and tutors who would sculpt him to be a duke one day.

    Even when he’d gone off to school, his acquaintances were closely watched, his schooling carefully monitored. He never felt close to anyone, really, save his two good friends, Lords Stanhope and Harrison, who had been schooled alongside him.

    The talk of producing an heir began the moment he’d come of age, the demands growing louder each passing year. Now, on the eve of his thirtieth birthday, the demands were deafening.

    More than once Jared had wished he’d been born the son of a crofter, a merchant, a banker—any occupation his father might have esteemed above his cock. But he’d been born the son of a duke, and from the time he could remember, his father had sought to control his destiny, whom he befriended, whom he loved.

    As a result, Jared loved no one.

    He made his way to White’s, the gentlemen’s club to which he belonged, and moped about, refusing to even hold a hand in a game of whist when his friends pressed him. When the game ended, his oldest friend, Geoffrey Godwin, Viscount Harrison, insisted he accompany him to the Fontaine ball. “I can’t let you drink alone,” he’d said, clapping Jared on the back. “You may very well harm someone.”

    “I don’t want to go to any bloody ball,” Jared muttered. “I despise the vapidity of the social season. It’s scarcely begun and already there is a parade of debutantes and their mothers before me, all hungry for a spectacular match and unparalleled fortune.”

    “Oh now, don’t be so harsh on the poor birds and their mothers,” Harrison said, touching Jared’s glass with his before swallowing the last of his whiskey. “Don’t let the fathers off so easily—there is nothing more bloody stilted than the conversation of a man with an unmarried daughter.”

    
     “Ach,” William Danvers, Lord Stanhope scoffed, waving a hand at them. “Walk in my shoes, will you? Have your fortune entailed for generations to come so that you must be the one to hope for a spectacular match with a woman of unparalleled fortune.”

    “Impossible,” Jared snorted. “Women don’t have fortunes—men do.”

    “That, sir, is precisely my problem,” Stanhope said, and with a sound of disgust, pushed a hand through his blond hair.

    “Come on, then,” Harrison said. “Stanhope is headed for the gaming hells to increase his paltry fortune. But I have it on good authority that there will be a high-stakes table at the Fontaine ball for the wealthy gentlemen who do not enjoy dancing.”

    Jared glanced at Harrison. “High-stakes?”

    
     “Very high-stakes,” Harrison confirmed with a smile.

    Jared shrugged. “I would prefer the warmth of Miranda’s body to a damn card game.”

    “But Miranda is not about, she is in the country. What else shall you do but drink until they carry you home? Come along, then, my good Lord Middleton—come and win a tidy little sum to take your mind from your troubles.”

    Perhaps a bit of friendly wagering would serve as a useful diversion from his dark thoughts about his father. “Very well,” he said with a sigh, and scowled when Harrison and Stanhope applauded his decision.

    And when he and Harrison stood at the door of the Fontaine ballroom, both of them a head taller than most, Jared felt a familiar bit of happiness at seeing so many agreeable and attractive women. He missed Miranda in his own way, but Harrison was right, she was not about. Therefore, the sporting man in him determined that he should give the night his best effort.

    •   •   •

    Across the room, Ava Fairchild nudged her sister and cousin and nodded at the two impeccably dressed gentlemen standing at the entrance, both of whom were clad in black tails, white silk waistcoats, and expertly tied neckcloths. The only distinguishable difference was that Middleton wore a badge on his breast that marked his title superior to that of Harrison.

    “Oh my,” Phoebe sighed appreciatively as they gazed at the two men. “I should very much like to make their acquaintance one day, if only for the pleasure of a single dance.”

    “A dance? I had in mind something far more exciting,” Ava said. Her sister and cousin looked at her expectantly, and Ava winked at them. “A torrid love affair. With Middleton.”

    It was a game the three of them played, a bit of lustful wondering about the opposite sex. But Ava’s choice caused Phoebe to snort indelicately. “Darling, I do believe you have gone completely daft. You’ve not a hope for a proper introduction to Middleton, much less a love affair, not with every breathing debutante queuing before him…unless, of course, you are willing to offer up your good virtue.”

    “Perhaps even your life,” Greer added. “He’s got a recklessness in him that borders on madness. And when he does deign to dance, it is only to seduce. That is how his affair with Lady Waterstone began, you know.”

    Ava smiled with surprise. “You seem to be uncommonly well informed about him, Greer.”

    “I’ve overheard quite a lot about him, and none of it good,” she said with a shrug. “Have your affair with Harrison, Ava, for he’s every bit as handsome. Really…every bit,” she said wistfully.

    The three young women looked at Harrison for a moment. With his dark hair and clear blue eyes, he was quite handsome—but Ava’s gaze slid back to Middleton, who was smiling alluringly at a woman near him.

    She could imagine he seduced women all the time, which was, frankly, part of his allure. But she was not so foolish that she didn’t know Middleton was just a dream to mere mortals such as themselves. While on paper their standing in society was quite respectable—their late father had been an earl—their real social standing did not meet the standards that would be expected for a future duke. Middleton’s title and income—not to mention his fine looks and charming manner—were such that he could attract any woman he desired. Surely all women desired him—the words he uttered in the course of his casual flirtations were legendary, known to most women through the excited whispers in ladies’ retiring rooms about Mayfair.

    Ava had no expectation of ever being noticed by a man of his stature, much less engaged in any sort of affair. Nevertheless, she found the fantasy delightful. “Then perhaps I shall just marry him,” she said gaily, startling her sister and cousin. “Why shouldn’t I?” she said to their twin expressions of shock. “I am the daughter of an earl, and I’m at least as desirable as Lady Elizabeth.”

    The three of them glanced to their left, where Lady Elizabeth, wearing a drab yellow gown, was holding court with a coterie of debutantes who flocked around her like so many geese. Unfortunately, she stood next to Miss Grace Holcomb, the daughter of a very wealthy merchant who had just arrived in London, from as far away as Leeds. Miss Holcomb, an amiable young woman by all accounts, was quite eager to take her place in a society that valued birthright as much as fortune, and had made the grave mistake of attaching herself to the humorless Lady Elizabeth. Perhaps as a testament to her wealth, Miss Holcomb was wearing a very bright rose-colored gown and lots of glittering jewelry. Elizabeth faded quite from sight next to Miss Holcomb, a situation Ava was certain Elizabeth would remedy in short order.

    “Well, then?” Ava asked. “Am I not at least as desirable?”

    “Obviously, you exceed her in looks and bearing,” Greer said thoughtfully, receiving a small but grateful nod of acknowledgment from Ava, for Elizabeth did indeed have a rather spectacular nose, “but everyone expects her to be the Season’s favorite. And you, dearest, have been out for three years now and remain quite unmarried.” She wiggled three gloved fingers at Ava to press home her point.

    Ava grabbed those fingers and squeezed playfully. “Not from a lack of opportunity,” she said. “I’ve had more than my fair share of offers, just like you, dearest.”

    She did not look at Phoebe, who’d not had an offer since her coming out last year—the poor dear was painfully shy around gentlemen. Greer, on the other hand, was so clever that gentlemen always sought her partnership in parlor games. And Ava—well, Ava was quite happy to enjoy the courtly attentions of a variety of gentlemen, and in fact, encouraged it. “I happen to enjoy being unmarried. Life is far more exciting with the attention of many handsome men and I suspect exceedingly dull with the attention of only one.”

    “Then you and Lord Middleton must be very much alike,” Phoebe opined. Greer laughed roundly at that, and Ava inadvertently glanced at the entrance of the ballroom again. Unfortunately, her fantasy had disappeared along with Harrison into the crowd. Worse, Sir Garrett was closing in on her, striding as quickly as his corseted girth would allow.

    “Oh how divine,” Greer said cheerfully. “Now you may enjoy the attention of Sir Garrett.”

    Ava groaned; Sir Garrett was a very large and gregarious man with thick lips and a tuft of hair on the crown of his head. He had, over the course of two Seasons, developed great affection for her. Lately, he’d begun to make a nuisance of himself—he sought her out at every opportunity and had begun to monopolize her at every event.

    Yet Ava took pity on the man. He’d never married and seemed to be rather lonely. She could hardly deny him a dance now and again, but the poor thing was rather thick when it came to her gentle rebuffs. He did not seem to understand that agreeing to dance with him was her way of being polite.

    As he arrived at her side, Ava heard Phoebe giggle and felt her elbow at her waist, yet she smiled graciously as Sir Garrett reached for her hand. “Lady Ava,” he said, bending over it.

    “Sir Garrett, what a pleasure,” she said, dipping into a curtsy.

    He grinned broadly, bumped the back of her hand with his lips, then turned his grin to Phoebe and Greer as Ava pulled her hand free of his bearlike grasp.

    “If I may be so bold,” he said, turning his attention to Ava once more, “I would remark that you are by far the fairest of all the many ladies in attendance tonight,” he said, sweeping his arm wide to indicate all the ladies, and obviously forgetting Greer and Phoebe.

    Ava reminded him with a small inclination of her head.

    Sir Garrett instantly realized his faux pas; his florid face flushed even more. “That is to say…the three of you, ah…Fairchilds, all of you…are quite…fair,” he stammered, turning hopelessly redder.

    Phoebe and Greer smiled demurely and thanked him for his kind words, as they had on at least two previous occasions.

    He removed a kerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his forehead, his gaze on Ava again. “Miss Fairchild, would you do me the honor of standing up with me on the next dance?” he asked, dabbing at his temple. “I believe it will be a quadrille, and I assure you, I have endeavored to learn the steps in the correct sequence so there will not be another incident as you had the misfortune to endure at the Beltrose ball.”

    The misfortune being that Sir Garrett had mashed her poor toes quite flat on a quadrille. But Ava felt that old tug of sorrow for the hapless knight and smiled. At least she would get the dance over and done with. “I’d be delighted, sir.”

    His face lit up with his pleasure. “Oh!” he exclaimed, and clapped an arm across his barrel chest, the kerchief waving like a little flag between his fingers, “you do me such honor, Lady Ava!” He quickly stuffed the kerchief in his pocket and offered his hand, broad palm up.

    Ava reluctantly slipped her hand into the paw he offered and shot a look of helplessness at Phoebe and Greer as Sir Garrett marched her toward the dance floor.

    •   •   •

    On the opposite side of the ballroom, Harrison had kicked Jared onto the dance floor so that he might have a moment with a young woman who seemed more interested in Jared than him. Jared had obliged Harrison’s interest in the woman by asking Mrs. Honeycutt, a woman whose personal company he had enjoyed for three full weeks one summer while her husband was in Scotland, to stand up with him for a quadrille. He preferred the quadrille for old lovers, as the dance was performed with four in a square, which meant there was really no place with sufficient privacy to talk about hurt feelings over old news, as women were wont to do.

    A waltz, on the other hand, was a very private dance and lent itself to the whispering of amorous suggestions to women he had not yet had the pleasure of knowing.

    Mrs. Honeycutt was determined, however, to tell him what she thought. “I have missed you,” she whispered as he took her arm and twirled her around. Jared said nothing, just smiled, let her go, and moved around the square to Lady Williamson. But when he turned to face Mrs. Honeycutt again, she looked at him like a sad little puppy that was not permitted to go abroad with its master.

    Jared smiled charmingly, bowed his head, and stepped forward, took her hands in his, went round, and let her go. And when he stepped back to his position, he collided hard with someone at his back.

    “Oh dear!” Lady Williamson exclaimed, looking over his shoulder.

    Jared quickly pivoted about; the person who had collided with him was an attractive young woman with dark blond hair and startlingly pale green eyes. She was, unfortunately, in the hands of Sir Garrett.

    “I do beg your pardon, my lord,” Garrett blustered, and groped awkwardly for the hands of his dance partner as a bead of perspiration ran down his temple.

    The woman glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Jared in a funny way, as if she was perhaps a bit mortified, but far more amused to have been swung so violently into him. And if he wasn’t mistaken, she gave him an apologetic shrug of her shoulders before turning her full attention to Sir Garrett again.

    As well she should have. Her very life was at stake.

    Jared turned back to his square and fell easily into step once again. But as he passed around the circle, he caught the eye of the woman again. She smiled fully at him, and it struck him that there was no vanity or guile—or perhaps more important, no avarice—in that smile. So many women looked at him with the gleam of want in their eyes.

    But this one had green eyes full of laughter, and he realized, watching her be manhandled by Garrett again, that she was not attempting to gain his attention as he might have expected, but was genuinely amused by the clumsy dancing she was being forced to endure.

    That, he thought, was refreshingly different. He knew far too many members of the fairer sex who would have been quite appalled by Garrett’s handling and would have said as much. The man was a war veteran and fiercely loyal to the crown, and what he lacked in social finesse he made up tenfold in courage. Jared respected the woman’s ability to see beyond her partner’s bumbling dance.

    He had no notion of who this woman was, but he was mildly intrigued.

    When he came around to the side where he might see her again, Sir Garrett’s body shielded her from view, and he did not have occasion to catch sight of her again on the dance floor, and for that he was sorry.
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      Some time later, at the back of the ballroom, partially hidden by a massive palm, Ava, Phoebe, and Greer frowned at the slipper Ava held in her hand.

    “It’s hopelessly broken,” Phoebe declared, flicking the heel with her finger. The offending piece clung to the rest of the shoe by an alarmingly small sliver of silk. “And I worked so hard to bead it,” she added with a bit of a pout.

    What Phoebe lacked in self-confidence she made up in creative endeavors. She was a master at taking their purchased gowns and shoes and accoutrements and enhancing them with embroidery and beading to make them truly original. She had beaded the slippers Ava was wearing over a fortnight this winter, painstakingly creating tiny suns that matched the dark gold embroidery she’d done on the blue silk gown Ava was wearing. She’d also strung small, glittering beads together that the three of them wore wrapped in their hair.

    “Clumsy Sir Garrett,” Ava sighed. “He hadn’t the slightest notion of the steps, and he moved forward instead of backward as he ought to have done, and pushed me right off the edge of the dance floor.”

    “Poor man,” Greer said. “To be so hopelessly besotted with a woman who shall not have him.”

    “Of course I shall not have him,” Ava muttered as she studied her shoe. “If he were to offer, I’d politely decline and suggest he set his sights on Miss Holcomb. She would be delighted to receive an offer from a knight.”

    “Aunt Cassandra said you really must begin to consider all serious offers,” Greer reminded her.

    Phoebe and Ava stopped in their examination of the slipper and looked at Greer. Greer raised a brow.

    “Did she indeed? And pray tell, what did she say of you?” Ava asked. “You are only a year younger than me, and you’ve had one serious offer this young Season that you refused.”

    “My circumstance is quite different from yours,” Greer said calmly. “I cannot possibly consent to marry a man who will not read as much as a newspaper, and Lord Winston, by his own admission, does not enjoy reading at all. In fact, he admitted quite plainly that he believes books are a frivolous expense.”

    “There, you see?” Ava asked as she slipped her foot into the offending shoe. “You have made my point. We are not bound to accept offers from gentlemen we cannot abide every day for the rest of our lives. It is the same reason I cannot accept Sir Garrett’s offer.”

    “No…but Lord Downey might,” Greer suggested, referring to her aunt Cassandra’s current husband, Ava and Phoebe’s stepfather.

    Ava frowned at her cousin. “Fortunately, Mother is not bound to agree with Lord Downey’s preferences. If Mother wasn’t feeling unwell and was in attendance tonight, she would remind you that she would never marry me away to Sir Garrett, as a match with him would be ‘neither convenient nor inspired,’ ” she said, mimicking her mother.

    Greer smiled—Lady Downey had told them many times that marriage was strictly a matter of convenience and fortune, and rarely inspired.

    Privately, Ava thought her mother’s second marriage to Lord Downey was neither very convenient nor inspired, and really did not see the allure of such an arrangement at all. At two and twenty, Ava was one of the oldest unmarried women among the Quality still considered to be marriageable, and yet she saw no reason to rush into a match—her mother’s fortune was more than enough to keep them all quite happy. Why shouldn’t one hope for compatibility and affection above fortune? What purpose was there in a marriage of convenience if a young lady already had a suitable fortune to provide for her? Ava preferred to wait for an offer from a man she might love.

    “I do not think Sir Garrett will offer for you tonight,” Phoebe said. “Nor do I think you will dance another set this evening, as your shoe cannot be repaired. You’d best sit with Lady Purnam until she’s ready to see us home.”

    Lady Purnam was their mother’s closest and dearest friend, and had instantly offered to see the three young women to the ball when Lady Downey began to feel unwell. The offer was met with some reluctance by Ava, Phoebe, and Greer, for Lady Purnam believed, by virtue of her close association with their mother, that she had a duty to insinuate herself into their lives and instruct them on all matters to do with propriety. She could be very tiresome in that regard, and the suggestion that Ava might have to sit an entire evening with her was more than she could possibly endure. “Sit alongside Lady Purnam and listen to her chatter all evening while I suffer the undying attention of Sir Garrett? Thank you, but I’d rather walk home.”

    “Ava, don’t be silly, you can’t possibly walk. The rain is turning to sleet and your shoe is broken,” Phoebe reminded her.

    “I can think of nothing worse than sitting in a chair at a ball while everyone dances past me,” Ava said. “I’ll ask Lady Fontaine to send a footman to attend me,” she said, and suddenly smiled. “Did you see the one with the golden hair and lovely brown eyes?”

    Phoebe snorted. “A footman? Now I am convinced more than ever you are daft,” she said, and held out her arm. “Come on, then. To Lady Purnam’s side.”

    With a groan of capitulation, Ava took Phoebe’s arm, and listing a little to the left, allowed Phoebe and Greer to escort her across the room.

    Lady Purnam was seated in a thronelike chair near the dance floor, closely peering through her lorgnette and studying each pair of dancers that waltzed by. She was delighted to have Ava’s company and waved at a footman to have a chair brought over.

    Ava sat, but a little petulantly and frowning at the departing backs of her sister and cousin as they joined Miss Holcomb at the punch bowl.

    “A broken shoe, eh?” Lady Purnam said, directing her lorgnette at Ava’s feet. “Happened to me once, at Ascot. The heel broke and I couldn’t possibly make my way to the railing to see the end of the horse race.”

    “How unfortunate.”

    “It was terribly unfortunate. Lord Purnam was in quite a dither, for his horse held the lead until it was bumped by the king’s horse and faltered.” She turned suddenly toward Ava and said dramatically, “He never recovered.”

    “The horse? Or Lord Purnam?” Ava asked innocently.

    Lady Purnam clucked her tongue. “The horse, of course!” She turned back to the dancing and picked up a fan, and began to fan her bosom. “To have a broken shoe at a ball is inconvenient, isn’t it? You cannot dance, and you dare not say whyever not when a gentleman inquires. Gentlemen should not hear of such things as flawed garments, shoes, and other personal articles.”

    Ava glanced curiously at Lady Purnam. “I cannot mention a broken shoe?”

    “No,” Lady Purnam said, shaking her head. “It is uncouth to mention a broken shoe. A gentleman will want to repair it, which would put him in direct contact with your foot, which is connected to your leg, of course, and it will turn his thoughts to forbidden things.”

    Ava failed to see how a broken shoe could bring to mind anything other than a broken shoe. “But I—”

    “You may politely decline,” Lady Purnam said sternly, with a pointed look at Ava. “But you must never give a gentleman such a personal reason for your decline.”

    
     Dear God. Lady Purnam’s idea of propriety seemed positively medieval and all too meddlesome. But Lady Downey had trained Ava to be nothing if not exceedingly polite, and with a slight sigh, she resigned herself and leaned back in her chair.

    “Up, dear,” Lady Purnam said, tapping her knee with her fan. “Up, up, up,” she said with each subsequent tap to her knee.

    Ava sat up, her back straight and stiff, her feet tucked carefully under the hem of her gown, her hands folded in her lap. After a moment, however, she was already beginning to feel mad with tedium. She could not sit like a duck on a pond all night, so Ava carefully began to persuade Lady Purnam to have her new barouche plucked from the stream of carriages outside to drive Ava home.

    •   •   •

    Across the ballroom, near the French doors leading to the terrace, Middleton and Harrison stood near a small side cart that held various spirits. They’d just come from the gaming room, where they had both been successful. Harrison was two hundred pounds richer for his trumping of Lord Haverty, a notorious gambler, and Jared had wagered—and won—a private ride around Hyde Park in his coach in the company of Lady Tremayne. It was an assignation Lady Tremayne had spent several months pursuing, and with a bit of whiskey in him, Jared was happy to oblige her.

    As he gave Lady Tremayne the requested half hour to extract herself from her friends and, more important, her husband, Jared joined Harrison in the ballroom to have a drink before Harrison returned to the gaming tables and Jared escaped this affair altogether. As he sipped his whiskey and idly watched the dancing, his gaze inadvertently landed on the woman he’d seen dancing with Sir Garrett. She was seated next to Lady Purnam, looking very bothered by something or someone.

    He nudged Harrison and nodded in her direction. “Who is she?” he asked. “The woman in the blue, seated next to Lady Purnam.”

    “Lady Ava Fairchild,” Harrison said instantly. The man surprised Jared at times with his knowledge of what seemed to be virtually everyone in the ton. “One of Lord Downey’s stepdaughters.”

    That was mildly interesting. Lord Downey was not the sort of man Jared could ever call friend.

    “She’s been out two, perhaps three years now. Rather remarked for being a bit of a coquette.” He glanced at Jared sidelong. “Why the interest? It’s not as if you have an eye for debutantes.”

    Jared shrugged. “I have no particular eye for her or anyone else.” He shifted his gaze past Lady Ava, scanning the crowd, and unfortunately, caught Lady Elizabeth’s eye. She smiled brightly, as did several birds in her little flock. “Bloody hell,” he muttered.

    Harrison followed his gaze and chuckled. “Go on, then, have a dance with anyone but her,” he suggested. “Nothing will turn a woman away as quickly as one dancing with another partner. They can’t abide being ignored, you know.”

    That sounded like sage advice to Jared, and he handed his glass to Harrison. “Thank you, sir, for a most excellent idea,” he said, and without thought, started in the direction of Lady Ava Fairchild.

    He reached Lady Purnam first, a woman he’d known for years. “My lady,” he said, taking up her hand and bowing over it, “your beauty continues to astound.”

    “Middleton, you rogue!” Lady Purnam cried happily. “I’ve not seen you about in ages and ages. I rather began to believe the rumors that you were no longer amused by debutantes and balls, but only poor widows.”

    “How heartening to know that the ton’s good opinion of me is still intact,” he responded cheerfully, and Lady Purnam tittered.

    He clasped his hands behind his back and glanced at the young woman to Lady Purnam’s left, who remained seated, serenely watching the dance floor.

    “Oh,” Lady Purnam said, following his gaze. “Do please forgive me, Lord Middleton. May I introduce to you Lady Ava Fairchild?”

    “Indeed you may,” he said, and cast a warm smile in the young woman’s direction.

    Lady Ava turned her head toward him and smiled demurely as she gracefully held out her hand. “It is a pleasure, my lord.”

    “The pleasure,” Jared said, taking her hand and bowing over it, touching his lips to her knuckles, “is most assuredly mine.”

    She smiled shyly, then glanced away.

    Jared smiled, too. He was quite practiced with young debutantes—knew how to charm the stockings right off of them. “Forgive me, Lady Ava, but did I see you at the Season’s opening ball? I am certain that I did, for my eye is naturally drawn to the rarest of beauties.”

    One of Lady Ava’s fine brows rose above the other. She smiled and shook her head and said, “I think you must have seen someone else, my lord, for I did not attend.”

    “Didn’t you?”

    “I can assure you I did not.”

    “But surely you did, Ava,” Lady Purnam said anxiously.

    “Surely I did not, Lady Purnam,” she said, and smiled up at Jared with such a serene countenance that, for a brief moment, he felt a bit off balance.

    “Forgive me, you are quite right,” he said. “For I could not have forgotten a single detail of you.”

    Her smiled widened and she blushed a bit as she gently pulled her hand from his grasp.

    “Ah, they are playing a waltz now. Lady Ava, would you do me the honor of standing up with me?”

    Lady Purnam practically levitated out of her chair as she looked at Lady Ava, but Lady Ava lifted her gaze and said sweetly, “Thank you, my lord…but regrettably, I must decline.”

    “Must you? If a waltz is not to your liking—”

    “Oh no, sir, it is very much to my liking.”

    Lady Purnam looked like a large fish, opening and closing her mouth as if she intended to speak but could not find the words. “You mean that you are not feeling well, don’t you, my dear?” she asked with a slightly menacing look in her eye for the young woman.

    Lady Ava smiled sweetly at the older woman. “Oh no. I am feeling perfectly fine.”

    Frankly, Jared was speechless. He couldn’t remember a time that a woman declined to dance with him. Particularly not in front of an audience. He was, he was starting to realize, suffering a direct cut. For the first time in his memory, he was being directly cut, before half of the ton.

    “Perhaps another time, then,” he said, and bowed again. “It has been a delight to make your acquaintance.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Lady Purnam.”

    Lady Purnam twisted about in her chair, looking quite distressed. “My lord, I do believe there has been a tragic misunderstanding—”

    “I assure you, Lady Purnam, there has not,” he said politely, and with a curt nod for the two of them, he walked on, feeling, frankly, a little deflated. Yet in an odd way, it was the most interesting thing to have happened to him in a crowded ballroom in the years since he’d come of age.

    He’d had enough of ballrooms, however, and decided to await Lady Tremayne in the comfort of his coach. Now there was a woman who would appreciate his attention.

    •   •   •

    Lady Purnam glared at Ava. “What is the matter with you?” she hissed as Middleton disappeared into the crowd.

    “My shoe is broken—”

    “Yes, yes, I know your shoe is broken, you little ninny, but you just refused the Marquis of Middleton!”

    “But I can’t possibly dance!”

    “No, but you might have offered more explanation!”

    Of course she might have, and she really wasn’t sure why she hadn’t, other than the things Greer had said about Middleton and Lady Purnam’s edict rambling about her head. “I beg your pardon, Lady Purnam, but you told me—”

    “Dear God,” Lady Purnam said, fanning herself so violently that it was a wonder the feathers in her hair didn’t take flight. “It is exactly as I told your mother—you can be entirely too obtuse at times, Ava. Yes indeed, I told you not to be so carelessly personal with the gentlemen in this room, but I did not intend for you to insult the Marquis of Middleton!”

    “I did nothing to insult him!” Ava protested. “At least I didn’t mean to insult him. Honestly, I would have preferred to dance with him, to kick my shoes off and dance, but you quite clearly told me I could not.”

    
     “Oh!” Lady Purnam said with much exasperation. “You know very well what I meant! As I live and breathe,” she sighed irritably. “To have witnessed your tragic dismissal of a fine lord, one who is unquestionably the best catch in all of London—Have you any idea of his fortune?”

    No, but Lady Purnam would enlighten her, Ava was very certain. Before she did so, however, Ava saw her opportunity in this so-called tragedy. “Now will you allow your carriage to take me home? I cannot possibly bear to see him again after my gaffe,” she insisted.

    “Yes, dear, do go home at once and tell your mother what you did, and hope for your sake that she can see a way to repair it, for I certainly cannot!” she said, signaling a footman.

    Ava would indeed go home and tell her mother. In fact, she couldn’t wait to tell her mother that while Lady Purnam might be her dearest friend, she was far too easily excited by the smallest things. She had not insulted Middleton. She simply had refused to fall at his feet just because he’d tried to seduce her with a smile. Admittedly, it was a knee-shaking smile, but that was neither here nor there.

    And so it was, a quarter of an hour later that, having announced to Phoebe and Greer that Lady Purnam was sending her home in the coach, Ava stood in the foyer, her cloak gathered tightly about her, waiting for the footman to return and tell her that Lady Purnam’s new barouche had been brought round.

    The footman entered the foyer a moment later, along with a cold gust of wind that hit Ava squarely in the face. “Weather’s taken a turn, milady,” the footman said apologetically. “Unusual for this time of year.”

    “So it is,” Ava said, and peered out. There were no fewer than three crested carriages in front of the house, all of them shiny testaments to the caliber of guest Lady Fontaine had in her house.

    Unfortunately, Lady Purnam’s grand new carriage looked exactly like the other two, save the crest, and for the life of her, Ava could not remember the Purnam crest.

    “Which one is Lady Purnam’s?” she asked.

    “That one there,” the footman said, pointing to the three carriages. “The one with the bird in its crest.”

    “Oh, yes, of course,” Ava mumbled, and took an uncertain step outside. The sleet had turned to snow, and fat, wet flakes were making it very hard to see.

    Another footman appeared holding a lantern high. “Milady,” he said, indicating she should come now.

    Ava stepped out and hurried forward as best she could with her broken shoe. As they neared the carriages, a coachman swung down from the bench of the first carriage to open the door. Ava had only a moment to see the crest, but she saw an eagle carrying a branch in its talons. The coachman held his hand out to Ava, which she took and quickly ducked inside, landing on a thickly padded velvet squab, the same deep red color of the silk covered walls. The shades—likewise made of silk—were drawn.

    “There’s a rug beneath the seat, milady,” the coachman said hurriedly, and shut the door, obviously anxious to be under his pelts and leaving her in total darkness in his haste.

    
     “Drat,” Ava muttered, and bent over to find the lap rug when she heard men’s voices calling out and the carriage suddenly lurched forward, pitching Ava off balance. She put a hand out to the bench opposite to steady herself, but instead of touching velvet, she touched a living, breathing thing.

    With a shriek, Ava shot up, flinging herself back against the squabs at the same moment the flare of a match lit the interior of the carriage and illuminated the Marquis of Middleton. She gasped loudly and for the air she needed to breathe; he was stretched across the opposite bench, his shoulder against the silk wall, one foot planted firmly on the floor of the coach, but one leg cocked at the knee, his foot perched irreverently on the velvet squab as he reached up and lit the interior lamp.

    It took another moment for Ava to find her voice. “What…what are you doing in Lady Purnam’s carriage?” she asked, pressing a hand to her rapidly beating heart.

    “I’m not in Lady Purnam’s carriage. I’m in my carriage.”

    How slowly the meaning of those words penetrated her consciousness. After what seemed like minutes, Ava finally realized she was in the wrong carriage. “Oh my God,” she exclaimed, mortified, and instantly moved for the door—but Middleton stopped her with a well-placed boot to the handle of the same door.

    “If you have stolen inside my coach to apologize for delivering a direct cut to me in front of all of London, I accept.”

    She blinked. “I didn’t come to apologize.” Middleton lifted a brow. “Dear God,” she muttered. “My lord, I have made a horrible mistake.”

    He smiled smugly.

    “I mean that I was to be in Lady Purnam’s carriage and the footman said there was a bird in the crest, but as I hadn’t paid the slightest bit of attention to Lady Purnam’s crest I was uncertain about any bird until I saw the eagle…” she said, gesturing vaguely to the door of his coach. “Although now I seem to remember a nightingale…” She shook her head, unclear about what she remembered. “I have broken my shoe,” she added quickly, sliding her foot out for him to see.

    He glanced down at her foot.

    “And Lady Purnam said that her carriage would see me home. So you see it’s all a very unfortunate mistake.”

    
     “Very,” he said low as his dark gaze skated over her to the hem of her gown and back.

    Ava swallowed hard. The coach lurched again, only this time, it kept moving. “Oh dear,” she said, gripping the squabs. “Will you please have your driver stop so that I may step out?”

    He said nothing, but remained there, sprawled carelessly on the bench, his foot braced against the door handle.

    “My lord—”

    “Appease my curiosity, will you? Why did you cut me?” he asked idly. “Have I harmed you in some way? Displeased you? Ignored you?”

    Ava opened her mouth to assure him he had not, but she was struck with the notion that he was, incredibly, wounded by her refusal. Lord Middleton, who had scads of women flinging themselves at his coattails whenever he walked by, was wounded because she had refused to dance with him.

    She wanted to savor that thought, but the coach was picking up speed, and suddenly all she could think of was what Greer had said about him. She lunged again for the door, but Middleton steadfastly refused to move his boot. “Do you intend to jump from a moving carriage?”

    “If I must,” she said firmly. “I am to be in Lady Purnam’s carriage.”

    “First you refuse to stand up with me before the ton, and now you would jump from a moving carriage. Lady Ava, I am beginning to believe you do not esteem my good company.”

    “I do not know you, my lord, so I have no opinion of your company, either good or bad. This is not what you must think.”

    “No? Then what exactly is it?”

    “My shoe is quite broken, as I showed you. I couldn’t possibly dance.”

    “Why did you not merely say so?”

    He had her there. She couldn’t confess it was because Lady Purnam had decreed that she should not, or that she knew of his reputation…or that there was something strangely empowering in eliciting his displeasure. “I suppose I thought a polite decline was all that was necessary,” she said pertly. “Now will you please have your driver stop?”

    “I wouldn’t advise it,” he said, almost cheerfully. “I reckon hordes of Lady Fontaine’s guests saw you cut me in the ballroom. Now I reckon hordes more are standing under the portico watching the snow fall and wondering together if they should leave now before the roads become impassable. Imagine the endless speculation were they to see you vault from my carriage with your maidenly virtue scarcely intact and run for Lady Purnam’s coach.”

    Oh dear God, he was right. Ava bit her lip and glanced at the door. When she turned her gaze to him again, Middleton was smiling with an expression that was entirely too self-satisfied.

    He was enjoying the scandalous lies that were certainly being spread at this very moment, the roué. “I shall, of course, take you home at once,” he said, graciously inclining his head. “To protect your chaste reputation.”

    The way he said it made her think that he had in mind the exact opposite. Lord in heaven, she could imagine what Lord Downey or her mother would say! Undoubtedly, they would have expected her to remove herself from his carriage by now.

    “Or perhaps the crowds will be gone by the time we have circled Hyde Park,” he suggested. “And then you will be quite safe in changing coaches.”

    “Hyde Park?” she echoed weakly.

    He grinned wolfishly. “I do beg your pardon, Lady Ava, but I was expecting someone else. My driver wasn’t told there’d be two handsome callers.”

    Her face flushed hot, but at the same time, Ava felt a shiver of anticipation.

    Or perhaps it was fear.

    Honestly, she wasn’t quite certain what she felt, really, other than an overwhelming curiosity that collided with foolishness as all the dangerous, devilish things she’d ever heard about Middleton crowded into her brain.

    And then he picked up the edge of her cloak as casually as he might pick up his own and rubbed it between his fingers. “Have you a direction? Or do you intend to come home with me?” he asked, watching her.

    Heat flooded her face again. “Fourteen Clifford Street. Thank you.”

    He smiled as if he’d expected her to give in and reached up, opened the small door beneath the driver’s seat that allowed him to communicate, and said, “Fourteen Clifford Street.”

    Ava smiled thinly, clasped her hands tightly in her lap.

    He shut the trap and then suddenly sat upright, boxing her legs between his. In fact, his legs were so close to hers that she squeezed hers together and rearranged her skirts so there was no danger of their touching.

    The skin around his eyes crinkled with a smile and he leaned forward, looking into her eyes. “Do you want to know why I think you declined my invitation to dance?”

    No. Yes. No, no—“Why?”

    “Because you meant to trifle with me. You do like to flirt, do you not, Lady Ava? You enjoy being a bit of a coquette, hmm?”

    She choked on a small laugh of surprise. This man, possibly the most sought after man in all of England, believed she had declined to dance so that she might flirt with him? It was apparent that his ego was as large as it was fragile, and that knowledge put her on solid footing. “I suppose I do flirt a bit…with some people,” she said, smiling.

    “Which people?”

    She shrugged. “Friends.”

    “But not me, is that what you would imply?”

    “Oh no, not you.”

    “Why not?”

    “Because…were I to flirt with you, my lord, I have no doubt you would presume a better acquaintance.”

    He chuckled a little and leaned in closer. “Would I indeed?”

    Ava shifted backward, away from the pull of his smile. “Of course you would. You are far too accustomed to flirting with the gentler sex in her entirety…if one can believe what is printed in the newspaper or whispered in drawing rooms. My unfavorable response would surely disappoint you.”

    “And you have this from the gentler sex in her entirety, eh?” He chuckled. “That’s rather a lot, isn’t it?”

    “Not in her entirety, for you cannot count me in that number.”

    He smiled as if they played some sort of game. “Is my reputation as randy as all that?”

    His dark hazel eyes, she decided, were the very color of the hills in autumn around Bingley Hall, where she’d spent her childhood. Quite attractive eyes, really. “I think you are being coy, sir. I suspect you know your reputation far better than I could ever hope to know it.”

    His grin broadened and he inclined his head. “All right, I will concede that point. But I should like to know—if it is true I have such an effect on the gentler sex in all her entirety…then why aren’t you counted in that number?”

    “I suppose I prefer the admiration to be bestowed upon me…as opposed to being the one who must bestow the admiration.”

    He laughed; the rich, deep timbre of it gave Ava another little shiver of delight. “How very rich and how very honest of you.”

    “I am indeed honest, my lord.”

    “Then I must bestow my admiration on you, Lady Ava, so that you will not cut me so openly again. But first you must tell me,” he said, leaning forward again, his face only inches from hers, “how do you prefer to receive your admiration?”

    “I beg your pardon?”

    He leaned even closer, so that now Ava could see the curl of his dark lashes as his eyes casually took in her features. “Do you prefer to be admired in word…or in deed?”

    The question, posed with such a sinfully delicious smile, caused her pulse to quicken, and Ava sank back into the squabs, regretting her brash flirting. “I can’t possibly know what you mean.”

    Middleton playfully bumped her knee with his. “Now who is being coy?”

    Before she could respond, before she could even think of a response, Middleton suddenly moved forward, close enough to kiss her. Ava reflexively gasped with surprise, to which he gave her a boyish smile as his gaze dipped to her lips and caused her belly to sink a little.

    “I did not hear your honest answer, madam. Do you prefer your admiration in word…or in deed?”

    Her body was melting ahead of her brain. She could certainly understand why women fell under the man’s spell—those eyes were overpowering and the smile on his lips was so alluring that she feared she might very well expose herself to any number of potential scandals, right here, right now.

    She looked at his mouth, but found no relief there, and madly wondered if he did indeed intend to kiss her. A kiss from Middleton! There was only one way to achieve such dizzying heights of trifling sport, wasn’t there? “In deed,” she said in a near whisper, then caught her breath and held it.

    “Good girl,” he muttered, and moved until his lips were just a hairsbreadth from hers. He hovered there, and Ava prepared herself to be kissed by lifting her chin slightly.

    But the man surprised her by licking her lips, and he could not have been more sensuous in doing so. With the tip of his tongue, he traced a slow path across the seam of her lips. Ava froze. It was the most sensual, decadent thing anyone had ever done to her, and it was so deeply stirring that she inadvertently released a small sigh of pleasure when he’d done it.

    When she did, he lifted his hand to her jaw and gently angled her head just so, catching the sigh with his mouth as it passed through her lips. He drew her bottom lip lightly between his teeth and teased her body forward by slipping his free hand to the small of her back, persuading her forward while his tongue slipped into her mouth.

    She felt as if she were falling toward him. She let him draw her into his embrace, opening her mouth to him, finding his waist with her hand. He was kissing her so thoroughly that she began to feel uncomfortably hot in her cloak, and with her free hand, she fumbled with the clasp and pulled it carelessly from her shoulders. He moved a hand to her shoulder, ran his palm down her arm, then across the bare skin of her bosom, and down, cupping her breast, squeezing it, his fingers brushing across the tip.

    Ava gasped in his mouth; he moved her easily, pushing her down, so that she was on her back with her head propped against the side of his carriage. As his hands roamed her body, his mouth traced a wet path to her bosom, his tongue flicking between her breasts, his mouth pressing against the mound of flesh while his hand kneaded her.

    When he lifted one breast free of the confines of her gown, Ava panicked and tried to sit up—but then he took the tip of her breast in his mouth, and she was falling again, sinking back into the squabs, her eyes closed to the storm brewing in her, her body on fire.

    And then suddenly the coach came to a halt.

    Middleton paused in his attention to her breast and glanced at the door. He sighed, calmly put her breast back into her gown as best he could, and kissed the hollow of her throat. He moved up, nipped at her lips once more as he pulled her to an upright position and draped her cloak around her shoulders, before lazily fading into the squabs of his bench across from her.

    Ava was sitting in the same spot he’d left her, still leaning toward him, still feeling his lips on hers. As the door of the coach swung open, she looked out into the snowy night, then at Middleton.

    He smiled, grabbed her hand, brought it to his mouth and pressed his lips to her knuckles, then let her go. “Have a care when you refuse a man’s offer to dance, Lady Ava,” he said with a wink.

    Her mind had obviously deserted her, for all Ava could mutter in return was, “Thank you.” And then she concentrated on making her jelly legs move. With the considerable help of Middleton’s coachman, who caught her when she landed awkwardly, having forgotten her blasted shoe, she managed to exit the carriage without making a fool of herself. Once she was firmly on the ground, she pulled her cloak over her head and glanced back at the coach.

    The marquis leaned forward and smiled through the open carriage door. “Good night, Lady Ava. It has indeed been a pleasure.” He glanced at the coachman. “See her safely to the door, Phillip,” he said, and then leaned back, all but his long legs disappearing from her sight.

    The coachman shut the door and held out his arm to her. “If you please, milady.”

    She pleased. Ava put her hand on the man’s arm and walked forward, bouncing unevenly to her right, her mind a million miles away from her shoe.

    And when she was safely inside, and his carriage had gone on into the night, Ava removed the offending shoe and smiled softly. She couldn’t wait to tell her mother what had happened. Well, almost everything that had happened—she was not as foolish as that.

    But that dreamy smile would be her last for some time, however, for her stepfather rushed into the foyer before she could divest herself of her cloak, his expression unusually serious. For a moment, Ava thought he somehow knew of her ride in Middleton’s carriage and meant to take her to task for it. But he uncharacteristically reached out his hand to her.

    
     “Ava,” he said.

    “Yes, sir?” she asked, surprised and a little frightened by the gesture.

    “Your dear mother suffered a seizure of some sort just after supper. I regret to tell you that the physician is not hopeful.”
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