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For my husband and my parents,

who together taught me what genuine morality is.





Prologue



Chertsey, Surrey
October 1803

Your father is ready to see you, Master Dalton.” With a nod, the maid at Norcourt Hall stood aside to let Anthony pass into the viscount’s study.

She was a pretty maid, with large bosoms that fascinated the eleven-year-old Anthony. And when she smiled at him, the naughty thoughts those bosoms sent running through his head made him blush scarlet.

Mumbling a thank-you, he hurried inside. Aunt Eunice was right. He was the wickedest boy in England. No matter how often he told himself that he shouldn’t notice the maids’ bosoms or wish to touch them, he still did. Lately, the urge to see women naked was a sickness inside him. Father must never guess. Never.

When his father removed his spectacles to fix him with a stern gaze, Anthony blushed again, half-afraid Father had already read his wicked mind.

“I understand that you have something to discuss with me,” Father said.

Anthony swallowed. Father’s blue eyes and thick black eyebrows might mirror Anthony’s own, but when those eyes were set in a scowl and those brows topped stone-sharp features, the effect was terrifying.

Thrusting out his chest, Anthony tried to appear un-cowed. “Father, I wish to go to Eton.”

His father’s stern look softened a fraction as he folded his spectacles. “And you will, my boy, you will. You will go at twelve as your brother did.”

Another year. He couldn’t bear another year living with Uncle Randolph and Aunt Eunice Bickham in Telford. He would prefer any caning at Eton to that.

“I wish to go when Wallace returns for the Michaelmas term.” At Father’s silence, Anthony went on hastily, “He says half his classmates began at eight.”

“They probably knew their Latin well enough to gain admission so young.”

“I do, too.” He prayed he did, anyway. He detested Latin. It wasn’t like maths, which he could do in his sleep. Latin made no sense.

His father lifted an eyebrow. “Your uncle says you can’t even read Cicero.”

“Because Cicero is thicker than Wallace’s head,” he said under his breath.

When Father’s gaze iced over, Anthony wanted to die. Why couldn’t he ever govern his tongue? “Beg pardon, Father, I didn’t mean that Wallace—”

“Is a fool? Indeed you did. But I suppose some impudence from the younger brother to the elder is to be expected.” Father tapped his spectacles on the shiny mahogany of his desk. “Unfortunately, proficiency in Latin is required, and your uncle says you haven’t attained that since you came home last Easter.”

How could he? It was hard to learn Latin while also memorizing the precepts contained in The Youth’s Guide and Instructor to Virtue and Religion for Aunt Eunice. “If you would only test me, you’ll see that I know Latin well enough.”

“I do not need to test you. Your uncle’s word is sufficient.”

A sweat broke out on Anthony’s forehead. He would never escape the Bickhams, never! After Mother’s death, Father had sent him to live with them as a “temporary” measure, yet Anthony had been there three years already.

He’d learned not to cry for his mother after the third time Aunt Eunice had smacked his face for it, but he couldn’t seem to learn to stifle his bad thoughts and hold his tongue.

“If I can’t go to Eton, might I come home? With you overseeing my studies, I know I’ll be reading even the hardest Latin in a short time.”

The sharp gaze his father leveled on him made him uneasy, but he kept his countenance. Father despised any sign of weakness.

“Is there a reason you do not wish to live with your uncle anymore?”

Had Aunt Eunice told Father of the countless mortifying punishments she’d had to administer because of Anthony’s bad character? He would die if she had. But she’d promised not to if he swore to be better. So he’d sworn and begged and done whatever she asked, knowing he would never escape the Bickham household if Father learned the full extent of his wicked nature.

Anthony had initially been banished to his aunt’s because, as Father had said, “A boy coddled by his mother needs a strict environment.” Why should Father change his mind just because Anthony was too wicked to benefit from it?

He managed a shrug. “Uncle Randolph’s house isn’t like here, that’s all. I wish to be home with you.”

His father flashed him a thin smile. “Sometimes you remind me so much of…” The smile vanished. “I’m sorry, lad. I do not think it wise for you to live at Norcourt Hall just now. You’re better off with your aunt and uncle.”

Despair clutched at him. So he had another year of kneeling on the marble floor during long afternoons while Aunt Eunice read to him from Wesley’s Sermons. Another year of ice baths while she attempted to freeze his naughty urges into oblivion. Another year trapped for hours alone in the dark—

No!

“Father, I promise to be good. You’ll hardly know I’m here. I’ll study hard and do as I’m told. I’ll never say a word unless I’m bidden.”

Father laughed mirthlessly. “I fear you are incapable of that, Anthony. Besides, it has naught to do with goodness. I’m off to a friend’s estate in the north to observe his new irrigation system, which I hope to implement here. I cannot take you with me, and I’ve no time to engage a tutor. Nor shall I leave you to the indifferent attentions of the servants. No, you must return to Telford until you can enter Eton at twelve, and that’s an end to it.”

His father settled his spectacles atop his nose and returned to reading his newspaper, his signal that the discussion was over.

In that moment, Anthony hated his father horribly, which only further proved his bad character.

Yet he’d offered to be good, and it hadn’t mattered. Father didn’t care how hard Anthony tried. Father didn’t care what Anthony did, so long as it was well away from Norcourt Hall. And the thought of returning to Telford to his aunt’s…

The sharp pang to Anthony’s chest made tears start in his eyes. He suppressed them ruthlessly. He mustn’t cry! He wasn’t a little boy anymore. He was nearly grown now, or would be very soon. He ought to be able to go to Eton if he wanted. He ought to be able to do as he pleased without everyone railing at him.

And he did try to please his aunt and Father. What good did it do? He still burst out with the wrong words all the time, and the bad boy in his breeches still got randy whenever he saw a pretty girl, so he still got punished.

Fine. If he must suffer either way, he might as well give them something to punish him for.

So when he left his father’s study to find the attractive maidservant still outside, he didn’t hide his admiring glance at her ample bosoms.

She laughed. “Master Dalton, you’re incorrigible!”

Incorrigible. He liked the sound of that. Because he was—or would be from now on. That would show them. “Yes,” he said with a thrust of his chin, “and don’t you forget it.”

Then he strutted off, burying his conscience so deeply it would never trouble him again.







Chapter One




Dear Charlotte,

I’m glad you are finally giving greater responsibility to your teachers, instead of taking everything upon yourself. Miss Prescott in particular sounds like an asset, given her penchant for bookkeeping. I know how much you despise numbers—this way you can keep your hand in without having to submit to the tortures of doing sums.

Your friend and cousin,
Michael



Miss Madeline Prescott stared at the sealed envelope for the fifth time that day. Refused was written across it in a bold hand.

She couldn’t believe it. Though she’d received no answer to her previous correspondence, she’d still hoped that Sir Humphry Davy might one day read one of her letters. If they were being refused entirely, she hadn’t the smallest hope of making her case in person to the famous chemist.

Tears stung her eyes. Now what? She didn’t know where to turn, and Papa got worse by the day. If she didn’t find a solution soon—

“Ah, there you are,” said Mrs. Charlotte Harris, owner and headmistress of Mrs. Harris’s School for Young Ladies, as she entered the school’s office. “I thought I might find you here.”

Shoving the letter into her apron pocket, Madeline forced a smile. “I’m still balancing the accounts.”

Mrs. Harris took a seat on the other side of the partner’s desk, her red curls jiggling. “I don’t envy you. I am so grateful you took those duties over.”

Her employer wouldn’t be nearly so grateful if she knew about the scandal clinging to the Prescott name in Shropshire. Mrs. Harris expected her teachers to be above reproach.

A footman appeared in the doorway to the office and said to Mrs. Harris, “A Lord Norcourt has come to call on you, ma’am.”

Madeline’s throat went dry. Sir Randolph Bickham’s nephew, here? Could the Viscount Norcourt be seeking her out because of his uncle’s wicked plot against Papa? Had Sir Randolph actually hunted them down here in Richmond?

That made no sense. Not only had the viscount never met her, but he and Sir Randolph were rumored to be estranged. Would Lord Norcourt even realize her family’s connection to his?

Even if he did, he couldn’t know she taught here. She hadn’t told anyone at home in Telford. And she’d certainly kept her former life secret from Mrs. Harris.

Mrs. Harris looked perplexed. “But I don’t know Lord Norcourt.”

“He’s here about a prospective pupil, I believe,” the footman said.

Madeline slumped in relief. So this was a chance occurrence. Thank heaven.

“I have no openings for this term,” Mrs. Harris said.

“I told him, ma’am. But he still wishes to speak with you.”

Mrs. Harris turned to Madeline. “Do you know anything about Lord Norcourt?”

“A little,” she said evasively. “He only inherited the title from his elder brother last month. Before then, you would have known him as the Honorable Anthony Dalton.”

Mrs. Harris blinked. “The rakehell with a fondness for widows?”

“So they say.”

“I wonder why he’s here. He has no children to enroll.” With a glance at the waiting footman, Mrs. Harris rose and touched one slender hand to her temple. “The gossips say he has seduced half the widows in London.”

“That’s impossible.” Madeline did a swift calculation in her head. “Given a population of over one million, if even one-twentieth are widows, he’d have had to bed a woman every four hours over the past ten years to achieve such a feat. That would scarcely leave him time for gaming hells and wild parties.”

Mrs. Harris’s arch glance showed that she didn’t particularly appreciate Madeline’s practical perspective. But then, few people did. “I’ve heard about those parties,” Mrs. Harris said tartly. “Cousin Michael even described one.”

“Cousin Michael” was the school’s original benefactor, a reclusive fellow who wrote Mrs. Harris of any intelligence he thought would aid the heiresses who attended. Privately, Madeline wondered if Cousin Michael was as removed from social affairs as he implied. But she wasn’t likely to find out, since the man’s identity had never been revealed to anyone, even Mrs. Harris.

“You don’t think Lord Norcourt has come because I am a widow, do you?” the headmistress asked as she paced before the window that overlooked the school’s extensive gardens.

“I hardly think it likely.”

“Nonetheless, I want nothing to do with the man.” Mrs. Harris whirled on Madeline. “Perhaps you should speak to him. It’s time you learned to deal with this sort of thing, and you’re more likely to be tactful than I, given his reputation.”

“But—”

“Why should you be limited to teaching classes and doing the school’s accounts? You’ve amply proved you can handle weightier responsibilities. So go explain to Lord Norcourt that we have no openings.”

Madeline hesitated. What if the man recognized her surname as Papa’s?

No, that was silly. Prescott was a common enough name. And he’d hardly be familiar with the physicians in his uncle’s town.

Rising from her seat, Madeline nodded. “I’ll take care of it at once.”

The more she ingratiated herself with Mrs. Harris, the more solid her standing at the school and the less likely she’d be to lose her position if the scandal surrounding Papa ever caught up with her here.

As she followed the footman into the hall, something else occurred to her. Though she’d heard much about his rakish reputation, the viscount had connections among men of science and learning. According to reports, he knew Sir Humphry Davy himself! She had to use this opportunity to her advantage to save Papa and get her former life back.

But how, if she had to turn his lordship away?

As she and the footman neared the foyer, she halted him in the shadow of the stairs, wanting first to study the man who paced the marble floor with spare, quick strides, his hands clasped behind his back.

Lord Norcourt was considerably taller and more handsome than his loathsome uncle. In his coat, waistcoat, and trousers of black superfine, with his equally black hair tumbling fashionably about his white collar, he was as glorious a creature as any wild fallow buck she’d described in her work of natural history.

She assessed his features in the mirror beyond him—the noble brow, the aquiline nose jutting above a full, sensual mouth, the square-cut jaw. But nothing compared to his well-knit figure, which bespoke many hours engaged in fencing or boxing or some other gentlemanly sport.

Yes, a splendid beast indeed.

Then he halted before the mirror with his head cocked, like a stag scenting danger, and she had only a second to prepare herself before he pivoted to fix her with amazing blue eyes, the exact hue of the azurite crystals she kept in a jar on her desk. And twice as sharp, not to mention unnerving. It seemed quite at odds with the outrageous fellow described by the gossips.

“Mrs. Harris, I presume?” he said, his brief bow every bit as haughty as one his uncle might have managed.

Heart thundering, she stepped forward. “No, my lord. I’m Miss Prescott.” As she curtsied, she held her breath, waiting to see if he recognized her surname.

He merely shot her the same dismissive glance he would give any underling. “I wish to speak to the headmistress.”

“She’s busy, so she sent me.” When Lord Norcourt frowned his annoyance, she dismissed the footman with what she hoped sounded like authority. Then she smiled coolly. “I handle the school’s finances. I also teach mathematics. And natural history, when I can fit it in.”

The viscount’s chiseled features softened. “A naturalist? That is excellent. There should be more of that in schools for young ladies.”

The casual compliment struck Madeline dumb. No one but Mrs. Harris viewed her interest in maths and natural history as an advantage. Certainly no man other than Papa ever had. How extraordinary.

But when he followed the compliment with a measured assessment of her, one that ended in a breathtaking smile, all white teeth and ingratiating appeal, she regarded him more cynically. He was very good at charming women, wasn’t he? No wonder they fell into his bed so eagerly.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here,” he went on. Abruptly, his smile vanished. “You see, my elder brother and his wife died in an inn fire last month.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss,” she murmured.

His nod of acknowledgment dropped a wave of silky raven hair over his brow. He shoved it back with a swiftness that hinted it was an oft-repeated gesture. “They were survived by a twelve-year-old daughter, the Honorable Miss Teresa Ann Dalton. That’s why I’ve come. To enroll my niece in your academy.”

“Surely the footman told you we have no openings at present.”

He arched one brow. “Such matters can generally be got round for a price.”

Thank heaven Mrs. Harris hadn’t handled this—the implication that her goodwill could be bought would have ended this discussion. But Madeline refused to banish the viscount until she figured out if he could help Papa.

“As it happens,” she said, softening her words with an amiable tone, “my employer need not take whoever offers her the most money. She will require some weightier reason before considering your request.”

“Your employer’s discriminating taste does her credit, as does her unusual curriculum. But surely neither of you would let some arbitrary limit on the number of pupils persuade you to turn away a girl of superior intelligence who might bring credit to your institution.”

“There are other schools—”

“I wouldn’t enroll my horse in them, much less an impressionable young woman. They’re badly run, providing an indifferent and frivolous education.”

Well, well, he’d certainly investigated the matter thoroughly. And surely Mrs. Harris could make room for another girl, with some adjustments. Besides, if Madeline could do this favor for Lord Norcourt…

But first she’d have to convince Mrs. Harris to allow it, and for that she must learn more. “Why have you been given charge of your niece? Isn’t it unusual to name a bachelor as a guardian?”

“The married man that my brother named died a few years ago, and Wallace never took the trouble to change his will.” An edge entered his voice. “Negligence was his particular talent.”

So she’d heard. In Telford, Wallace Dalton was known as an extravagant dullard who’d neglected his Surrey estate in his pursuit of high living. Madeline wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he’d left his younger brother a mountain of debt.

“Fortunately,” the viscount continued, “my niece is to inherit a substantial sum through her mother’s marriage settlement, which my brother couldn’t touch. So if you’re worried that her legacy can’t cover the fees—”

“I’m simply trying to understand your legal standing. Are you Miss Dalton’s guardian or not?”

For the first time since she’d greeted him, the viscount’s confident manner faltered. “I am not,” he admitted, then added quickly, “But I hope to be soon. The court must appoint someone and I’ve petitioned for guardianship. I fully expect to have my petition granted.”

With his reputation? Madeline didn’t know much about the courts, but she doubted they’d assign a bachelor rakehell as guardian to a young girl.

Still, he was a viscount. And would he be here if he weren’t certain of the outcome? “Your niece has no other relations interested in serving as guardian?”

A muscle flicked in his jaw. “My maternal uncle and aunt have also petitioned the court for guardianship.”

Did he mean the Bickhams? But their daughter, Jane, was grown. Why would they take on a young relation at their age? Unless…

“Your brother’s estate must offer a nice sum to the guardian,” she said.

Any vestige of his charm vanished. “It’s not my niece’s money I seek.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean that you—”

“Tessa has been living with my Aunt Eunice and Uncle Randolph since her parents died, and they make her more miserable by the day.”

Madeline could well believe that. The Bickhams would make anyone miserable, especially a grieving girl who needed comfort, not moralizing.

Poor Miss Dalton. When Madeline had lost her mother to consumption a few years ago, she’d at least had time to prepare herself. Nor had she been caught in a battle between her relations afterward.

“Misery is one thing,” she said, “but surely your relations wouldn’t actually mistreat her.”

“That’s precisely what I fear.” His features grew shuttered. “They’ve done it before.”

To whom? Surely not him. If she remembered correctly, he’d lived with the Bickhams for a brief while as a child, but his father had been alive then, and even the Bickhams weren’t so arrogant as to mistreat a viscount’s son.

Perhaps Lord Norcourt referred to his cousin Jane. She’d married and settled in Telford, yet noticeably avoided her parents. That gave Madeline pause.

“I must get Tessa out of that unspeakable place,” he went on. “Neither of those two is fit to raise a child, especially my aunt.”

“I understand your concern,” she said softly, “but I don’t know how enrolling your niece here can help.”

“The Bickhams cultivate a façade of cozy domesticity. They’re a high-ranking, respectable family in a stolid country town. In the eyes of the court, their advantages outweigh the disadvantages of my being a bachelor with an unsavory reputation, even a titled one. The only way to tip the balance is to show I can offer her other advantages—the refinements of town, exposure to a society more fitting her rank, and an exemplary education, the sort she couldn’t possibly receive in the country. That’s why it’s so important that you accept her.”

“I see.”

She saw a great deal. His niece’s situation was almost as desperate as her own. But they could both be helped if Madeline could do this favor for the viscount.

“Very well, my lord, I shall speak to Mrs. Harris on your behalf. Wait here until I return, if you please.”

She walked off, tamping down the pain roused by the viscount’s clear affection for his niece. Papa had been just as protective of her own future, until Sir Randolph had ripped his reputation and livelihood from him.

A sob rose in her throat. These days, Papa couldn’t drag himself from the bed, much less defend her. His melancholy overwhelmed him too much to fight, and without the income from his practice, they would soon run out of funds, despite her modest position here.

She must restore Papa to his former life—even if that meant begging a favor from the viscount. But she could only do that if she convinced her employer to enroll Miss Dalton.

That proved more difficult than expected. Even after Madeline explained Miss Dalton’s dire situation, Mrs. Harris still wavered.

“He’s a scoundrel, for heaven’s sake,” Mrs. Harris bit out. “He shouldn’t be raising a young lady.”

“He wouldn’t be,” Madeline pointed out. “We would. Besides, you know how the gossips exaggerate. His reputation can’t be nearly as bad as reported.”

“You think not?” She snorted. “Then you haven’t heard what I have. What about those debauched social affairs that his lordship throws, the ones they’re always writing about in the papers?’

“If you’re speaking of my nitrous oxide parties, madam,” came a taut male voice from the doorway, “those are held for the sake of intellectual enquiry.”

Madeline groaned. She should have known that the viscount wouldn’t leave this to her. He was the sort of man to take charge.

As Lord Norcourt entered, anger flared in his finely carved features. “My parties are attended by some of the leading minds of science and the arts.”

Which was precisely why Madeline was trying to help him. But right now, with his temper up, the arrogant fool was sealing his fate with Mrs. Harris. “Lord Norcourt, this is my employer,” she said hastily, determined to regain control. “Mrs. Harris, may I introduce—”

“No need to introduce a man whose reputation precedes him,” said Mrs. Harris, her own temper high as she turned to the viscount. “And your ‘leading minds’ aren’t the only guests, sir. What about the half-dressed females who cavort about while the young men ‘of science and the arts’ puff on their bladders and ogle the women for sport? According to my very reliable sources, your parties aren’t always given for the ‘sake of intellectual enquiry.’”

Irritation glittered in his eyes. “You must have very interesting sources. And yes, I am aware I will have to be more discreet with a young woman in my household. There will be no more parties for bachelors at my lodgings, and no women except a respectable lady’s companion to attend Tessa. When my niece isn’t here, she will live the same life as any young daughter of a lord.”

“So you mean to give up your mistresses and your long nights at the clubs?”

“She’ll never hear or see aught to shame or corrupt her,” he said evasively. “I doubt you’d get more than that from any married man whose daughter attends here, blissfully ignorant of her papa’s…activities.”

Mrs. Harris knew better than to claim that her pupils’ fathers didn’t engage in such behaviors; many men of fashion did. “If I thought your lordship capable of discretion, I might make a place for your niece this term, but given your reputation for flaunting your wickedness, I rather doubt—”

“Do you question my word, madam?” He spoke the words softly, which only made their quiet menace more chilling.

And Mrs. Harris had always despised being threatened. “Let’s just say that through the years, I’ve grown cynical about a man’s ability to change his habits.”

The viscount stalked up to plant his hands on the desk. “Cynical is one thing, cruel and heartless another. I swear that if my niece is raised in the household of my harsh relatives, her spirit will be scarred for life.”

Though Mrs. Harris flinched, she didn’t relent. “Then you will have to enroll her in another school for ladies.”

“I can’t!” He grimaced, then shoved away from the desk with an oath, as if he hadn’t meant to admit that. “I can’t enroll her anywhere else.”

“Why not?” Mrs. Harris demanded.

“They won’t take her.”

“I thought you said that you did not want them,” Madeline put in.

“I don’t. But they also refuse to promise her a place until I gain guardianship. They don’t want to become embroiled in my fight.”

“Neither do I,” Mrs. Harris said.

“Yes, but you have the reputation to pull it off. They don’t. Unfortunately, unless I find a reputable school to enroll her, so I can prove that being raised by me is an advantage, I won’t be approved as her guardian. That is my dilemma.”

Mrs. Harris tipped up her chin. “Your dilemma is that headmistresses aren’t as easily charmed into betraying their principles as your usual female companions.”

He clenched his jaw. “I see that even a woman as forward-thinking as you can be exceedingly small-minded when it comes to men. I didn’t approach you until the end of my search because I suspected that your well-known ‘principles’ would keep you from helping me. Apparently I was right. Good day, ladies.”

As he stalked away, Madeline panicked. She couldn’t let Mrs. Harris drive the viscount away. He might be her only chance to help Papa!

“Perhaps his lordship could prove that he would make an acceptable guardian to a young female,” Madeline burst out.

As the viscount halted, a wary hope flickering in his face, Mrs. Harris glowered at her. Oh, dear. Madeline had to handle this delicately. She couldn’t afford to lose her position in her zeal to gain her favor from the viscount.

“If his lordship demonstrates he can keep his private activities discreet,” Madeline went on, “wouldn’t it benefit the school to enroll his niece? Think of the cachet of having a student who is a previous viscount’s daughter and a current viscount’s niece. We have few noblemen’s daughters as pupils.”

“True,” Mrs. Harris said, “but by agreeing to take her, I’d be showing approval of his lordship’s petition for guardianship, which makes me uneasy.”

“You wouldn’t commit to anything until you’re satisfied that Lord Norcourt is capable of being a good guardian.”

“I cannot twiddle my thumbs waiting for some overly high-minded headmistress to decide my fate,” he growled. “I have my brother’s debts to settle, an estate to put to rights—”

“I understand. But proving your suitability shouldn’t take more than a couple of weeks. My proposal would enable you to be useful to the school…and in the long run, to your niece.”

“Really, Madeline, this is pointless,” Mrs. Harris put in. “What could his lordship possibly offer of use to the school?”

Madeline focused her persuasive power on her skittish employer. She wouldn’t let this chance slip through her fingers! “How often have you bemoaned the girls’ lack of practical experience in dealing with fortune hunters and scoundrels? No matter how much you warn them, the minute they’re in the presence of a handsome gentleman spouting compliments, they forget everything.”

“What is your point?” Mrs. Harris said irritably, not denying Madeline’s claim. They often despaired over the foolishness of impressionable young girls.

“If the girls could hear warnings from an expert in such manipulations, they might actually heed them.” Squaring her shoulders, she faced her employer down. “I think the viscount should give our girls lessons.”

Mrs. Harris gaped at her. “What kind of lessons could he possibly—”

“He can teach them how to avoid the machinations of scoundrels and rogues.” Madeline smiled. “Rakehell lessons.”







Chapter Two




Dear Cousin,

I don’t remember ever telling you that I hate numbers. How did you know that I would rather scour washbasins than do the school’s accounts?

Your curious relation,
Charlotte



Anthony gaped at Miss Prescott, unsure what to make of her proposal. What the bloody devil was a rakehell lesson, anyway?

“You suggest that I let the fox into the henhouse to corrupt our girls?” Mrs. Harris retorted.

Oh, for God’s sake—“I don’t ‘corrupt’ children. Why should I, with plenty of already corrupted grown women to choose from? Virginal schoolgirls with pistol-packing papas and childish insecurities are far too much trouble. I prefer women who know what they want and aren’t ashamed to take it.” He scowled down at Miss Prescott. “Which is why I’d have nothing of use to teach your pupils.”

“Surely the techniques of seduction are the same for any woman,” the petite teacher persisted. “You’re rumored to have enjoyed the…er…favors of several widows. You must have used some tricks to entice them, the sort a less scrupulous man might use to seduce an innocent.” Miss Prescott flashed him a guileless smile that made her creamy skin glow. “Unless you’re claiming that women fall into your arms simply because of your dashing air.”

“It’s as good a reason as any,” he shot back, annoyed by the teacher’s clear immunity to his “air.” “I have no idea why women choose me for a lover. Perhaps you should ask them.”

“Give me a list, and I will.” When he blinked, the woman cast her employer a quick glance, and added in a warning tone, “Though such an investigation could considerably lengthen the process of getting your niece enrolled here.”

Was the woman trying to help him circumvent her employer? If so, it must be for reasons of her own. He’d met enough teachers in his endless trek through London’s schools to know they were all eager to escape their miserable existence.

And yet…

She seemed different. For one thing, she was far prettier. For another, she dressed like someone who actually enjoyed what she did. No gray woolens for Miss Prescott. Her cheery gown of yellow spotted muslin complemented her fair coloring and skimmed her petite form in all the right places.

Some might deem Mrs. Harris the more beautiful of the two because of her exotic red hair and blue eyes, but the widow’s stiffness put him off. He found Miss Prescott’s open and honest manner more appealing. She reminded him of a country dairymaid, with her honey gold curls and apple cheeks.

Except for those unusual amber eyes. Cat’s eyes. Temptress eyes. Yet remarkably, eyes that assessed him as one might a fascinating sculpture, without flirtation or censure. Women never looked at him like that. It made him wonder if she really was trying to help him and Tessa.

Not that it would do any good, given the absurdity of her proposal. “I wouldn’t know how to give these lessons. I’m not conscious of using any ‘tricks.’”

Miss Prescott let out the unfettered laugh of someone who’d never been coached by a society mother. “Forgive me, but didn’t you once say ‘where there’s a widow, there’s a way’? That implies a certain polished skill with women.”

He tensed. The idiotic comment he’d made to his friends while foxed had dogged him for years. How clever of her to use it to make him sound like a calculated seducer. Granted, he was no saint, but he wasn’t like his friend, the Marquess of Stoneville, bedding women just to prove he could. Perhaps she was more critical of his character than she let on. Perhaps she was like everyone else.

Deliberately, he let his gaze linger on her pretty mouth. “Touché. Although, for the sake of my pride, I hope you’ll admit that some of my talent with women comes from my natural charms.”

The chit didn’t so much as blush. “Certainly. If you will admit that some men are better at attracting a female and keeping her interest than others, regardless of looks. Just as some women are better at attracting men.”

She faced the wary Mrs. Harris. “Our young ladies know how to attract men. But if they could hear how men entice women—especially from a man who excels at it—they might learn to recognize when men who court them aren’t sincere.”

“Men like me, you mean,” he drawled, still unsure what to make of her. “Do you think me insincere?”

“Actually, my lord, you’re rather famous for shocking people with your honest and outrageous opinions.” She arched an eyebrow. “Though I suspect you’re more circumspect with women you wish to seduce.”

He stared at her. “That depends on the woman.”

“Exactly,” she said. “And that alone would be a good lesson for our girls—how a rakehell can tailor his seductions to particular women.”

His eyes narrowed. So that’s what she meant by rakehell lessons. But why press her employer for them? Just because of the few things he’d said about Tessa?

Shoving his hand in his pocket, he suddenly encountered the papier-mâché snuffbox his niece had “specially made” for her “favorite uncle.” It hadn’t occurred to her that he never took snuff, and he hadn’t enlightened her, especially after seeing the charmingly awful miniature of herself she’d painted on the lid.

She’d given it to him last Christmas, before Wallace’s untimely death. The last time they’d all been together. The last time he’d seen her smile.

He stiffened. Miss Prescott’s proposal might be odd and rather insulting, but he could put up with that if it saved Tessa from suffering.

“If his lordship were to give these lessons,” the prickly Mrs. Harris asked, “how would that prove his acceptability as a guardian?”

Good question. He glanced expectantly at Miss Prescott.

“Why, it will allow us to observe how he treats them. We’ll see firsthand if he can restrain his language around them and behave like a gentleman. We’ll see if he can be discreet, which seems to be your main concern.”

Mrs. Harris sighed. “While I admit that the idea has merit, Madeline, it also seems a little dangerous.”

For him, perhaps. Aside from wasting his time if nothing came of it, one of their silly girls could claim he’d made untoward advances. Marriage to a virginal chit scheming to become his viscountess wasn’t in his plans—especially since the ensuing scandal would scotch his chances of gaining guardianship of his niece.

“I will oversee the lessons myself,” Miss Prescott told her employer. “I’ll make sure his lordship adheres strictly to the rules of the school, and that—”

“Look here,” he broke in, “if I’m to make a fool out of myself before your young ladies, I’ll need more than some vague hope that you’ll agree to my niece’s enrollment. I daresay no other applicant has to go through such nonsense.”

“I turned away four wealthy young ladies last week, sir,” the headmistress said in a haughty voice. “As I told you, I have no openings available. To take your niece, I’d have to make room for her, no small feat during our busy Easter term. And we’ve just lost our cook—”

“I’m sure his lordship could help us find another.” Miss Prescott shot him a sidelong glance. “Just as I’m sure Mrs. Harris will promise to write a letter supporting your petition for guardianship if she’s pleased with your lessons.”

He fixed his gaze on Mrs. Harris. “Would you indeed make such a promise?”

“That depends. Miss Prescott assures me that your niece will be mistreated if put into her relations’ care. Do you honestly believe that?”

He nodded. “I’ve been sure of it ever since I watched my aunt bully the girl at my brother’s funeral to make her stop crying.” He’d hoped his aunt had softened with age, but her behavior to Tessa had dashed that hope. It reminded him too painfully of his own boyhood.

To his surprise, sympathy flashed over Mrs. Harris’s face. “Very well,” she said gruffly, “two weeks are left in this session, during which you will offer rake lessons for an hour a day under Miss Prescott’s supervision. If, at the end of that time, we are satisfied with your behavior, and you’ve managed to avoid being discussed in the newspapers for a change, I’ll enroll your niece for the Easter term and write a letter to the court supporting your petition. Are we agreed?”

He hesitated to put himself at the mercy of a woman whose high-minded notions reminded him of his detestable aunt, and he was wary of being under the “supervision” of a woman as difficult to read as Miss Prescott.

But if he told them to take their “rake lessons” and shove them into the nearest privy, Tessa would have no school. The courts would decide that she’d be better off spending her days in the home of a God-fearing couple than in the home of a profligate, and that would be the end to his being her guardian.

Tessa’s last letter had chilled him, since it had so obviously been coached by Aunt Eunice. Ever since the girl could hold a pen, she’d been writing him—he knew her style. It was not the style of that letter. And the fact that Aunt Eunice was overseeing her correspondence terrified him, for it made him wonder what his niece might have written otherwise.

How much worse would it be if Aunt Eunice gained free rein as Tessa’s legal guardian? What sort of horrors might the old bitch inflict if she could do so unchecked? He remembered the hours his cousin Jane had spent standing with her face to the wall just for smiling at a handsome boy. And that had been an easy punishment compared to—

He shuddered, absently rubbing the ridged scar across his wrist. He would do anything to keep Tessa from enduring what he and Jane had. And he could use a letter supporting his petition from a woman as upstanding as Mrs. Harris.

Forcing a smile, he thrust out his hand. “Agreed, madam.”

As Mrs. Harris shook it, the weight that had lain on his shoulders since his brother’s death settled more heavily upon him. Damn Wallace for dying, and laying this responsibility at his door. Damn the man!

Given his brother’s dim-wittedness, he’d probably set fire to the blasted inn himself with a cigar. And now Anthony, after years of fighting to ignore how the man drove the family estate into the ground, had to clean up the mess Wallace and his extravagant fool of a wife had left behind.

He ruthlessly squelched his twinge of guilt at the unkind thought. If Wallace hadn’t died, he would shoot the man himself. How dared the idiot not make sure that Tessa had a suitable guardian?

Well, the poor confused child would just have to be stuck with her rogue of an uncle until she could marry. Which meant he was stuck with the superior schoolteachers, for a while anyway.

And it would be a damned trying while, judging from the rules Mrs. Harris began dictating.

Rule One: He was to arrive by horseback, so as not to rouse gossip among the locals with his carriage.

Rule Two: He must enter the school through the same door the staff used.

Rule Three: He wasn’t to speak of this enterprise to anyone in society.

Speak of it—was she mad? If word got out that he’d agreed to teach young ladies how to avoid seduction, he’d be the laughingstock of London.

“And you must never contrive to be alone with the girls,” Mrs. Harris said.

For God’s sake, this grew more ridiculous by the moment. “Must I? Such a pity. I’d hoped to work my way through them one at a time, sullying their virtue and ruining all their hopes for the future. Are you quite sure you won’t allow that?”

The startled look on Mrs. Harris’s face didn’t please him nearly as much as Miss Prescott’s smothered sputter of laughter.

“Lord Norcourt—” Mrs. Harris began in a warning tone.

“No being alone with the girls. I understand.” The wicked devil in him made him add, “What about being alone with the head of the school? Is that allowed? I could bring some champagne, a few strawberries—”

“Oh, Lord,” the widow said with a roll of her eyes. “Heaven help us, Madeline, he will have the girls falling in love with him before the week is out.”

“All the better to prove our lesson,” Miss Prescott retorted. “That a rakehell can be charming and still not mean a word of it.”

“Or that rakehells are more fun to be around,” he quipped.

That gained him a scowl from both women. He must stop letting his tongue run away with him. Provoking the pompous played well at the club with his friends, but not so well with schoolmistresses.

Mrs. Harris turned to Miss Prescott. “What are we to tell the parents about this? They won’t approve.”

“Why tell them anything?” Miss Prescott said. “We’re doing nothing wrong.”

“But the girls might mention it.”

“Yes, I suppose we must at least explain it to them.” The teacher tapped her chin. “We’ll say that Lord Norcourt’s niece will soon be attending the school, so he’s offering cautionary lessons as a courtesy. If his lessons don’t meet with your approval, we’ll simply claim he changed his mind about enrolling Miss Dalton. Either way, by the time the parents hear of it and protest—if they do—the matter will be resolved. It’s hardly enough time for anyone here to connect Lord Norcourt with the notorious Mr. Anthony Dalton.”

“You did,” he pointed out.

“Exactly,” Mrs. Harris said. “And the girl shares his surname, Madeline.”

“The parents send their children here precisely because our curriculum is unusual. If you explain that the lessons are supervised and appropriate to a young lady, I doubt they will care.” Miss Prescott slid her delicate hand in the crook of his arm. “Come, my lord, let me give you a tour of the school.”

“Certainly, Miss Prescott,” he said, wondering at her eagerness to hustle him from the office. “I’d be delighted.”

Mrs. Harris’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing as her protégé hurried him out, then walked briskly down the hall ahead of him in full expectation that he would follow.

And follow he did, though at a more leisurely pace to allow him a good look at her small but shapely bottom, made for cupping and fondling and squeezing. No doubt that would rouse a blush—

Stop that, you randy arse! he told himself. You can’t seduce Miss Prescott, not if you want Tessa to attend here.

Besides, naturalist or no, she was still a schoolteacher, which made her the marrying sort, not the take-a-tumble-with-a-rake sort. She was probably as virginal as a nun, too, which ruled her out entirely.

He’d never ruined a woman before and didn’t mean to start now. It was the surest way to end up trapped into wedding some virtuous female, which could only lead to disaster. Let other men hunt that elusive creature—the happy marriage. Although he occasionally allowed himself the sweet luxury of imagining himself in one, it could never happen. Men like him didn’t dare to marry.

But that didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy looking at the unattainable, and his practiced gaze drank in the pretty curve of Miss Prescott’s back, the small but obstinate shoulders, and the bouncing yellow curls.

As if she’d read his wicked mind, the young lady turned on him a good distance from the office. “See here, Lord Norcourt, if this is to work, you must be guided by my advice. When I tell you to wait for me, I have a reason.”

“To gossip about me with Mrs. Harris? I hardly think that helped my cause.”

“You’re certainly not helping it by saying outrageous things to her. With every rash remark, you make it more difficult to persuade her to keep you.”

“Keep me!” He eyed her askance. “You seem to have mistaken me for a lapdog, sweetheart.”

“I am not your sweetheart, drat it!” She cast a furtive glance toward Mrs. Harris’s office. “And that’s precisely the sort of rash remark I’m talking about. My employer is generally amiable, but men of your kind annoy her.”

“My ‘kind,’” he echoed.

“Rakehells. You know what I mean.”

“Forgive me, I’m still trying to imagine Mrs. Harris being ‘amiable.’”

With a sigh, Miss Prescott continued down the hall. “In her youth,” she explained as he kept pace with her, “she eloped with a dashing rogue who turned out to be a fortune hunter. Is it any wonder she dislikes that sort of man?”

“And how do you feel about rogues and rakehells, Miss Prescott?” he asked, watching to see her reaction.

“Having only met my first one today, I can hardly voice an opinion.”

“That doesn’t stop most people.”

“Most people have seen a rakehell in his natural habitat. I have not.”

“Natural habitat?” He laughed. “You are a lover of science.” Stepping in front of her, he blocked her path. “But I know you have an opinion. Everyone does. You won’t wound my feelings if you voice it.” Then he’d know where he stood with her.

A sigh escaped her lips. “Very well, then.”

Ah, now we get to the lecture.

“From what little I know, rakes seem a fascinating species, well deserving of study.” Sidling neatly past him, she continued down the hall.

He closed his slack jaw long enough to hurry after her. A “fascinating species”? “Deserving of study”? Was she serious?

Seconds later, they emerged into the foyer where he’d earlier been admitted. Sounds of girlish chatter cascaded down the impressive central staircase. The Elizabethan-era building had apparently been a private residence before being adapted for use as a school, and the high ceilings amplified the noise.

Miss Prescott halted outside a white door. “Why don’t I show you the dining room before the girls come down for afternoon tea?” She spoke as if she hadn’t just made the most bizarre pronouncement he’d ever heard. “Then we can tour the classrooms while the girls aren’t engaged in lessons.”

“All right.” He followed her into a spacious room with a mahogany dining table that easily seated twenty. “Tell me, Miss Prescott. Why in God’s name would you think rakehells deserve study?”

With a shrug, she strolled along the table, straightening chairs. “Because of your reckless way of life, I suppose. I want to understand how you can stomach it.”

“I want to understand why you think it reckless,” he countered, not sure if she was trying to insult him.

“Don’t you fight duels?”

Ah, that was the sort of thing she meant. “Absolutely not. You have to get up at dawn for those, you know.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t you race your phaeton?”

His smug smile faltered. “I don’t own a phaeton.” But he did race his curricle from time to time. No point in mentioning that.

“And I suppose you don’t drink strong spirits, either.”

“Well, yes, but—”

“It isn’t good for the constitution. Otherwise, it wouldn’t make generally healthy men suffer from headaches the morning after or cast up their accounts in the street. Surely you see that such reactions tax the body unduly.”

He held out his arms. “Do I look as if I’m teetering on the edge of death?”

Miss Prescott skimmed him with blatant nonchalance. “Not now, but I daresay you look quite different the mornings after your carousing.”

“I can handle my liquor perfectly well,” he remarked, unaccountably peeved by her logical observation. “I certainly wouldn’t call my ‘carousing’ reckless.”

“Fine.” She strode off toward a door across the room. “Do you gamble?”

“Of course.” This had to be the oddest conversation he’d ever had with a woman.

“Surely you consider that reckless. Given the odds of winning versus losing, any good mathematician can tell you it’s rare for someone to increase their annual income by gambling. Yet rakes insist upon risking the loss of their property.”

“It isn’t a risk if you know the mathematical odds and play accordingly. The odds of winning at loo are about five to one. Of course, that depends on whether you’re playing three-or five-card loo, but when you factor in what trump the Eldest Hand plays to start, it can vary from five to one to ten to four. According to my calculations.”

Her look of shock rapidly changed to one of admiration, and that warmed him as no woman’s ever had. He’d always excelled at mathematics—that’s why he’d been able to supplement his small allowance so effectively with investments—but women weren’t usually impressed by a man’s skill with maths.

To have her look at him through new eyes full of interest roused his instincts. How easy it would be to step close and kiss that enticing, lushly proportioned mouth…

Now that would be reckless.

“The point is, Miss Prescott, I’m well aware of the odds, so I never risk more than I can afford.”

Setting her hand on the door handle, she frowned. “But why risk anything at all? You don’t have to gamble to enjoy playing cards.”

He laughed. “My fellow club members wouldn’t share your opinion, I assure you.”

A thundering noise overhead made her start. “The girls are coming. Quick, through here. We don’t want to be inundated by questions and curious glances.”

With a nod, he followed her into a ballroom. He paid no mind to the oak floors that stretched an impressive distance beneath a crystal chandelier or the rows of simple white chairs that flanked walls covered with elegant green fabric. He was much more interested in why Miss Prescott, with her apparent disapproval of reckless rakehells, had proposed that he give lessons to her charges.

“We have dancing lessons three times a week in here,” she said in the tone of the impersonal guide. “Every Saturday night we hold an assembly for the girls, and once a month we invite local young men to attend so our students can practice their skills with gentlemen.”

“Do you dance, Miss Prescott?” he probed, hoping to learn more about her.

“When I can.” Circling the room, she headed out through the open French doors onto a gallery that afforded a fine view of well-laid-out gardens teeming with roses and lilacs. When she halted beside the marble balustrade, the sheen of gold cast by the afternoon sun over her glorious curls made him itch to touch them.

“I’m surprised that you don’t find dancing to be reckless,” he said, imagining her slender hips swaying, her pert breasts pushed high in an evening gown until they rose and fell fetchingly with her exertions.

“I suppose dancing can be reckless.” She tipped up her chin at him. “If it leads a man and woman to do other things.”

At last they got to the heart of the matter. He had known she would eventually raise the subject of morality, especially in relations between men and women. The marrying sort always did.

“What ‘other things,’ Miss Prescott?” he drawled, the devil in him determined to force her into speaking the words aloud.

She eyed him as if he were a fool. “You know what I mean. Swiving.”

“Swiving?” He burst into laughter. “You have an interesting vocabulary for a schoolteacher.”

“The word comes from Shakespeare,” she said defensively. “It’s perfectly acceptable.”

“Perhaps for a tavern in Spitalfields, but gentlewomen don’t discuss swiving.”

“Oh, but they should! Then they’d learn the dangers of it. Indiscriminate swiving is the most reckless activity of a rake. It spreads disease, it provokes characters like that Harriette Wilson with her Memoirs to blackmail gentlemen with the threat of ruin, and it can result in the siring of illegitimate children—”

“Disease?” he broke in, incredulous. “Blackmail and illegitimate children. These are what concern you about the indiscriminate swiving of rakehells?”

“Of course.” She eyed him with clear surprise. “What else?”

“Virtue? Morality?”

She snorted. “Those are what make indiscriminate swiving so reckless in the first place. The woman bears the brunt of it, you know. Aside from losing her position and possibly her home, she risks finding herself with child and cast out by a society that dismisses her as ‘immoral’ to excuse its not protecting women from—”

“Men like me?”

“Well…yes.”

The thinly veiled accusation unnerved him. It was true that women could plummet from respectable to disreputable in society’s eyes very easily, even when the man was to blame for it, but he had never let that little inequity bother him. His lovers had either been soiled doves or widows—having fun with him was entirely their choice. Neither seemed to need much protecting.

With his young niece’s future to consider, however, he couldn’t look at the average woman’s prospects in quite the same way. And that disturbed him. Deeply.

Then it annoyed him. It wasn’t as if he were ruining respectable women right and left. And he was trying to do right by Tessa, damn it, even though it could mean years of long nights alone in his bed, unable to chase away the darkness with drink or whoring.

The thought of what he was giving up—the sacrifice she didn’t even heed—goaded him into looming over her. “Some people, even women, find the pleasures of ‘swiving’ well worth the risks, Miss Prescott.”

Though she caught her breath, she didn’t edge away. “I can’t imagine why.” Her clean, sweet scent engulfed him as she met his gaze. “You were sincere about behaving as a gentleman while here at the school, weren’t you?”

He started to point out that he’d only agreed to be a gentleman to her pupils. But nothing had changed—she was still the wrong sort of woman to seduce.

With what he considered admirable restraint, he drew back. “I don’t have much of a choice,” he bit out, still chafing over that truth.

“Everyone has a choice, sir.”

“Even those of us born wicked?”

“Don’t be silly,” she chided. “Wickedness is just a pattern of bad behavior, a habit cultivated over time. One merely has to break the habit.”

“Ah, but we both know that habits are hard to break.” Awareness dawned. “Is that what you’re worried about? That I can’t keep from exercising my bad habits around your charges?”

His bluntness brought a shadow to her wholesome features. She dropped her gaze. “What I have heard of you suggests you were telling the truth about your preference for experienced females.”

“And as a naturalist, you really want to trust in that.” He searched her face. “But part of you still worries that the temptation of so much young female beauty will be too much for my…er…habit of seducing women.”

When she met his gaze, her answer plain in her expression, he stiffened. “Don’t worry, Miss Prescott. My seductions are limited to grown women. I’m no debaucher of children. You can trust me to behave with perfect propriety around your girls.”

“Good.” Relief shone in her face. “I need this position, you know, and if you were to attempt to seduce even one of my pupils—”

“Or you?”

The words were out before he could stop them, and a flicker of uncertainty deepened her eyes. She masked it with a shaky laugh. “You may attempt to seduce me as much as you please. It would be pointless; I’m too aware of the risks. Besides, such things don’t tempt me.”

The bloody devil they didn’t. “Then you’d best watch your step around me, sweetheart,” he said softly. “Or I will prove you wrong.”

To his vast satisfaction, the words finally roused a blush in her cheeks. “That wouldn’t exactly show Mrs. Harris that you can be discreet, would it?”

Only the faint reproof in her voice kept him from demonstrating just how “discreetly” he could seduce her.

He leaned against the balustrade. “I have to ask—given your beliefs about rakes, and your obvious skepticism about my ability to behave, why on earth would you suggest I give your students lessons?”

With a panicked expression, she pivoted to face the gardens. “I…um…the truth is…well, I was hoping you’d do something for me in exchange.”

The disappointment that lanced through him bore a keener edge than it ought. He hadn’t expected her to be so thoroughly like everyone else.

After he’d inherited the title, near strangers had begun professing themselves his grand friends. Society matrons who’d disdained him all his life now invited him to their parties to improve their social status. Sycophants who’d dismissed him as a mere second son now clamored for his attention at balls.

The tradesmen were the worst. Suddenly he couldn’t walk into a shop without having costly items thrust into his face for his perusal. That had never happened to “the young Mr. Dalton.” The weight of his brother’s legacy never felt so heavy as it did this moment.

“How much?” he said tersely.

Her head snapped around. “How much what?”

“How much money do you need?”

That seemed to spark her temper, for she planted her hands on her hips and eyed him coldly. “All I need is a favor. One that will cost you little, I daresay.”

“I doubt that,” he said dryly.

“It’s nothing new for you—just those nitrous oxide parties you throw.”

“Used to throw,” he corrected her. “I won’t be throwing them anymore.”

“Oh, but you have to! That’s the favor I want, you see. For you to invite me to a nitrous oxide party.”
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