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UNITED BY CHANCE, THEY WERE MATCHED IN DANGEROUS PRIDE—AND DESPERATE PASSION





Queen Victoria herself had decreed it: Lady Aidan Prescott must marry. The girl was too wild—a husband would settle her. But Aidan would never accept her irate father’s choice, a wealthy older man who had already buried two wives. She fled London, placing her life in the hands of the arrogantly handsome young Duke of Westover, Justin Warfield, who was to escort her to a Scottish estate where a younger, more compliant bridegroom awaited. Warfield was fascinated by the copper-haired beauty …torn between a surging desire for his naive, rebellious charge and the dark legacy which kept him from giving his heart to any woman. The sparks of fate ignited when Aidan’s father forced them to marry. Furious, each vowed to live separate lives, refusing to yield to the desire that so urgently flamed between them. But not even the force of their combined wills could quench the inferno that raged in their souls…
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JUSTIN SWEPT HIS STRUGGLING WIFE INTO HIS ARMS AND BOUNDED UP THE STAIRS …


Frightened, Aidan looped her arms around his neck, tightening them like a vise, not letting go even when they had reached the landing.


For a long enduring moment, violet eyes studied those of silver, then Aidan noticed that Justin’s wicked smile had slowly faded. He pulled her arms away from his neck and stepped back. Strangely, Aidan felt an emptiness invade her.


“We survived, madam,” he said in an oddly taut voice. “If we are wise, we shall try to work through this in whatever way the law affords.”


Recovering from the shock of his nearness, Aidan whispered, “Then you believe that I had no knowledge of my father’s plan to marry us?”


“I haven’t decided that yet,” he said abrasively, realizing his unsteady breathing had little to do with his fast trek up the stairs. “I do not, however, wish to be married to you. Take it as fact.”
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Prologue


15 May 1830


The smell of death clung heavily to the warm spring air. Insects buzzed in a dizzying crescendo, their tiny wings propelling them through the long meadow grasses, then back again around their quarry.


Justin Warfield stood motionless, his tormented gray eyes taking in the grisly sight. Both his parents lay dead, their lives snuffed out by his father’s own hand.


Why? he cried silently, angrily.


But he already knew the answer.


His eyes narrowed; then he strode to his mother’s lifeless body, where he knelt beside her and removed her jewelry. He tucked her reticule inside his belt, then rose. Moving to his father, he stripped the cold remains of its valuables; the pistol was pried from the dead man’s grip.


Shakily he stood; then his icy gray eyes surveyed the spiritless couple again. As he did so he felt his insides quiver; a heaviness settled in his chest. Love, he decided, was a wasted emotion. And marriage, a thing for fools.


Turning on his heel, Justin Alexander Malcolm Warfield, the sixth Duke of Westover, strode from the glade. Anguish coupled with hatred burned in the depths of his eyes.
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11 June 1840


London, England


“Young lady,” Alastair Prescott, the Duke of Atwood, addressed his daughter, his angry voice ringing from the closed library into the halls of the elegant home situated in London’s Grosvenor Square, “you’ve been given ample opportunity to make a suitable match for yourself. Since you’ve refused to find a husband, I’ve done it for you!”


Lady Aidan Prescott could not believe what she was hearing. Violet eyes flashed mutinously. Whenever she felt threatened, she always hid behind her anger, using it as a protective cloak. “I’ll not marry until I’m ready, sir. And when I do, it will be to a man of my choosing, not yours!”


“Your choosing!” the duke exploded, a furious flush rising up his neck, over his face, to the roots of his silver hair. “You’ve already denied half the eligible men in England. The other half are either too wise or too cowardly to saddle themselves with the likes of you! And that, dear daughter, narrows the field to exactly naught!”


Thinking she’d won, Aidan resisted the urge to blow on her well-manicured fingernails and buff them against her chest. Instead, she tilted her head, crowned with lustrous red-gold hair, and smiled sweetly. “Well, Father, since you’ve stated there’s nary a man to wed, it seems I shall simply have to remain unattached. A pity, wouldn’t you say?”


One silvery brow arched upward, pulling away from its mate. Discerning blue eyes inspected the young woman opposite him. “I beg to differ with you, Aidan,” her father replied, a knowing smile splitting his pliant lips. “There’s one foolish heart who has offered for you. A man of notable stature and nearly equal wealth to our own. An excellent match, I’d say.” He watched the slight widening of his daughter’s eyes and purposely prolonged the moment of revelation. Finally, when her exceptional features had settled into a tight-lipped posture, he stated, “The Earl of Sedgewinn.”


“What?” Aidan bounded from her chair. Slender hands smacked loudly upon the smooth surface of the duke’s mahogany desk. Bracing herself, she leaned toward him. “You must be insane! The man’s already outlived two wives and has nearly a dozen children running about. From all reports, they’re an incorrigible lot!”


Alastair chuckled. “Their care should occupy your time and keep you out of trouble.”


“More like lead me into it, I’d say. I’ll not be encumbered with a ready-made family. And as for Sedgewinn, he’s a doddering old man. Why … why, he’s nearly as old as … as you!”


The insult was too great. Alastair Prescott jerked to his feet, slamming his hands onto his desk. Nose to nose with his daughter, he returned her glare. “Doddering! At one-and-fifty, I do not consider myself a palsied, moth-eaten old Methuselah! Had your mother not departed this life when you were but a child of ten, I might have had an easier time of it. As it is, young lady, each silver thread you see atop my head was put there by you!”


When his wife, Anne, had died unexpectedly from a short illness, Alastair had been devastated. Aidan had become his whole life, and he’d admittedly pampered and spoiled her. Yet, despite the fact that she’d been overly indulged, his daughter was giving, caring, a champion for those less fortunate than herself. But, equally so, she was stubborn and rebellious, determined to have her own way—much like himself.


“I’m tired of dealing with your scandalous behavior!” he continued. “So, while I still have a few good years to enjoy before I slip into my grave, I’ll let someone else worry over what embarrassing stunt you might pull next!”


Aidan knew he was speaking of her last “shocking display,” brought to his attention only a week ago. While riding in Hyde Park with a group of friends, she’d suddenly bounded up in the saddle, planted one foot squarely in the middle of the mare’s back, swung her free leg high, imitating a circus acrobat, and headed toward the King’s Private Road.


Ignoring the shouts from her friends, she’d cantered along its edge, only to see Victoria and Albert, the Prince Consort, rolling by in an open carriage. With a courteous smile and a polite bow of her head, Aidan had turned her mare back northward, her pose never faltering. Yet, within the hour, the Duke of Atwood had been summoned to Buckingham Palace, and upon his return, a furious Alastair Prescott quoted the Queen’s exact words, “‘I am not pleased with your daughter’s escapades. They have gone on long enough. Perhaps a husband would tame her wild nature. Don’t you agree?’” Hence, their ridiculous discussion now.


“Sedgewinn can deal with your antics,” her father bit out. “I’m washing my hands of the whole situation!”


“I’ll not marry him, Father!” Aidan snapped back.


The duke’s fist thumped his desk. “You will, Aidan! The contracts are to be signed within a fortnight, and as soon as the banns have been posted thrice, a license obtained, and a minister hired, you’ll be married in both a civil and a church ceremony. There will be no question as to its legality! Now, take yourself to your room!”


For a long moment Aidan glared her dissent. Then, in a rustle of lavender silk skirt, she spun and fled the room, slamming the door behind her.


Incensed by his daughter’s rebellious disposition, yet frustrated because he could do nothing to conquer that part of her personality, Alastair Prescott fell back into his chair. Cursing his fate, he was by the same token thankful Aidan was an only child. He’d never have survived more than one like her. When she’d been born, nineteen years ago, he’d thought her a gift from on high. But now he was doubtful whence she’d come. Indeed, her beauty could only have been crafted by the angels. But her disposition smacked of Old Scratch himself. Troublesome she was; a constant source of worry. And embarrassment, he thought.


“Dear Lord,” he wondered aloud, troubled blue eyes searching the stark white rococo ceiling, “what unforgivable sin have I committed to have been burdened with a lone offspring such as this?”


“Aidan,” Eugenia Sommers ventured after watching her childhood friend a long moment. “You seem preoccupied … disturbed.” She set her teacup on its saucer. “Has something happened? Have you and His Grace quarreled again?”


Violet eyes glanced around the cheery drawing room, decorated in soft yellows and springtime shades of green. The reclining sun cast long shadows through the Brussels lace curtains on Portman Square, and Aidan’s troubled gaze followed the elongated netlike pattern, stretching across the soft wool carpet to where it stopped at Eugenia’s feet. Looking up, she noted her friend’s concerned expression. “You know me too well,” Aidan stated, her lips trying to lift into a smile, but failing. “I never could hide anything from you.”


Eugenia laughed. “Why would you want to? Especially since we’ve been as thick as thieves from the day we met.”


“And in equally as much trouble,” Aidan added, her smile finally blossoming. “I don’t believe that anyone shall soon forget the pains we have caused over the years.”


“Nor do I,” Eugenia agreed, her laughter ringing forth again. “Yet, for every hour I spent in my room writing volume after volume on the abominations of unladylike behavior, solemnly swearing I would not commit such repugnancies again, the pleasure I derived from seeing the shocked expressions and raised eyebrows of the stuffy lot we call our peers was well worth the solitude and cramped fingers.” She sighed. “But now our youthful follies are only a sweet memory.” She noted Aidan’s fading smile, then how her friend’s perfect teeth worried along her bottom lip. “Aidan, you haven’t done something to cause an uproar again … have you?”


Since Eugenia and her husband of six months, David Sommers, the Earl of Manley, had returned only this morning from their month-long holiday in Brighton, Aidan knew the latest round of gossip had not yet hit her friend’s ears. While the two girls had caused many a stirring among the peerage during their youth, Eugenia had settled into the mold of “proper lady” several years back. Unfortunately, Aidan had not, and she feared her friend’s censure should she tell her of the incident in Hyde Park.


“Aidan, I can see it in your eyes. What have you done now?”


Taking a quick sip of her fast-cooling tea, Aidan gulped it down, then laughed disjointedly. “Done?” She shrugged. “Why, nothing.”


Eugenia’s blue eyes narrowed. “You can’t fool me, so don’t even try. From the look on your face, I’d say you’ve really done yourself in this time! Whom have you managed to scandalize now?”


Aidan found she couldn’t quite meet Eugenia’s gaze. Drawing a deep breath, she admitted in a barely audible voice, “Her Majesty, Queen Victoria.”


Although she’d had to strain her ears to hear the words, Eugenia reacted like a cannon had discharged next to her. Her cup clattered around on its saucer, tea sloshing over its rim onto her lap, staining the silk skirt of her blue day dress. Yet she paid it no heed. “Please, Aidan,” she implored, eyes searching frantically, “tell me you’re teasing!”


Violet eyes finally met her friend’s wide gaze, and Aidan shook her head. “I wish I were, but it’s true.” Then, lacking her normal spunk, she quietly told of the incident in Hyde Park, finishing with Victoria’s words on the necessity of Aidan’s finding a husband to keep her on the straight and narrow.


Despite herself, Eugenia laughed. “Perhaps Her Majesty is right. Maybe you do need a husband.”


Aidan carelessly set her cold tea aside. “One who would tame my wild nature?”


“One who would share your passion for life,” Eugenia countered, having heard the sarcasm in her friend’s voice. “You’re not wild … simply restless.”


Aidan fidgeted in her seat, then sprang from the chair to pace the floor. Why couldn’t she be out and about, enjoying herself as usual, instead of worrying over how she could possibly delay her intended marriage to a man she could not—would not!—abide as a mate. She’d do anything if she could only stop the ridiculous event altogether. But there seemed to be no way out—short of running away.


“If you were to find a special someone to love,” Eugenia said softly, watching Aidan’s to-and-fro motion over the carpet, “I’m certain these feelings of unrest, which you’re continually experiencing, will subside. Mine did when I met David. He was the one element of true happiness lacking in my life. Once I found him, everything else seemed to fall into place.”


Aidan stopped her pacing; a derisive laugh escaped her lips.


“Do you doubt my words?” Eugenia asked, ready to take issue.


“No. You and David were meant for each other. It was love at first sight for you both. But I’ve yet to meet a man who sparks even the slightest bit of interest within me. I’m beginning to think there’s not a man alive whom I could love.” Aidan fell into her seat. “Besides, it’s too late for me to even think in those terms.”


“Aidan, it’s not too late,” Eugenia said, holding back her smile. “I’d hardly call you a spinster at nineteen. There’s plenty of time for—”


“No, there’s not!” Aidan noted Eugenia’s questioning gaze. “My father took Her Majesty at her word. He informed me this morning I’m to be wedded.”


“Wedded? To whom?”


Aidan nearly choked on the name as she spat it from her throat: “The Earl of Sedgewinn.”


“Sedgewinn! Why, he’s old enough to be your—”


“Father, I know,” Aidan said dryly, remembering the duke’s reaction when she’d stated as much herself. “But, unfortunately, the earl is neither as handsome nor as charming as my father—when His Grace wishes to be, that is.”


“Nor as young at heart as the duke,” Eugenia supplied, remembering how she’d entertained a schoolgirl’s crush on the handsome Duke of Atwood from the moment she’d first met him, eight years ago. “Surely His Grace was only using the earl’s name in order to bring you around.”


“If it were only true, Eugenia,” Aidan said as she came to her feet again. Hands twisting anxiously, she paced the floor anew. “The contracts are to be signed within two weeks. Once done, we’re to be married with all expediency.”


How could her father do this to her? her heart screamed in painful rebellion. In all her girlhood dreams, Aidan had pictured herself in a marriage very much like that of her parents. Love and devotion had abounded between the pair, and Aidan dreamed of finding a man who would love her equally as much as her father had loved her mother. Suddenly she wondered if her father had forgotten how important the tender feeling truly was.


“I can’t do it! I won’t do it!” Aidan cried, angry tears brimming in her eyes, yet she fought against their spilling over. “I can’t possibly marry a man I don’t love. I don’t even like him! I can’t bear the thought of his hands on me.”


A graphic vision of her forthcoming wedding night leapt into her mind, and Aidan shivered through and through. Seeing the reaction, Eugenia hopped to her feet and rushed to Aidan’s side. “Calm yourself,” Eugenia said, slipping her arm around Aidan’s slim waist, leading her to the green-and-yellow-striped silk-covered settee. “There must be a way to extricate you from this mess. If we put our heads together, surely we can come up with something.”


“What? Short of running away, I—”


“That’s it!” Eugenia exclaimed.


“What’s it?” Aidan asked, staring at her friend.


“Running away.”


“I’ve already thought along those lines, but it won’t work.”


“Why?”


“First of all, with this month’s allowance already spent and my inheritance held in trust for two more years, I’ve barely a farthing to see me past the old London gates.”


Instantly Aidan wished she hadn’t donated the last of her allowance to her favorite charity, an act which was done with regularity and secrecy. At the time, though, she’d never have imagined herself faced with such a thorny problem as she now was. She quickly swept aside her momentary regret, knowing the orphans’ needs were far greater than her own. Besides, if she found it necessary, she could always borrow some money from Eugenia.


“Second,” she continued, “once my father discovers I’m gone, you know as well as I do, he’ll come after me. And last of all, once he finds me—and I’m certain he will—I dare not think of the punishment he’d mete out. I’d probably be locked away in my room, only to be let out years from now, when I’m old and wrinkled.”


“True,” Eugenia said, a touch of drollness in her voice. “But, still, by running off and publicly rebuffing the earl, you’d be saved from an unwanted marriage.”


“With Sedgewinn, maybe,” Aidan admitted. “But once the gossips have quieted, I might find myself saddled with someone equally as obnoxious or even less desirable, if that’s at all possible.”


“I see your point.”


“Why, oh, why did the Queen have to make mention of a husband?” Aidan asked, not expecting an answer.


“Perhaps, with her own recent marriage and her first child due in five months, she wishes to see you as happy as she. I hear she’s madly in love with Prince Albert—”


“And he’s most attentive to her,” Aidan cut in. “But Her Majesty’s circumstances were far different from mine. No one forced her into an unwanted marriage. In fact, Victoria was the one who proposed to Albert.”


Eugenia laughed. “Aidan, I believe that’s the correct protocol. With Albert being a prince from the duchy of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha, as well as a second son, and Victoria being Queen of England, it was a trifle difficult for him to bend upon one knee and ask the hand of one whose power far exceeds his own.”


“I know that,” Aidan conceded. “But it’s a bit unfair I can’t be allowed to do the same.”


“Why can’t you?” Eugenia asked, a smile lighting her face and eyes.


Aidan blinked. “What? Propose?” She saw her friend’s nod. “To whom?”


“From all the dashing young men you’ve refused, you can’t expect me to believe there wasn’t at least one you didn’t find favor with.”


“That’s why I refused them, Eugenia. I found nothing intriguing about any of them. My heart did not a thing.”


“I said nothing of love, Aidan. I was thinking more on the lines of compatibility … friendship. If there were only one in the lot who’s still unattached and whom you think you could abide as a mate, then I’d say he’d be considerably better than the one who awaits you now.”


“If I were to find someone, what then?”


“Speak to His Grace. From what you’ve told me, his main concern seems to be getting you installed under another’s protection, freeing himself from his duties. Perhaps he will settle for someone other than the Earl of Sedgewinn to take on his responsibilities.”


“Am I such a burden to him that he wishes only to be rid of me?” Aidan asked, then noted Eugenia’s look of indulgence. “You need not answer. I’m well aware I’ve no one to blame but myself for this travesty.” She sighed; her shoulders slumped in dejection. “If only I hadn’t been so … so—”


“Impetuous?” Eugenia asked, her arm slipping around her friend’s shoulders, and watched Aidan’s bowed head nod in agreement. “It’s not a flaw, Aidan. You simply have some girlish ways about you still.”


Laughter broke from Aidan’s lips. “You sound like someone’s persevering aunt. You’re only a year older than I, Eugenia.”


“And a year wiser.”


“A savant, you say?”


“Hardly. But you shouldn’t be so down on yourself. There’s still hope.”


“Convince me.”


“Let’s say you’re able to think of someone to link up with, someone you can abide, and His Grace refuses to change his mind about Sedgewinn. You could always elope, like David and I did.”


“A simple solution for you, Eugenia.” Aidan rose to pace the room, her lavender silk skirt brushing the highly polished mahogony furniture as she traipsed the area in agitation. “Your father was all for your elopement. Being the youngest of six girls, you saved him the expense of yet another wedding. It simply won’t work in my case. The moment my father finds I’m gone, he’ll enlist an army to come after me. I know him. No one crosses him and gets away with it. Ever!” She stopped and turned toward her friend. “Besides, there’s no one to elope with!”


“Can’t you think of one man … just one?”


Inside her head, Aidan quickly ran the list of dandies, fops, and titled gentlemen who’d requested her hand in marriage and scratched an imaginary black line through each. They might still want her, but as before, she wanted none of them. “No, not a one. It’s useless, I tell you … useless!”


Suddenly the front door was flung open, crashing against the wall; a shout erupted in the entry, startling both women. Eugenia vaulted to her feet and rushed toward the sound of her husband’s frantic voice. “What is it, David?” she asked, reaching the doorway, Aidan at her heels.


“There’s been an attempt on the Queen’s life! Come! Everyone’s off to the palace to see if she’s all right.”


The two women rushed out the door, the Earl of Manley behind them, and swept down the steps into the carriage.


“Does Her Majesty still live?” Aidan asked anxiously. The bays lurched into a gallop, jerking her back into her seat as they rounded the square and turned left onto Portman Street, traveling south. Although she’d been angry with the Queen for suggesting she take a husband, Aidan never wished any evil upon Victoria.


“By all reports, yes,” David said, his handsome face quite serious, blue eyes showing uncertainty. The thundering bays whipped the corner and headed west toward Park Lane, then south to Piccadilly. Tossed about in their seats, the trio felt as though they were on a violently pitching ship, caught in the midst of an intense storm, yet they voiced no protest, the Queen’s welfare foremost in their minds. “But I wish to see for myself,” David finally finished, retrieving his toppled hat from the carriage floor.


“What happened, David?” Eugenia asked as the carriage turned west onto Piccadilly.


“I have little information, except someone took a shot at Her Majesty and Albert. Other than that, I—” The carriage careened left around the corner at the western tip of Green Park to head down Constitution Hill, and instantly came to a bone-crushing stop, almost throwing David and Eugenia into Aidan’s lap. “By the gods!” David exclaimed. “Would you look at it!”


Hundreds of carriages congested the street as the anxious owners inside tried to make their way to the palace. A throng of pedestrians crushed the walkways, heading in the same direction. As their own carriage moved barely inches at a time, Aidan noted a crowd gathered on the opposite side of the street. Anxious questions were yelled to a man who was perched high on the shoulders of several others.


“Was Her Majesty injured?” called a woman’s voice above the rest.


“No. Luckily, the fool was a bad marksman, considering he was but six paces away. He shot once and missed, then leveled a second pistol and fired again. Prince Albert shoved Her Majesty down in the seat, covering her with his own body.”


“Hear, hear!” several in the group responded.


“Praise the Prince!” a few more harped.


When the crowd settled again, the man continued, “A group of us jumped the dimwit and wrestled him to the ground. When it was all over, the Queen and the Prince went on for their ride as though nothing had happened.”


A loud chant rose to fill the air. “Long live the Queen! Praise be to the Prince!”


Aidan, Eugenia, and David joined in the salute until their carriage rolled beyond the joyous throng. Her violet eyes twinkling, Aidan laughed. “It seems the Prince Consort has suddenly gained the approval of the English. But only yesterday, the lot wished to ship him back to Saxe-Coburg.”


“Indeed. We English are a touchy lot,” David said, smiling. “Had Albert been anyone but another German, we might have accepted him better. But, with his show of bravery in risking his own life for our Queen’s, I think the tide has turned in his direction. Perhaps the fates have deemed it so.”


“Ho! I say! Lord Manley!” a masculine voice called, drawing the threesome’s attention toward a young gentleman who had dashed into the street, dodging other carriages as he ran toward their own. “Might I beg a ride?”


“Certainly, Lord Edmonds. Hop aboard,” David replied, stretching out a hand to assist Viscount George Edmonds into the still moving vehicle.


The carriage suddenly gained speed, and the viscount flopped into the vacant seat next to Aidan. He tipped his polished beaver top hat in his gloved hand, exposing a wealth of curly blond locks. “A thousand pardons, Lady Manley,”—he turned his attention to Aidan—“Lady Prescott.” He smiled. “Forgive my intrusion, but there was such a crush on the sidewalk, I feared I’d be trampled in the exodus.”


“Since we’re all going in the same direction and have an extra space to share, you are most welcome to join us, Lord Edmonds,” Eugenia replied, noting how the viscount’s interested gaze lingered upon her friend. Soft brown eyes seemed to delight in her every move. “You have no objections, do you, Aidan?”


“Of course not,” she said, smiling, her amethyst eyes inspecting the newcomer with rising interest.


Not until this very moment had she given much credence to Eugenia’s suggestion she elope with one of her former suitors. But, then, she’d forgotten entirely about George Edmonds.


Although he was not overtly handsome, he was, nonetheless, passable. A pleasant young man, three years older than herself and almost a head taller, he had always shown the utmost courtesy to her. When Aidan had gently declined his proposal of marriage this past April while they were in attendance at a spring ball, she’d felt a bit of remorse, for it had been obvious George had been heartbroken. Yet, he’d risen from his knee, where it was bent upon the garden path, and smiled, stating quietly that he understood.


Since that night, she’d only seen him in distant passing. Perhaps her rejection had hurt him more than she’d realized, for it seemed he’d purposely kept himself at bay. She felt it a shame, too. Although she did not love George, she liked him, very much. Enough to marry? she wondered. Perhaps the fates have deemed it so. David’s words, spoken a second before George’s voice had caught their attention, rolled through her head, and Aidan decided perhaps the fates had at that.


“It’s good to see you again, Lord Edmonds,” Aidan said, her dazzling smile melting George’s heart. “You’ve hurt my feelings by keeping yourself hidden all these past months. I trust nothing has happened to keep you away.”


“I … I…” Suddenly tongue-tied, George fell silent; a spot of red crept up his fair skin, blotching his cheeks.


“Aha!” David interjected, saving an embarrassed George from answering. “We’re at the palace. Hendricks,” he called to his driver, “see if you can get us closer.”


Hendricks looked at the sea of carriages, packed like fish into a tin, and frowned. “I’ll try, sir. But I can’t promise.”


“Do whatever you can.” As the carriage wended its way through the narrow avenues, slowly snaking toward the palace gates, David turned to George. “Yes, Aidan’s right. You’ve been keeping yourself a stranger of late.”


“I’ve been at my father’s estate in Yorkshire, taking care of some business while he’s away. I’ve only returned to London this past week.”


“We’re happy you’re back, Lord Edmonds,” Aidan said, and noted his surprised look.


Their open carriage suddenly snagged the wheel of another, halting their progress. While Lord Manley offered his profuse apologies to its startled occupants, Hendricks backed the team up, untangling them.


“Seems we’ve come to a standstill,” David said, rising to his feet, glancing around him. “And if I’m not mistaken, those are the Queen’s postilions over there.” He pointed toward some uniformed riders, escorting an unseen conveyance. “They’re still a ways off and seem to be having difficulty getting through all this traffic.” Cheers erupted, swelling ever louder, confirming his words.


Eugenia stood and craned her neck. “Oh, David, I can’t see a thing from here.”


“Then, if you feel adventuresome, we can go it afoot. We might make the gates in time to see the Queen and the Prince.”


“Oh, yes,” Eugenia said excitedly. “Let’s try.”


“Shall we?” David questioned his guests.


Desperately needing a moment alone with George, Aidan searched for an excuse and found one. “I … I find I suddenly feel a bit faint from all the excitement.” She noted Eugenia’s raised brow, for her friend knew as well as she that nothing could make Aidan swoon. Not even the adder the two had come upon while searching the brush beside a rock wall as they looked for Aidan’s riding crop, which she’d dropped when bounding the obstacle on her mare. While Eugenia looked as though she would come unhinged, Aidan had simply stamped her foot and threatened to behead the creature if it didn’t get back into its hole. Apparently the viper had understood, for it had slithered off in haste. “I really must beg off,” she said, pressing the back of her hand to her cheek. “But you three go ahead. Don’t be concerned about me.” Her eyes locked with Eugenia’s, relaying a subtle message. Her friend caught it.


“Oh, Aidan,” Eugenia said with mock sympathy, fighting back her smile. “We can’t possibly leave you here alone.” Then disappointment tinged her voice. “We’ll simply have to see the Queen some other time.”


Suddenly finding his voice, George spoke up. “I will be most happy to stay with Lady Prescott, Lady Manley … if that’s agreeable with her.” He cast concerned eyes on Aidan.


“But, Lord Edmonds,” Aidan objected softly, “you’ll miss the—”


“The Queen is obviously alive and well. My thoughts lie with you, Lady Prescott. It would be most ungentlemanly of me to desert in your time of need. Likewise, there is no need for all of us to miss the event. Lord and Lady Manley can go without us.”


“Well … if you insist,” Eugenia said warily, feigned concern wrinkling her brow. “But I’d feel simply awful if something—” She noted Aidan’s marked frown, warning her not to protest too much, lest George suddenly change his mind. “But, Lord Edmonds, since Aidan is in such capable hands—” A rising chorus grew louder, nearer, apprising everyone the Queen was fast approaching. “Come, David, let’s go!”


To Aidan’s relief, Eugenia snatched David’s hand and began pulling him toward the palace gates. “Thank you, Lord Edmonds,” she whispered weakly, offering a tentative smile after the pair had disappeared. “I do so hate that you should miss the excitement because of me.”


Gentle brown eyes, filled with longing and concern, gazed deeply into hers. “I would never leave you, Aid … uh, Lady Prescott. Never.”


Aidan noted the look of adoration in George’s eyes, and a shadow of guilt darkened her soul. She could never return his affections, she knew. At least, not to the scope in which he offered them to her. Could she ever love him? she wondered. Only as a friend, she decided, truthfully, for she felt no spark within as she gazed at him, no stirring of her blood as he leaned close to her. Nothing whatsoever. And to ask him to join with her in marriage would be an unconscionable act. Especially when her motives were entirely self-serving. In the end, she very well might hurt George, more so than when she’d originally refused his proposal. He deserved far better than an indifferent wife; he deserved to be loved.


“You seem distressed, Lady Prescott,” Lord Edmonds stated, his words breaking through her thoughts. “Are you feeling ill?”


“Yes and no,” Aidan answered on a sigh. “In truth, George, I am distressed, but I’m not ill. Nor am I feeling faint. I used that ruse as a means to speak to you privately, but now … now I must confess I’d thought to take unfair advantage of you.”


George’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t understand.”


No longer able to hold his gentle regard, Aidan turned away. Her fingers plucked at a crease in her skirt. “My father has arranged for me to marry a man I cannot abide,” she blurted, not knowing what else to say, or, for that matter, how to say it. “Since you’d asked for my hand once, I thought to propose we might—”


“Marry?” George asked hopefully, excitedly.


“Yes, but—”


“Oh, Lady Prescott, you don’t know how happy this makes me,” he said, his voice amplifying itself to be heard over the boisterous cries of “God save the Queen.” He grasped Aidan’s hand, pressing it to his breast. “Lady Pres—Aidan, I’d be most honored to have you as my bride.”


“But, George,” she shouted, tugging at her hand, yet he refused to release it. “You don’t understand. It wouldn’t be fair. I don’t love you … not the way you deserve to be loved. I—”


“You will, Aidan,” George countered, pulling her into his lean arms, not noticing how she’d instantly stiffened. “I promise, someday you will love me as much as I love you.”


And as his lips lowered over hers, a wave of emotion swept the throng surrounding them, their cheers swelling to a roaring crescendo, rolling through Aidan like a forceful tide. Yet, in response to George, she felt nothing—nothing at all.





2


At precisely half-past eight, a loud knock sounded on the door of Westover House, a highly fashionable home located in St. James’s Square. What now? Justin Warfield, the Duke of Westover, wondered, irritated with the lack of solitude he’d found in his own home of late.


Upon his return from France two weeks ago, there had been a continuous influx of well-wishers and curiosity seekers invading his privacy, day and night, half of whom he didn’t know. No doubt, Justin thought cynically, the unexpected visitor was yet another eager father hoping to make an alliance between himself, the “much-sought-after” Duke of Westover, and the man’s insipid virginal daughter. Would the lot ever leave him in peace?


The knocker fell again, and Justin bounded to his feet, tossing his newspaper aside. “Pitkin!” he shouted to his elderly butler. “Answer the blasted door!” He saw the thin white-haired man scurry past the sitting-room doorway. “I’m not at home—to anyone!”


The door gave a slight groan on its hinges, and an emphatic voice echoed through the vaulted entry, sounding vaguely familiar to Justin. A moment later, Pitkin appeared. “Lord Edmonds insists on seeing Your Grace.”


Although he would have wanted it otherwise, Justin decided he couldn’t very well deny an audience to George Edmonds. If he did so, his great-aunt Pattina, who was also George’s godmother, would be furious with him and would undoubtedly make her displeasure known upon discovering his refusal. Not wishing to be the recipient of one of Aunt Patti’s verbal attacks, Justin acquiesced. “Send him in, Pitkin.”


“I beg your forgiveness for the intrusion, Your Grace,” George said, perusing the tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired Duke of Westover, who was a half dozen years older than George’s own twenty-two. “But it’s most urgent that I see you.”


Justin’s silvery gaze inspected the shorter man through the fine breaks in his long dark lashes. Stalky of build, shoulders obviously padded beneath his gray coat, George appeared extremely anxious. “You seem as though you’re on the verge of becoming unhinged, Edmonds,” Justin commented while motioning his guest to one of the matching giltwood armchairs. “You weren’t, by chance, involved in the plot to kill our Queen, were you?”


George’s eyes widened. “Me? Never! Why would you ask such a thing?”


Justin fought the desire to roll his eyes. Edmonds never could tell when someone was joshing him. Even from childhood, George had been far too serious. But given his strict upbringing, his stiff demeanor was understandable. “I was merely jesting, George. If I’ve given offense, I beg your forgiveness.”


“No offense was taken, Your Grace.”


Justin seated himself; George followed suit. “So, George, what pressing matter brings you to my doorstep?”


“I need to ask a favor of you,” George said, coming straight to the point, then watched as one of Justin’s dark brows arched over an unreadable gaze. “I … I know it’s presumptuous of me, but I cannot think of another person I can trust. If her father finds out, he’ll have my head.”


Justin’s lips twitched as he tried to hold back a chuckle.


“Are you intimating you’ve compromised some young maid?”


George blinked. “Heavens, no!”


The throaty chuckle did erupt. “Then, what are you trying to say, George?”


“I … I’m in love with a beautiful young lady who has consented, only a few hours ago, to become my wife. Her father, however, has made other arrangements. She’s to be pledged to another. If we are to marry, we must elope within the next several days, or she’ll be lost to me.”


Justin frowned. “Forgive me if I seem a bit slow, but I don’t understand how I fit into this.”


“To pull it off, I’ll need your assistance,” George said anxiously, pleadingly.


“George, I’m not one to engage in clever little gambits,” he lied, for his half-dozen love affairs had been precisely that. Once the hen was in the coop, he quickly lost interest. “Devices of intrigue are best left to someone—”


“Your Grace, I’m most hesitant about asking, but when I returned to my lodgings a short while ago, there was a message sent from Moorsfield, my father’s estate. There’s been a fire. The note made no mention how extensive the damage was, but with my father in India, on the Queen’s business, I must leave within the hour to see to the repairs—that’s if the place still stands. Dash it all!” George exploded, popping from his seat, his fists balled at his sides. “Just when she’s finally changed her mind and declared she’ll marry me, this has to happen!”


Justin viewed George at length. Collating the sketchy bits and pieces gleaned from the viscount’s words, he gathered Edmonds had previously proposed to his intended, only to be rejected. But with an impending marriage, no doubt forced upon her, the young lady had suddenly changed her mind, George now being her matrimonial choice. Was poor, unassuming George simply the more palatable of the two offerings? Knowing George had very little experience with women, Justin feared the man was dashing headlong into disaster. In his eagerness to wed, he might very well be consumed by his ladylove, his heart devoured by the conniving woman. “Who is this … this woman?” Justin asked harshly.


Certain his request would be denied, George fell back into his chair, defeated. “Lady Aidan Prescott—the Duke of Atwood’s daughter.”


Atwood! Justin thought, masking his surprise, for less than two weeks ago Alastair Prescott had been one of the many numbers who’d pressed for a union between Justin and the man’s daughter. Although Justin had refused all such requests, in as friendly a manner as possible, there were several odd occurrences shortly after his renunciation of Aidan Prescott, making Justin suspicious that Atwood nursed some sort of vengeance toward him.


The first was when, at auction, Atwood had beaten him out of a particularly fine thoroughbred Justin wanted to use for stud with his prize mares, stabled at Warfield Manor, his country home, several hours’ drive north of London. The bidding had become heated, the numbers astronomically high. Hesitating a mere second to debate whether the stallion was actually worth the amount last bid, Justin heard the gavel fall. Surprisingly, Atwood, not his agent, signed the draft for the thoroughbred. Later Justin learned the duke had then sold the stallion to another bidder, who had dropped out much earlier, for a lesser sum.


Next came the sale of several pieces of coveted artwork, three Rembrandts included, that Justin wanted for his private collection. The outcome had been the same, with Atwood winning out. If Justin had had any doubts there was some sort of reprisal fixed against him, fostered by Alastair Prescott, those uncertainties were quickly set to rest. While in the midst of negotiating the purchase of a piece of prime land bordering Warfield Manor, suddenly all discussions were ended and the land sold, its new owner unknown. Yet all signs pointed to the Duke of Atwood, and Justin was certain he’d been the target of the scorned duke’s ire.


“Do you love this Aidan Prescott?” Justin asked finally.


“With all my heart,” George confessed.


Justin viewed Edmonds carefully. “Does she profess her love for you?”


The viscount’s gaze shifted. “Sh-she looks upon me with affection. Sh-she—”


“Are you certain she’s not simply using you to save her own skin?” Justin asked almost cruelly, and watched George blanch. Did the man have some reservations of his own? he wondered.


“She’s agreed to be my wife,” George stated firmly. “That’s all that matters to me.”


“Take care, friend, that she doesn’t rip your devoted heart to shreds,” Justin warned, his gaze steely. “You might wish to ponder your hasty decision a bit longer. On the morrow, after a long night’s rest, things may come into sharper focus.”


“I don’t need time to think on it,” George stated adamantly, coming to his feet again. “My decision is made. I love her. I want Aidan as my wife. I have since the moment I first saw her. If I can’t have Your Grace’s help, I shall seek assistance elsewhere.”


Never had Justin seen George react so steadfastly. Yet the man’s heart was involved. Foolish as it might have seemed, Justin found he could not deny George’s request—whatever it was. “Sit, George, and tell me what it is I’m expected to do.”


“Your Grace, I’m most grateful,” George said, a wide smile spreading across his usually serious features. “I was certain I could count on you.”


“On with it, George.”


“Quite. My plan was to elope with Lady Prescott, three days hence. If you could simply deliver Aidan to the inn at Gretna Green, I would be forever in your debt.”


Justin digested George’s words. The prestigious Duke of Westover demoted to a mere delivery boy! he thought, smiling derisively to himself. Should his peers get wind of his entanglement in this, he’d be the laughingstock of all London. Yet, it might be well worth the gibes, especially if his involvement were purposely made public—after the fact. By playing the bearer of Cupid’s arrow, he could at the same time gain reparation, for the Duke of Atwood’s underhanded maneuvers would not go unpunished. “I’m to be entrusted with your bride’s care and to safely deliver her into your arms at the Scottish border. Is that all?”


“No. I don’t have time to communicate with her. I’ve hired a coach and it’s waiting outside.”


Justin noted George’s embarrassment and suspected the man felt somewhat inferior because he didn’t own a conveyance himself. Since George’s father, the Earl of Coxby, was noted for his niggardly ways, there was a fixed acceptance throughout the peerage of George’s circumstances. No doubt, Justin thought, the elder Edmonds still retained the first farthing he’d ever clutched as a lad; but the father’s tightfisted manner did the son little good. Justin watched as George slipped a sealed note from his breast pocket.


“If you could give her this”—he handed it to Justin—”it will explain why I had to leave so suddenly. I was to meet her tonight at Lord and Lady Quincy’s soiree to finalize our plans. But if you could go in my place and account for my absence, I would be most grateful. The final arrangements must be made between the two of you with utmost expediency. I trust you’ll keep this under wraps.”


“I’m well noted for my clandestine affairs with the ladies, George. Once found out, I’ve already moved on to another,” Justin said with a chuckle, and observed the surprised look in Edmonds’ eyes. “You have no need to worry,” he reassured him. “Your lady will be safe with me.” Justin tucked the note into his pocket. “You do realize Lady Prescott shall have need to stop at an inn along the way so she may rest and refresh herself?” Justin saw George’s nod. “It’s a rather compromising situation,” he cautioned. “If anyone should get wind of this, your bride’s reputation might be ruined. As long as you understand the risks and have no qualms, then I foresee no problem.”


“I trust Your Grace, emphatically.”


Justin’s brow arched ever so slightly. Given his reputation with the feminine gender, which in reality was more myth than fact, most men wouldn’t allow their fiancées or their wives—not even their mothers!—within a mile of him. Either George truly felt he could entrust Lady Aidan Prescott into the Duke of Westover’s hands without any fear whatsoever, or George was an extremely desperate man who hadn’t pondered the full magnitude of his request. Although Justin knew, unequivocally, that nothing would happen—for he was highly selective, his personal tastes lending themselves to more experienced women, preferably beautiful young widows—he thought George rather naive. “Your confidence is most reassuring. If all goes well, in a short time you shall be a married man,” Justin said, rising. “Now, I suggest you be off to make certain your bride has a place she can call home.”


After conferring on the exact day, time, and place where the three would meet near the Scottish border, George vigorously pumped the duke’s hand, then bade him farewell.


The door closed and Justin’s lengthy strides carried him back into the sitting room, where he folded his long frame into his chair and tried to resume reading his paper. But he found he couldn’t concentrate and tossed the thing aside. Springing to his feet, he crossed the room and poured himself a brandy; a dark mood settled over him.


Of all the nights for him to stay home, wanting to escape the crush of London society, he had to choose this one! Blast it all! Why had he consented to help George with this unseemly bit of chicanery. Dispatching young women across the countryside was not his idea of enjoyment! Should anything go wrong, it would be his head, not Edmonds’.


Then, again, this was not just any young woman. This was Lady Aidan Prescott, Alastair Prescott’s daughter. Although he’d never had the pleasure of meeting the daughter, he’d certainly had the distinct dissatisfaction of encountering the father. And the thought of thwarting Atwood’s noble plans for a lucrative alliance between the man’s daughter and whomever Atwood had chosen for her was truly a catharsis that would free Justin of his anger, while at the same time enabling him to exact his own revenge.


“A fair-and-just reward,” Justin said in salute, and downed the contents of his glass. “Pitkin,” he called, setting the glass aside and angling toward the doorway, “have my coach sent round. I’m going out.”


Aidan was seated in the ballroom at Lord and Lady Quincy’s stylish home, located on Park Lane, across from Hyde Park, vigorously fanning herself as she watched the doorway for George. On her right sat Lady Manley.


“My hair is suffering from the stiff wind you’re creating with that thing.” Eugenia’s hand caught Aidan’s, stopping the strenuous motion. “What has you in such a dither?”


“Nothing,” Aidan lied, for she’d not said a word to her friend about George Edmonds’ proposal of marriage. Nor that they were to meet here tonight and finalize their plans. “I’m simply in one of my restless moods.”


“Well, please don’t be tempted to release your pent-up energies by doing something that might cause a stir. You’ll only make your father more determined to rid himself of you.”


“I promise to behave, Eugenia. You have nothing to fear.”


Eugenia’s fine brow rose skeptically. “I’ll hold you at your word, Lady Prescott. This is one of the most prestigious parties of the season. Should you ruin this one, you’ll never be invited to the Quincys’ again. Nor, might I add, to any other party in London—ever.”


Mischief danced in Aidan’s violet eyes. “What do you think it would take to have me cast from the cradle of London society altogether?”


“Not much,” Eugenia said blandly. “Why would you even wish for that to happen?”


“If I were a simple maid of common birth, then I could choose the man I wanted to marry.”


Eugenia laughed lightly. “A misconception on your part, dear friend. Arranged marriages are prevalent among the commonplace as well as the peerage. You’re fooling yourself if you believe otherwise. Besides,” she said, her gaze running the length of Aidan’s ivory satin gown, its low neck and elbow-length sleeves adorned in black Chantilly lace, “you’d look rather silly milking a cow in that garb.” Eugenia’s smile grew impish; she winked. “And we both know, dearest, your passions for the latest designs from Paris are insatiable. So I doubt you’d much enjoy the more mundane life, Aidan.”


Aidan’s light laughter tinkled through the air, clear as a bell, though her friend’s statement was completely untrue. Actually, Aidan’s reputation as a clotheshorse was unfounded. Her continuous shopping sprees were not to appease her boredom, thereby stocking her wardrobe with the latest in fashion, as many of her friends thought. Unknown to them all, her purchases were in the way of serviceable woolens, shoes, mittens, medicines, or whatever else the orphans might have need of. Not even Eugenia was aware of her secret enterprise. After all, Aidan truly believed that one did not find one’s way into heaven by touting one’s good works.


“A point I hadn’t considered, Eugenia,” she said, smiling. “You are right, of course.” She glanced toward the doorway again, looking for George. “A milkmaid swathed in satin—”


Laughing violet eyes connected with a magnetic silvery gaze across a span of twenty paces, and Aidan instantly swallowed her words. Hopelessly, she stared at the tall, handsome stranger, his long-lashed eyes slowly measuring her, from the champagne-colored miniature rosebuds crowning her intricately styled coppery locks, downward over her creamy shoulders, to linger momentarily on her décolletage, then sweep to her ivory-satin-slippered feet peeking from beneath the hem of her gown.


A light flush crept upward from the erratic pulse that beat wildly in Aidan’s throat to spread itself over her hot cheeks. Flustered by the stranger’s raw appraisal, she quickly pulled her gaze away from the brazen man. Having noted his impeccable dress—his black evening attire molding itself to his broad shoulders and slim waist—she thought he’d displayed a lazy sort of nonchalance. Worldly and sophisticated, he had a devil-may-care attitude about him and an ego to match! Falsely denying any feminine interest in him, Aidan snapped open her black lace fan and began to cool her flaming face.


“Who is that man?” she whispered to Eugenia, her eyes downcast, for she dared not look at him again. Ridiculously, she still felt herself reeling from his intense gaze; an odd tingling sensation pricked along her entire body. “Do you know him?”


Eugenia glanced over the crowd. “Which one? There are at least eighty men in this room.”


“The one not twenty feet from us. He’s quite tall, with dark hair and silver eyes.”


“Sorry, Aidan. I don’t see anyone who fits your description. The nearest man to us is Lord Grimes, and I’d hardly call him tall. He’s bald, as well.”


“Are you certain?”


“See for yourself.”


Aidan chanced a quick peek. Eugenia was right. Portly and short, Lord Grimes stood where the stranger had only moments before. Her confused gaze swept the room. He was gone. A frown marred her smooth brow. Had she imagined him? If so, why did she feel like a fish out of water, her breaths coming in shallow gasps?


“Is that he over there?” Eugenia asked, her closed fan pointing in the direction of the open French doors leading onto the balcony.


Aidan’s gaze followed. “Yes,” she said, noting how his dark head bent toward a rather striking blond. He seemed to be listening intently to the woman’s every word. Suddenly he threw back his head. Deep-throated laughter rose into the air, shooting straight into Aidan’s ears; a warm feeling trickled down her spine. “Who is he?” she asked, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly as she watched the coquettish blond tap his arm with her fan and flirtatiously smile up at him. For some unexplained reason, the woman’s attentiveness annoyed Aidan. Or was it his masculine response to it which actually chafed her?


“Are you somewhere among the clouds?” Eugenia asked, snapping Aidan from her thoughts. “I’d suggest that if you’re entertaining any thoughts of exchanging him for Lord Sedgewinn, don’t. You’d be far worse off.”


“Why?”


“Have you ever heard tell of Justin Warfield, the notorious Duke of Westover?” Aidan nodded, her gaze still on the tall stranger. “Well, my naive little friend,” Eugenia said, “you’re looking at him.”


Just then the Duke of Westover’s gaze captured Aidan’s. Holding it a long, measuring moment, he glanced away, the blond, once again, the target of his lazy regard. Aidan drew a steadying breath. What was wrong with her?


“The woman with him is the Honorable Mrs. Farley Danvers—Cynthia, I believe. Yes, Cynthia. She’s the daughter of Sir John Stone. It’s said she is or was the duke’s mistress. No one seems to know which.”


“And what does the Honorable Mr. Danvers say of their sordid behavior?” Aidan asked priggishly, passing lofty judgment on the couple and their blatant love affair, which normally was unlike her.


“Not much, I suppose. He’s been dead nearly a year.”


Aidan’s head snapped around, her eyes questioning.


“Westover had nothing to do with it. Danvers died of typhoid. According to the gossips, the duke stays clear of married women and virgins. He prefers experienced, unattached females. You might meet the latter requirement, but certainly not the former. Although many a woman has tried to capture his heart, he chooses to remain single. Just look at how they all gape at him.” Eugenia indicated the legions of women, their yearning gazes turned on Justin Warfield. Aidan’s own gaze stopped momentarily on each one as Eugenia’s fan pointed them out. “Given the chance, he’d break all their hearts. Don’t tempt fate, Aidan.”


“I have no intention of doing so.”


“What won’t you do?” asked David as he balanced three glasses of champagne in his hands. “Sorry I’m late”—he handed his wife and Aidan their glasses—”but there was such a cram around the refreshment table, I thought to be injured in the press.” He flipped the tails of his coat aside and sat next to Eugenia, then sipped from his glass. “Now, Aidan, what is it you refuse to do?”


“I refuse to say,” Aidan teased as the melodious strains from the orchestra suddenly filled the grand ballroom.


“Oh, David, a waltz!” Eugenia cried. “Let’s dance.”


“Dare we leave Aidan unattended?” he questioned, a puckish light entering his blue eyes. “Since His Grace could not be here, we promised we’d keep a watchful eye on his daughter the night through.”


Aidan laughed. “I promise I shan’t disappear.”


“We’d best disappear,” Eugenia commented. “The wolves are descending on the lamb.” She motioned toward a half-dozen of Aidan’s hopeful suitors who were bearing down on them, each from a different direction. “If we’re to be spared the nips and snarls as they fight over her, we’d best leave—now!”


“Don’t go!” Aidan cried, but Eugenia had already pulled David into the crowd, leaving her to fend for herself.


Like bees drawn to the sweet nectar of a flower, the eager swains swarmed around her, each requesting a dance. Annoyed, Aidan was tempted to swat the lot away. Where was George? she wondered. Was he having second thoughts, the same as she? Her eyes searched the doorway again, while she half-listened to the men’s wrangling chatter.


“I asked first,” insisted the Honorable Mr. Orville White.


“I beg to differ with you, sir,” countered Lord Jeremy Roberts, a lesser son of a marquess. The others joined in, bickering over who had invited her first; Aidan closed her eyes and gritted her teeth.


“Excuse me, gentlemen,” a smooth, deep voice interrupted, and Aidan’s eyes opened to meet a lazy silver gaze; an odd warmth flooded her body. “I believe rank has its privilege. Lady Prescott, if you will?”


Aidan stared at the outstretched hand. Strong, yet gentle, she thought, surveying the long fingers and the wide, deeply lined palm. “I … I …” she stammered, furious with herself that she couldn’t get her refusal past her lips.


At the flash of indignation in her expressive violet eyes, Justin’s chiseled lips cracked into a knowing grin. “I’m honored, Lady Prescott, that you’ve chosen me as your partner.” Without a second’s hesitation, he lifted Aidan’s gloved hand from her lap, pulled her to her feet and into his arms, and swept her onto the dance floor, all in one swift move. With their mouths agape, the six would-be suitors stared after the pair.


Aidan’s feet stumbled over themselves as she fought to break free of Justin’s embrace. “What do you think you’re doing? Release me!”


“It would be a mistake if I did,” he countered with a chuckle, for he’d noted how her feet refused to keep step with his own. He winked, a teasing smile lighting his face; Aidan felt the effects of it to her toes. “You really should take lessons. Your partners’ insteps might suffer less, if you did.”


Feeling threatened by his male charm, Aidan quickly hid behind her anger. A mutinous glare entered her eyes. How dare he intimate she was a horrid dancer? Especially when she hadn’t consented to be his partner in the first place! “Sir, unhand me!”


“If you insist.” Justin dropped his arms, and Aidan floundered as her legs buckled. Instantly he grabbed her arm, pulling her against his solid length; his own arm encircled her waist. His familiar touch shocked Aidan; she stiffened. Feeling her resistance, Justin smiled to himself. An untried virgin, he thought, knowing one of his questions had been answered. The pressure of his arm eased, and he smiled. “Now, let’s try again, shall we?” Not waiting for Aidan’s assent, Justin began whirling her around the floor again. “One, two, three, one, two, three … that’s it. You do know how to dance.”


Feeling the crowd’s curious stares upon them, Aidan glared up at the “notorious” Duke of Westover. “Sir, we have not been introduced,” she spouted primly. “It’s highly improper for us to be dancing like this. I insist—”


“Justin Warfield, the Duke of Westover.” Laughter rumbled from his solid chest. “By the look in your eye, I’d say my reputation has preceded me.”


Aidan blinked. What could she say? It most certainly has, Your Grace. By the way, is it all true—the women, I mean? Scores and scores, you say. Upon my word! You must be an exceedingly busy man. When do you find time to sleep? Instead she mumbled, “I’ve never heard of you.”


Liar, he thought, then said, “But I’ve heard of you, Lady Prescott.” He noted her questioning gaze. “George has sent me.”


Aidan missed a step and Justin compensated, their rhythm never faltering. “George? Where is he?” she asked anxiously. “Has something happened to him?”


“Not to him, personally. There’s been a fire at his father’s estate. He had to leave to attend to the repairs. He’s asked that I come in his place and make the necessary arrangements to get you safely to Gretna Green.”


“You?”


Justin laughed, drawing the attention of those nearest them. Seeing their raised eyebrows and condemning expressions, Aidan felt like slipping through a crack in the floor. If her father ever learned she’d been held in the Duke of Westover’s arms, he’d have her shipped off to a convent on the morrow. Worst yet, he’d probably drive Sedgewinn and herself straight to Gretna Green before the earl got wind of her scandalous behavior! Never mind, she’d done everything in her power to escape the rakish duke’s hold!


His laughter subsided. “Then you have heard of me,” he said, his handsome lips retaining a roguish grin. He twirled her through the open doorway, onto the balcony, and pulled her to a quiet corner. Edging a hip onto the stone balustrade, he released her struggling hand and slipped George’s note from his inner pocket. “This will confirm my words,” he said, handing it to her.


Breaking the wax seal, Aidan unfolded the note and angled it to catch the moon’s rays. “How do I know this is from George?” she asked, suddenly doubting the signature was authentic.


“Who else knows of your plan to elope?” he countered, folding his arms over his broad chest.


Aidan noted how his well-toned muscles swelled beneath the sleeves of his black coat, stretching the material. “N-no one,” she said, her gaze quickly climbing to his. It was a mistake.


Lazy eyes assessed her, raking her from head to foot. “George said you were beautiful.” The crook of his finger met her chin while he examined her features in the moonlight. High, sculptured cheekbones, a classically straight nose, full trembling lips, huge violet eyes framed with long dark lashes, and flawless skin kissed by moonbeams satisfied his inquiring eyes. “Said he’d fallen in love with you the moment he first saw you. I didn’t believe him … not until I beheld you myself.”


Aidan found herself caught up in his tantalizing words. His deep-toned voice mesmerized her as his magnetic gaze drew her. An odd twitter centered itself in the nether regions of her stomach. Then she felt the touch of his thumb, gliding softly across her parted lips; instantly she stepped back. “You, sir, are no friend of George’s.”


“And you, Lady Prescott, are not in love with him.”


“How dare—”


“I dare because it is the truth. You are using George to save your own hide.”


“You know nothing of my feelings for George. What’s in my heart is none of your business.”


“Isn’t it?” Justin asked, coming to his feet, backing her against the balustrade. “I’ve known George since he was in swaddling clothes. Although we are not the closest of friends, I feel, in some ways, responsible for him. He’s had a tough go of it while growing up, and he sees his marriage to you as his one chance for true happiness. I’ll not let you destroy him for your own selfish reasons.”
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