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  Prologue


  The Duke of Bellington dropped into the most comfortable chair in the informal parlor and carelessly crossed his booted feet at the ankle. Elegant in a fitted jacket, snowy white shirt, and buff breeches, he smiled with his usual infamous potent charm. “I’m glad you were home. I took a chance and decided to stop by without sending a note first.”


  “I’m happy you did.” Lauren DeSerre smiled back with genuine warmth, her gaze traveling over the length of his tall, lean body as she moved to pour him a glass of claret. She added, “You look well, Adam. Fatherhood apparently agrees with you.”


  It was true. Since his marriage over a year ago and the recent birth of his first child, Adam Foster had lost that faintly restless air that had once been one of his predominant characteristics. He was still incredibly attractive with his glossy dark hair and chiseled handsome features, but he looked…contented.


  She should have said that love agreed with him.


  “Thank you,” he said, accepting the glass with long, strong fingers. “You, of course, are as dazzling as ever, my dear. That gown suits you by the way.”


  She sank back into her own chair and lifted a brow. “I’ll give my dressmaker your compliments. Now, what brings you by? It isn’t that I’m not delighted to see you, but I know you fairly well—”


  “Very well,” he interjected, stopping her mid-sentence, the words soft and teasing. The look in his eyes said he remembered very well that they had been lovers before he met his wife, and their new companionable friendship was comfortable, but the old one not forgotten.


  Lauren inclined her head, a small smile on her lips. “Yes, I suppose I know you very well. My point is I sense a certain purpose.”


  He sipped his wine for a moment, his eyes narrowed slightly. Then he gave a brief nod. “I am ever amazed at how perceptive women can be.” His tone was slightly rueful, and the corner of his well-shaped mouth lifted in a small smile. “I do have a specific reason for coming.”


  “We aren’t so much perceptive as it is that men are fairly transparent, darling Adam.”


  He laughed. “We don’t perceive ourselves to be, but perhaps you are right. We certainly have a more straightforward approach to life. As a married man, I feel I can say that with some conviction.”


  Lauren casually arranged her silk skirts and looked at him questioningly.


  “Tomorrow is Christian’s birthday.”


  “Is it really? How nice. Please give him my greetings.” A little puzzled, Lauren wasn’t sure what the Duke’s younger brother’s birthday had to do with her, but she had always liked Christian Foster. He was the spitting image of his older, devilishly handsome brother, but definitely lacked that innate, facile charm. Lord Christian was a very reserved young man, not precisely shy, but certainly not a daring rakehell like the Duke of Bellingham had once been.


  Adam’s dark eyes were direct and his tone almost too even. “I’d like for you to give him a bit more than your greetings. That why I’m here.”


  “I beg your pardon? I don’t think I’m following you.”


  “Maybe I should just be blunt about this,” he muttered as if talking to himself, shifting a little in his chair. “Lord, this isn’t actually easy to ask.”


  Lauren felt a bit mystified, but a glimmer of what he might be talking about sent a small quiver of some unidentifiable wary feeling through her. “What isn’t easy to ask?”


  “I want you to give him one night. Tomorrow night, to be specific.”


  “One night?” she repeated like a parrot, astonished.


  “In your arms, in your bed.”


  Lauren stared, not certain she’d heard him correctly. Unfortunately, Adam looked perfectly sincere. He lifted an imploring hand, palm upward. “Please, my dear, hear me out, if you will. I want to give him something special for his birthday. He’s young, rich, privileged…he can have anything he wants in this world and does not need me to acquire it for him. Except you, of course. With that, I might be able to help.”


  “Me?” She really wasn’t sure if she should laugh hysterically or be furious. “What on earth are you talking about, Adam? Christian barely speaks two words to me whenever our paths cross.”


  “Which is quite often lately, isn’t it?” The Duke lounged in his chair, one ebony brow elevated. “Think back. If you are at all observant, you will have noticed that any ball or soirée you attend, he is there, as well. He makes it a point to find out if you are going to be there before he accepts any invitation. No, I don’t imagine he approaches you because I know for a fact he doesn’t think he has even a chance of catching your interest. So he goes and stands in the corner and watches you dance and enjoy the lavish attention from all your hopeful suitors.”


  Good heavens, he might just be right.


  Christian had just finished university, and now that he was back in London, he did seem to be everywhere she went. Lauren frowned. Neither did he seem to actually dance and flirt like the other titled young bloods. It wasn’t like he didn’t draw interest from the women in attendance either, for he was tall, athletically built, and every bit as good-looking as Adam at the same age.


  “Haven’t you been wondering who keeps sending you those bouquets of flowers anonymously?” Adam asked, the corner of his mouth twitching.


  She had, and the notes enclosed had been unsigned but very romantic. More than a little flustered, she asked, “Why on earth doesn’t he sign his name?”


  “Undoubtedly because you are a sophisticated older woman, and let’s face it, my dear, other than our liaison, you have a reputation of being virtuous and distant. Not only do you treat him with platonic indifference, but you rebuff nearly everyone. Believe it or not, young men are rather fragile creatures emotionally.”


  Lauren smiled wryly. “Not you, darling.”


  Adam chuckled. “Perhaps not. I was a duke by the time I was fifteen and that gives one a certain arrogance, I’m afraid.”


  It certainly did, for it took quite a lot of arrogance to assume he could persuade her to sleep with his younger brother as a birthday present.


  “Adam, this is outrageous, even for you. Really, you can’t be serious.” She shook her head and took a convulsive sip of wine from her glass. “For one thing, even if I would consider it—which I’m not—he’s too young for me. I’m twenty-eight. He’s…what? Twenty?”


  The man across from her looked a little amused over her discomfort. “I am, actually, very serious, and he’ll be twenty-two tomorrow. The age difference is inconsequential. He is a grown man and you are a woman. That is all that matters. He’s been infatuated with you since he was eighteen, so all I want is for you to ease four years of suffering with one night of that spectacular passion you hide so well under your demure exterior. Don’t forget, my dear, that I remember well your amorous appetites.” He casually finished his wine and continued, “I disdain gossip usually, but word has it that you are still decidedly celibate to the disappointment of the eager men of the haute ton. Since I know firsthand what they are missing, I sympathize with their unfulfilled longings.”


  It was true, since she and Adam had decided to end their affair two years ago, she hadn’t slept with anyone. She wasn’t promiscuous by nature—far from it—and the only reason she’d succumbed to the Duke of Bellingham’s persuasive charm was that he was decidedly the most attractive man she’d ever met and she had been extremely lonely at the time. Her husband had passed away unexpectedly, and after a year of mourning him, she had needed to feel…loved.


  Unfortunately, Adam hadn’t loved her except in the most physical of ways, but the passion had been worth it and she had let him go with only a modicum of regret, which was why they were still friends. Their personalities were not suited to a greater commitment.


  Christian, the traitorous thought crossed her mind, looked just like him, but was actually the complete opposite in every other way. He was a very beautiful young man, and actually, his quiet, serious air was very appealing. What would he be like as a lover? Passionate and intense like his older brother? No, she decided, more likely Christian would be tender and romantic…


  Good heavens, where did that notion come from? She wasn’t going to make love with someone as some sort of absurd gift.


  She said coolly, “Who I am, or I am not, sleeping with is none of your business.”


  “At one time it most certainly was my business,” the Duke pointed out with a wicked smile. “Tell me, Lauren, don’t you miss it?”


  “Miss what?” she asked tartly, not even sure she wanted the answer.


  “Sex. Come on, my dear, I know you must.”


  Perhaps she did. Well, yes, she absolutely did. But…Christian?


  “Think about this. Younger men have a lot of stamina.”


  The smug look on his face was slightly irritating. “Oh Lord, Adam, you really never thought I’d agree to this, did you?”


  He spread his hands, that sinful smile widening. “Let’s say I hoped you’d consider it an adventure. Look, my sweet, I can have it all arranged. A discreet meeting place, no servants, no one the wiser that it ever happened. It’ll be good for the both of you.”


  “I don’t see the convoluted logic behind that assumption.”


  “I think you do. This is a chance to fulfill his fantasy and discreetly satisfy your own loneliness. All you have to do is be there at an appointed time and give my brother the night he has apparently dreamed of since the first time he ever saw you. Do you know that when we mutually decided to discontinue our affair, he would barely speak to me for weeks on end? I was baffled as to the cause, until he finally confessed his feelings for you and the fear I’d hurt you. It took me quite a while to convince him that our parting was not just my doing. You are beyond a doubt his first infatuation and he just doesn’t seem to be getting over it. As far as I can tell, he is getting more and more enthralled.”


  “That’s very flattering, but—”


  “You owe me, my dear.”


  Lauren stiffened a little. “That’s rather ungentlemanly for you to point out.” She did owe him, for he had been more than helpful in using his considerable influence to help sort out the disaster of her late husband’s business affairs. Without Adam, she would have probably ended up a pauper. As it was, she lived comfortably, if not extravagantly.


  “Who said I’m a gentleman? You, of all people, should know better.” The Duke of Bellingham looked predictably unrepentant, lounging in his chair in a masculine sprawl of long legs and wide, muscled shoulders. “But I do have to warn you of one thing.”


  “I haven’t agreed,” she pointed out acerbically.


  “You’re going to, though.” His grin was cheeky. “I can see through your outrage you are intrigued and with good cause. Everyone is flattered to be the source of someone’s fantasies, are they not? Let’s not forget, I also know you. However, I think it is only fair to warn you I have every reason to believe my brother might still be a virgin.”


  The concept of that was unthinkable. “What? How could that even be?” she asked incredulously. With his astonishing good looks, wealth, and title, how on earth could Christian possibly never have slept with a woman?


  “You have to understand him and his odd romantic scruples, and believe me, it isn’t easy for me to do.” Adam gave a small grimace. “We both know he and I are not much alike. My first sexual encounter was when I was about fourteen, I think. I honestly think he has never had sex with anyone because he fancies himself so in love with you.” His eyes narrowed a little and he asked softly, “So, you see, how can you refuse?”


  Chapter 1


  Christian Foster held the key in his hand and checked the address. It was correct, yet the house looked deserted except for the small, faint glow behind the curtains of one window upstairs. Feeling rather ridiculous, he told his driver, “I guess you are supposed to pick me up tomorrow.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  He nodded, certainly hoping this wasn’t some sort of odd joke Adam had perpetrated on him as the carriage rattled away down the street.


  The townhouse was fashionably elegant, but on a quiet street, and the place had the air of being unoccupied.


  Except for that small yellow glow that indicated someone was there.


  Shaking his head, Christian climbed the steps and tried the key. It worked perfectly, the latch clicking open neatly, and the door swung open on well-oiled hinges. Inside, the place smelled slightly musty, as if it was unlived in, and he stepped into the foyer.


  “Hello?”


  His voice echoed a little and he cleared his throat and tried again. “Hello?”


  Nothing.


  Bloody Adam, Christian thought irritably. If his older brother thought this was funny…


  “Christian?”


  He froze. The voice was light, melodic, and unmistakably female, and it came from behind him. Whirling around, he saw that a woman stood framed in the doorway. The evening was warm and she wore her wrap only loosely around her slender shapely shoulders. Her gown was low-cut and elegant, and her lustrous blond hair caught in a loose chignon at her nape. Dark blue eyes framed by lush lashes gazed at him, and as he watched in utter astonishment, she stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind her.


  “I see we arrived about the same time. That’s convenient, I suppose.”


  His mind was a blank. Lauren DeSerre appearing out of nowhere was such a shock he literally had no voice.


  When he didn’t speak, her smooth brow furrowed slightly. “Adam rather assured me you would be happy to see me here. If that isn’t the case…”


  Cognizant thought returned, and with it at least a sense of politeness. “Of course, I am delighted to see you,” he stammered, sounding to his own ears like an idiot. He swallowed and said more calmly, “Forgive me. All my brother did was hand me a card with this address on it. When I arrived to find an empty house, I wondered if Adam had decided to play a joke on me.” He paused, gazing at her and taking in her stunning beauty. “I confess I’m still not certain that isn’t the case,” he added quietly. “Why are you here?”
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