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Prologue

July 1812

Diana Bourne was only eighteen, but she knew one thing already: men were fools. Adorable fools sometimes, enticing fools occasionally, but fools one and all.

This was not a complaint—for Diana’s purposes, the fact that most men of her acquaintance seemed to have little more than a few bits of cotton wool floating around between their ears was really rather ideal. Because Diana’s purposes, quite simply, were to be wed to a man of means—one did not need to possess intellect to boast a hefty purse, and furthermore, in her experience thus far, the two qualities seemed to be mutually exclusive.

Take her brother, Viscount Penvale. Penvale was a touch addlepated, of course, by virtue of the male anatomy he possessed, but he was well-read, a deft hand at cards, and, at times, unsettlingly observant—a shining beacon of intellect compared to other gentlemen of his set. And yet, he had pockets to let. The poor boy didn’t have two pennies to rub together—which, unfortunately, meant that she was in similarly dire straits.

“And what are you hunting for tonight, dear sister?” His voice came from behind her, startling her out of her thoughts as she stood, glass of ratafia in hand, at the edge of a crowded ballroom.

She turned, schooling her features into the expression of bland innocence that she knew men found so appealing—which would not fool her brother for a moment.

Sure enough, he arched an eyebrow at her in amusement. He refrained from comment only because next to him stood Jeremy Overington, the Marquess of Willingham, one of his best friends. And, oh. If only a handful of men could be said to be enticing fools, Willingham was one of them. Tall, golden-haired, and possessing shoulders that were just the right width to be attractive without making him appear unfashionably brawny, Willingham made female heads turn in every room he entered. Aside from his objective aesthetic appeal, there was something about him—a certain knowing gleam in his eye, a heaviness to his gaze—that set Diana’s heart beating just a touch more rapidly than it should have done whenever she was in his presence.

This was inconvenient, because despite his aforementioned positive attributes, he was also overly fond of drink and women and, most disqualifying of all, deeply in debt. Useless in regard to her current objective, in other words. It was therefore maddening that her traitorous heart sped up each time he came within fifty feet of her.

“Lord Willingham,” she said coolly, pleased to hear that her voice sounded bored rather than breathless. “Would you be so kind as to remove my irritating brother… elsewhere?”

“Angry I’ve caught you out?” Penvale asked genially, never one to be put off by a barb from her. “You needn’t pretend for Jeremy’s sake; I’ve told him you’ve been calculating marriage the way some men consider an investment scheme.”

“And aren’t they more or less the same thing at heart?” Diana asked sweetly.

Lord Willingham let out a surprised laugh, which relieved her—he had been watching her in a way that made her feel quite unsettled, and she was pleased to have broken his calm.

“Too true, Miss Bourne,” Willingham said. “Why don’t you tell me all about your hunt whilst dancing this waltz with me?”

Diana consulted the dance card attached to her wrist. “I’ve promised this waltz to Lord Snidewhistle.”

Willingham leaned in close. “Snidewhistle is up to his ears in gambling debts; it’s not widely known yet, but it will be soon.”

This was, in fact, rather disappointing—despite his unfortunate name, Snidewhistle had been one of the younger gentlemen on her list of potential husbands, and one of the few with whom the idea of sharing a bed had not been entirely repellent.

“In fact,” Willingham continued, “I saw him at the hazard tables not five minutes ago, and he was so deeply immersed in his game that I doubt he remembers what day it is, much less that he is engaged to waltz with so charming a lady as yourself.” These words were laced with the slightest trace of sarcasm.

Diana scowled at him. “I will dance with you,” she said, lifting her nose into the air, “but only because I cannot stand to be a wallflower.”

Her brother snorted.

“I don’t think you’ve much to worry about there,” he said.

And he was, in some sense, correct. Diana had attracted her fair share of male attention in the weeks since her debut—unsurprisingly, given her honey-colored hair, hazel eyes, and a bosom that one Almack’s patroness deemed “rather vulgar.” However, she also had a decided lack of fortune—indeed, her pin money amounted to a sum that would have made a lesser lady weep—and, as a result, she found herself with a decided lack of decent proposals.

And with a fair number of indecent ones.

“Come, Miss Bourne,” Willingham said, taking her arm without so much as a by-your-leave and leading her onto the dance floor as the opening notes of a waltz drifted through the room.

“I suppose you expect me to thank you for the tip about Snidewhistle,” Diana said as they took their positions, her hand on his shoulder, his hand at her waist.

Willingham flashed her a grin. Thump, thump, went her heart. “I would never be so foolish as to expect the Honorable Diana Bourne to thank me for anything,” he said, pivoting her slowly about the room as the waltz began. “Though, of course, if you wanted to consider yourself in my debt, I shouldn’t object.…”

“I promise you, sir, that I shall ensure to never do anything that would find me in your debt. I cannot think of a less trustworthy gentleman to hold such power over me.”

“Come now, I’m not so bad,” Willingham said lightly—but something about his voice made her glance up sharply into his eyes. Had she wounded him? Surely not. In her entire acquaintance with Lord Willingham—dating back to the years that her brother had brought him home with him from Eton to their aunt and uncle’s house during school holidays—she had not once seen him so much as wince from one of her hits. Surely this one hadn’t landed?

“Aren’t you?” she asked, watching him closely. His hand was firm on her waist, his motions smooth and effortless. The man was an exemplary dancer—no doubt because he had honed his skill in his pursuit of every ineligible woman in London, but impressive nonetheless.

He seemed to realize that she was baiting him—the slight tightness around his mouth that she had noticed a few moments prior had vanished, to be replaced by one of his more usual facial expressions: the alluring, slightly cheeky smile of a devil-may-care rogue, intent on charming the skirts off of every lady with the misfortune to cross his path.

“I’m not,” he said easily. “In fact, I think you should set your sights on me as your next target.”

Diana stumbled, missing a step; Lord Willingham steered her back into the rhythm of the waltz, hiding her error, while she continued to stare at him, mouth agape.

“You cannot be serious,” she managed after a few moments’ silence.

“Why shouldn’t I be?” His tone was casual, unconcerned; if he hadn’t been waltzing, she was certain he would have shrugged. “You seem to be quite eager for a husband. I am, in fact, excellent husband material.”

“By what qualifications, precisely, are you excellent husband material?” Diana didn’t allow him a chance to respond before continuing. “You drink too much, and you seem intent on weaseling your way into the bed of every widow you encounter.”

“I do say,” Willingham sputtered, and Diana awarded herself a mental point for managing to embarrass him before she’d even completed her thought.

“You don’t take anything seriously, and, worst of all, you’ve no fortune.” She pronounced the latter as though it were a death sentence—which, as far as marriage prospects went, it was. She had spent a childhood acutely aware that she was a burden on her aunt and uncle, understanding the expense her presence incurred. She was determined that once she married, she would never have to obsess over something so vulgar, so endlessly tiresome as money ever again.

Willingham watched her with a steady gaze as she spoke, his face never changing expression on the surface, and yet she could somehow sense the feeling building beneath his calm demeanor. “I see,” he said, and there was a clipped tone to his voice that was somehow gratifying—if she was going to verbally wound a man, she’d like evidence of the effort. “And I suppose that you have received so many offers this Season that you are in a position to be so choosy?”

Diana didn’t flinch, but it was a near thing. “I have indeed received quite a few offers,” she hedged, which wasn’t untrue.

Willingham’s gaze sharpened, and a furrow appeared between his eyebrows. “Have men been propositioning you?” His grip on her waist tightened, and some primitive part of her thrilled at the touch. “If they have, I will call them out.”

Diana rolled her eyes. “I think, given the number of married ladies’ beds you frequent, you’re in enough danger of winding up in a duel without deciding you need to challenge any man who is a threat to my virtue,” she informed him. “I can take care of myself, and I certainly don’t need you barging in like a knight in shining armor, no doubt mucking it all up.”

“So you have been propositioned,” he said darkly.

“What do I have to tell you that will convince you that your concern is entirely unwanted?” she asked through gritted teeth, managing with great effort to keep a ballroom-appropriate smile upon her face. Judging by the skeptical look Willingham gave her, it likely made her appear slightly deranged.

“Let me be sure I have this correctly,” he said, ignoring her question entirely, as most men tended to do. It was astonishing that nearly all of them considered themselves to be the more intelligent sex, considering that they seemed to lack rudimentary listening skills, but one had to manage with the poor fools as best one could.

Willingham continued. “You are possibly being subjected to indecent proposals on the part of lecherous gentlemen, you’ve no marriage prospects in sight, but you still refuse to consider me a candidate for the position of your husband?”

Up until this moment, Diana had been certain that he’d been jesting. She could not think of a single gentleman of her acquaintance less likely to wish to settle into matrimony than the Marquess of Willingham. Had he not been rumored, just last week, to have been discovered in the Countess of Covendale’s bedchamber? Discovered by the earl himself, no less? This hardly seemed like the behavior of a man desperate to settle down to a life of quiet domesticity.

And, furthermore, he wasn’t the sort of man she wanted to marry. She wanted someone dull, someone safe. Someone wealthy.

Lord Willingham was not at all dull, nor did he feel particularly safe—especially not when he was gazing at her as though he could see right through her, as he was at this precise moment. When he looked at her this way, neither of those qualities—dullness or safety—seemed terribly desirable, while everything about Lord Willingham did.

But the third quality, wealth, was the one she refused to negotiate on, and the fact remained that the marquess was a second son who had unexpectedly inherited his title upon the death of his brother—and who was currently scrambling to pay the death duties from the depleted Willingham coffers. He would never suit.

And for that reason, she had to make him stop—stop gazing at her with his peculiar intensity, as though he saw right through her carefully built shell, right to the heart of her. To her heart.

That was, quite simply, unacceptable. She had decided long ago that she wouldn’t let anything so foolish as her heart have any part in deciding whom she married.

And so, to make him stop, to remove herself from that unsettling gaze at all costs, she said the first thing that sprang to mind, razor sharp, guaranteed to wound.

“Even if you weren’t in debt…” She trailed off, letting his focus sharpen on her even more, granting the moment its full weight. “I certainly wouldn’t consider you for a husband. I can’t think of a man who would be less devoted to his wife.”

Because this was the Marquess of Willingham—rakehell, charmer, and seducer—he didn’t allow his flirtatious smile to slip for even an instant. But something in his gaze dulled and shuttered, and internally, Diana cheered.

Even as a small part of her, buried deep inside, cracked.



This, Jeremy supposed, was what you should expect when you attended a ball sober.

He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been at one of these affairs without the comforting warmth and distance provided by a blanket of brandy, fogging his senses, making him genial and fond of everyone he encountered. A glass of brandy or three made him more appealing to the ladies—smoothed any possible rough edge, any trace of bitterness, leaving behind only the Willingham they wanted to see: handsome, charming, and without an iota of depth. He had learned in his Oxford days not to fool himself—the ladies he lured to his bed were not interested in conversation, or feelings, or anything other than his face and physique. This was a state of affairs that was, naturally, entirely satisfactory to him—he was certainly not looking for any sort of emotional entanglement. He liked his life the way it was: simple and full of pleasure. At least, that was how it had been, prior to his brother’s death. These days, chasing that pleasure took a rather more concerted effort on his part.

So why, then, had he skipped his brandy, knowing that a certain Miss Bourne would be in attendance tonight, a lady on whom his charms seemed wasted? And what had further propelled him not just to ask her to dance, but also to half-seriously suggest matrimony while doing so? He could not think of anyone less suited to marriage than himself, no matter how appealing Miss Bourne was, with her hair gleaming by candlelight and her rather spectacular bosom evident even in the modest gown she wore. There was something about her that always had this effect on him, from the moment he had first met her, when he was a young buck at Eton and she still a skinny little hell-raiser galloping about her aunt and uncle’s estate. Even then, she had never lacked a biting retort to anything he threw at her, and it had done nothing but make him want to rile her even further. It had been maddening, then.

Now, it was still maddening, but there was an undercurrent of tension to it that he was not enough of a fool to mistake for anything other than attraction. The fact was, Diana Bourne was beautiful and intelligent, and that was a dangerous combination. And something about her still made him want to best her at any endeavor, including simple waltzing conversation. And so, listening to her coolly explain marriage as a financial transaction, he had wanted nothing more than to shock her, set her off-balance. And he had done so in the most obvious way he knew how.

He had not expected her to say yes. Had not wanted her to say yes. Marriage to Diana Bourne was something for a stronger man than himself—or so he reminded himself now, as they continued to turn about the room, sharing a silence that was growing tight as it stretched between them.

“I expect you have a list of acceptable mates inside that scheming head of yours,” he said, adopting the bored tone that was his lifeline and his shield in moments when he felt anything other than suave, confident, and entirely in command.

“Of course,” Miss Bourne said, without a trace of embarrassment, and this was yet another thing he liked about her. She was no worse, really, than the majority of the debutantes on the marriage mart this year, and yet they hid their scheming behind giggles and insipid smiles and, truly, a disturbing number of feathers. Miss Bourne stated her intentions plainly—and, mercifully, without a feather in sight.

“Might I hear the list?” He gave her a roguish wink. “I’m certain I could help you narrow it down to an acceptable choice.”

“I don’t think so.” Her voice was cool and distant—this was the voice that never failed to make him want to provoke her. He dampened the impulse with great difficulty. Where had that instinct gotten him not five minutes before? Offering marriage to a woman who would no doubt use this as a weapon in every argument they engaged in for the rest of their lives. It had been an amateur mistake, and one he certainly wouldn’t make again.

“You see,” she continued, “this isn’t a game to me, like it is to you. I have my looks and my family’s name and the bloom of novelty, and not much else. Not much to attract any man looking for an intelligent match. I need to marry this Season, and I don’t need you making a joke out of it.”

“I wouldn’t make a joke of it,” he protested, even as he realized that that was, in fact, precisely what he had been doing. Miss Bourne did not even bother to dignify this obvious falsehood with a response.

“So no, Lord Willingham,” she concluded—and never had his title been pronounced more scathingly than it was in that moment—“I will not share anything about my matrimonial hopes with you, and I think it best that we end this line of discussion entirely.”

Jeremy was a bold man, but not recklessly so. And it would have been a reckless man indeed who forced Diana Bourne to continue a conversation she clearly wished to avoid. And, deep down, Jeremy thought it might be rather unsporting to do so—she had, of course, just rejected him, and many men in his shoes might have considered themselves to be the wounded party. But Jeremy knew better. He was, at the end of the day, a man, and she was a woman. He could end the evening with a woman of his choosing, engaging in behavior that would have ruined an unmarried woman had she attempted to follow his lead. And he might have pockets to let at the moment, but he was still a marquess, and with that came power and freedom the likes of which no woman—not even a princess—could ever hope to achieve. Miss Bourne was charting her own course in search of a mere scrap of the freedom he enjoyed every day, and he could not fault her for it.

But a small part of him wondered what he would have done if she had said yes.

And it was that thought that, at the conclusion of their waltz, sent him in search of something stronger than lemonade to dull the senses, to cast that warm, golden light upon the evening’s proceedings.

He did not see Miss Bourne again that night. One month later, her betrothal to Viscount Templeton was announced.






One

July 1817

There was no place like a ball for a good, old-fashioned wager, Diana always said.

Or, rather, she was going to begin saying now, effective this evening, in the wake of having made just such a wager.

It was July, and they were inching toward the end of the London Season, Diana’s sixth in total and her third since the death of her husband, Viscount Templeton. She was in a crowded ballroom at the home of Lord and Lady Rocheford, whose end-of-Season soiree was one of the most coveted invitations among the ton, for reasons that frankly escaped Diana at the moment, as she was sweltering in the heat of tightly pressed bodies and an incalculable number of candles burning above and around her.

Diana was, in truth, finding the entire evening rather tedious. She’d been experiencing this sensation more and more often of late, which was a bit unsettling in its novelty. She had been so eager to escape her aunt and uncle’s home when she had debuted, flinging herself into the social whirl of London the instant she had made her curtsey before the queen, not letting up in the slightest upon her marriage to Templeton. His death two and a half years later had slowed her considerably, of course, but she had been eager enough to rejoin society when her mourning period was over, once again immersing herself in the relentless cycle of balls and dinner parties, Venetian breakfasts and nights at the theater, musicales and outings to Vauxhall Gardens.

Lately, however, she had felt something… missing. She had, seemingly, everything she had once dreamed of acquiring: a wealthy, titled husband who had seen fit to conveniently expire, leaving her a wealthy, titled widow; a London town house filled with servants to attend to her every whim, and as many painting supplies as she could possibly dream of; dear friends to liven up her days; any number of handsome gentlemen to flirt with of an evening.

And yet, this evening, as she chatted idly with her friends, watching her friend Emily twirl about the dance floor in the arms of the slightly scandalous Lord Julian Belfry, she found herself feeling vaguely… dissatisfied.

Which was why it was so convenient that the Marquess of Willingham chose that moment to open his mouth—a decision that was for him, as it was for so many men, often a mistake—to offer her the following warning:

“You’re making a mistake if you think to match Belfry with Lady Emily. A less likely man to marry I’ve never seen. Have you heard nothing of his reputation?”

Diana turned slowly to face him, arching an eyebrow. “Mmm, yes,” she agreed, giving Willingham a sweet smile. “But I didn’t think it was any worse than yours, my lord.”

Willingham’s mouth quirked in that infuriating half smirk he favored; his was an exceptionally handsome face, all blue eyes and cheekbones and strong jaw, and that smirk somehow, unfairly, made it more attractive rather than less so. “Touché. And yet I’ve no intention of marrying either, so my point remains.”

“So you say,” Diana said with great skepticism. “But need I remind you that you are a marquess? At some point, you’ll have to produce an heir.”

Willingham shrugged. “I’ve a cousin who I’ve no doubt would be quite pleased to inherit. He has a very fertile wife, if I recall.”

Diana tossed her head impatiently. “Don’t be absurd. Of course you’ll marry.” She was dimly aware that their friends were beginning to take notice of this conversation; she could sense their attention focusing on her and Willingham, even as she did not look away from Willingham’s face. The friends in question were their closest ones—Diana’s friend Violet, along with her husband, Lord James Audley; Diana’s brother, Penvale; and Lady Fitzwilliam Bridewell, a new friend of Violet’s and, until very recently, Willingham’s lover.

Willingham shrugged again, the gesture so irritating that Diana promptly forgot about their audience once more. “If you say so,” he said. “I’ve yet to meet a debutante I didn’t find insufferable, so you’ll forgive me for remaining unconvinced.”

“You knew me when I was a debutante,” Diana said through gritted teeth.

“Did I?” Willingham asked, his surprise so patently false that, had he been anyone else, she would have been tempted to laugh. “Oh, I do believe you’re right.”

She could hardly miss his rather marked failure to apologize.

Diana took a breath, attempting to calm herself. Willingham possessed the infuriating ability to rile her without even trying to, and so it was perhaps not entirely surprising that the next words out of her mouth were spoken before she had time to even properly consider them. “I’ll wager you’ll be married within the year. I could find you a bride in three snaps.”

Willingham laughed out loud at that. “That would be money in my pocket, Lady Templeton.”

“Then you’ll take the wager?” Diana pressed. “And you’ll allow me to send a parade of marriageable misses in your direction?”

“Why not?” Willingham asked with the misplaced confidence so typical of his sex. “I somehow think I’ll be able to resist the temptation. What shall we make the bet?”

Diana paused, considering; if she was going to do the thing, she might as well go all in, so to speak. “One hundred pounds.” She stared directly into Willingham’s eyes as she spoke, daring him to balk at such an exorbitant sum; he paused for the merest fraction of a second.

“Done,” he said briskly, then extended his hand. “Shall we shake on it?”

Considering that she had just bet the man a sum that would pay a good number of her servants’ annual salaries, it was slightly absurd that now was the moment she hesitated, but she was not used to shaking a man’s hand like an equal; she was more accustomed to men hovering over her hand in excessive displays of gallantry, attempting to catch a glimpse of her bosom. Nevertheless, she extended her hand and shook his firmly. His grip was strong and surprisingly reassuring; the latter was not generally an adjective she would have applied to anything about Willingham.

And so it was settled: Willingham would be married within a year, or Diana would pay him one hundred pounds. Diana would freely admit that agreeing to this wager had not, perhaps, been her most well-considered decision. Now that she’d challenged him before their friends, she could hardly admit that she thought the idea of Willingham marrying in the next twelve months to be unlikely in the extreme. Nevertheless, it might be good for a laugh, introducing Willingham to every unmarried lady of her acquaintance at every social event for the next year. That alone would be worth the loss of one hundred pounds.

Still, nothing terribly serious might have come of it had she not, less than an hour later, encountered Willingham’s grandmother.

The Dowager Marchioness of Willingham was something of a legend among the ton. Widowed for decades, she lived in London year-round and was admired and feared in almost equal measure. Her sharp tongue had skewered more than one reputation, and she had somehow performed the magic trick of saying whatever she liked to whomever she chose, without losing an ounce of her social power.

Naturally, Diana adored her—though she could not say she was entirely pleased to see her at the moment. Diana had just returned from a trip to the retiring room with Violet and Emily; Violet had vanished in search of her husband, and Emily had promised a dance to a blushing, stammering young buck just down from Oxford and clearly terrified to be dancing with one of the most beautiful ladies of the ton. Diana consulted her own dance card, realizing that she had promised this dance to Audley. Given the determined expression on Violet’s face when she had gone off in search of him, Diana hardly thought it likely that he would be appearing to claim this dance.

Instead, she made her way around the room, stopping to chat with several ladies of her acquaintance and to gaze flirtatiously at several gentlemen. Henry Cavendish, who was the second son of an earl and a thoroughly disreputable rake, had caught her eye and just begun to make his way through the crowd toward her, a promising smile playing at the corners of his mouth, when she felt her elbow seized in a strong grip.

“Lady Templeton, I’d advise you to reconsider that one.”

Diana turned, recognizing the voice even before she caught sight of its owner. “Lady Willingham,” she said, giving a curtsey. “I cannot imagine what you possibly mean.”

Jeremy’s grandmother was dressed in a demure evening gown of lilac silk, her diminutive figure held in rigidly proper posture. Her white hair was swept smoothly back in an elegant coiffure, a few curls framing her face, and she was in possession of a fan that Diana personally felt to be doing more work to allow its owner to gossip freely than as a cooling instrument.

“Don’t play coy with me, my dear girl,” the dowager marchioness said severely. “Young Cavendish is trouble, mark my words—his father must have counted his blessings many a time that that idiot was born the younger twin by a few minutes. Always felt twins a bit unnatural,” she added, shaking her head in disapproval at the very notion. “Too many babies at once, if you ask me.”

“It is a pity our heavenly father did not think to consult you before coming up with such an arrangement,” Diana agreed.

“That’s quite enough of that, now,” the dowager marchioness said, frowning. “You’re as bad as my grandson.”

“Did mine ears detect the sound of my name?” came Willingham’s voice from somewhere to Diana’s left. Stifling an internal groan, she turned, watching as he sauntered toward them, placing a kiss on his grandmother’s cheek that one could only accurately describe as smug. “About to describe my many charms?” he asked sunnily, a brief nod of his head his only acknowledgment of Diana’s presence.

“It would make for a rather short conversation,” Diana said sweetly.

“Lady Templeton likes to flatter me,” Willingham confided to his grandmother in conspiratorial tones.

“Over before it even had a chance to begin,” Diana continued, tapping her chin thoughtfully.

“If you’re finding it so difficult to describe my many charming qualities, I wonder that you were so confident that I’d be married this time next year.”

Like a hunting dog detecting a scent, the dowager marchioness’s attention—which had wandered slightly toward a number of couples in close proximity to them—snapped onto her grandson, razor-sharp.

“I beg your pardon?” she asked in tones of barely concealed glee.

“Er,” Willingham said, clearly intelligent enough—just—to sense danger.

“I wagered Lord Willingham that he’d be married within a year,” Diana explained cheerfully. It was worth every penny she stood to lose, just to see Willingham squirming under his grandmother’s piercing gaze.

“Did you, now?” the dowager marchioness asked slowly, a speculative gleam coming to her eye. “What a positively delightful notion.”

“I should note,” Willingham said, seeming to feel the need to exert some sort of control over the direction the conversation had taken, “that I was quite happy to take that bet. Not considering myself in any great danger, you understand.”

“Yes, dear,” his grandmother said absently, patting his shoulder as one might pat a dog begging for attention. “That is what men always say.”

“Yes, Willingham,” Diana agreed innocently. “Surely you wouldn’t presume to contradict your grandmother, who of course is so much wiser in the ways of the heart than you are yourself.”

“You are laying it on a touch thick, Lady Templeton, but I do applaud the general sentiment.” The dowager marchioness’s fan increased its rate of flapping, seemingly in time with the pace at which the cogs in its owner’s brain were turning. “Jeremy,” she said suddenly, turning to her grandson, “did you receive a reply from my secretary to your invitation to your house party?”

“I did indeed, Grandmama,” Willingham said mournfully, his blue eyes impossibly wide. “It naturally struck at the soft parts of my heart to read yet another crushing refusal from you, but I trust I will eventually be able to recover from the disappointment.”

“Enough, Jeremy, you’re not half so charming as Lady Templeton is.” Diana quirked a single, self-satisfied brow at Willingham in response to this in a show of restraint that she frankly felt worthy of a saint.

“I think I have changed my mind, however,” the dowager marchioness continued. “I really ought to thank you, Lady Templeton,” she added, turning her attention—and the breeze generated by her fan’s vigorous flapping—in Diana’s direction. “You have made me see that I’ve allowed matters to go on quite long enough. It’s time to take charge of things myself.”

“Yes,” Diana said uncertainly, not entirely understanding to what she was agreeing.

“Excellent,” the dowager marchioness said briskly, her gaze flicking between Diana and Willingham. “I shall look forward to this house party immensely. I anticipate it will be most productive.”

Diana was too busy cackling internally at the look of alarm on Willingham’s face to take much notice of the scrutinizing look the dowager marchioness cast her way. She would soon have cause to reflect on, and regret, her mistake.






Two

For the next couple of weeks, Diana’s life continued on much as it ever did. She spent her afternoons painting in her solarium, and her evenings at a dwindling series of dinner parties and balls as the ton began to scatter to their various country estates in early August.

Since that evening at the Rocheford ball, Violet and Audley, whose marriage had been strained in recent years, had reconciled in predictably nauseating fashion. This reconciliation had been the culmination of nearly a fortnight of Violet feigning a case of consumption in order to get her husband’s attention—an endeavor that had severely tried Diana’s patience—but husband and wife were in the throes of matrimonial bliss once more. While this was overall a satisfactory outcome, it did mean that one could not spend too much time in the company of the recently reunited couple without feeling moderately ill. As a result, Diana had not spent quite as many hours at Violet’s Curzon Street house as she was accustomed to—which did have the advantage of meaning that she’d not been forced into Willingham’s company much of late. She’d heard from her brother that he’d wasted no time in taking up with a new mistress, now that his love affair with Lady Fitzwilliam, the former Sophie Wexham, had ended, but this was such quintessentially Willingham-like behavior that it scarcely warranted notice.

This was the state of affairs when, one morning in August, as she was lying abed, her butler arrived to announce an entirely unwelcome visitor.

“Lord Willingham,” she repeated, clutching her wrapper tightly to her throat to ensure that poor Wright did not accidentally see even an inch of inappropriate flesh—she wasn’t sure his heart could handle it, poor dear. “Lord Willingham, to whose country estate I will be retiring in a matter of days? Shouldn’t he already be there? Doesn’t it take time to prepare for a country house party?”

“I could not say, my lady,” Wright replied stiffly, his gaze focused somewhere over her left shoulder. Despite Diana’s modest attire, clearly the fact that she was in her bed was too much for his nerves to bear. “Would you like me to tell him that you are not at home?”

“No, no,” Diana said, her curiosity piqued. “Tell him I shall be with him shortly.” Shortly was, of course, a relative word, and Willingham would understand as much. She was a lady of style, after all. She did not simply roll out of bed and instantly become the delectable creature who graced ballrooms in the evening. This transformation took time.

She instructed Toogood, her lady’s maid, to dress her hair as simply as possible once she had shimmied into her favorite pink muslin morning gown. Not fifteen minutes later, she was smoothing her skirts as she entered her drawing room, where the Marquess of Willingham was waiting for her.

Her first thought, as she entered the room, was that he was ill at ease. This was laughable—she was not sure she had ever seen Willingham anything other than confident and secure of himself, with the notable exception of his elder brother’s funeral six years prior. He crossed the room to bow over her hand, entirely correctly, but there was something ever so slightly off in his manner that made her gaze sharpen as she took a seat on the most comfortable settee.

“I must confess, I am surprised to find you here, my lord,” she said politely, lacing his title with the slightest layer of sarcasm, as was her wont. The tone she used when she referred to him as my lord always implied that he was anything but, and an amused glint in his eye acknowledged the slight and congratulated her for it. She never addressed him as Jeremy, only ever as Willingham or my lord. He hated his title, and none of his friends used it; their refusal to do so made her all the more determined to be scrupulously correct in her address, just to needle him. “Do you not have guests arriving at your country house in less than a week? And…” Here she paused, as though the thought had only just occurred to her. “… you don’t have a wife to assist you! Who is helping the cook set the menu? Who is ensuring that all the rooms have been aired out? Who is setting an agenda of activities? I know you have a large staff, Willingham, but they do need some guidance.”

Willingham waved a lazy hand. “I assure you, they do their best work when I am well out of their way. Were I to show up at any time other than at the last possible moment, it would set them all aflutter, the poor creatures.”

Diana narrowed her eyes. “Spoken just like a man.”

Willingham gestured to himself, the motion somehow encompassing his perfectly knotted cravat, the riding boots polished to shining perfection, and every artfully mussed golden hair upon his head. The gesture asked, Am I not a perfect specimen of well-bred masculinity? Diana had too much self-respect to allow herself to reply with even an internal sigh.

With a firm mental shake, she refocused her attention on the matter at hand. “What can I do for you, Willingham?” she asked briskly. “And won’t you please sit? You’re making me nervous. I do hate to watch anyone expend more energy than is strictly necessary. Except, of course”—and here she allowed her voice to take on a flirtatious note—“in certain situations when it is entirely desirable.”

Willingham allowed his gaze to slowly rake her from head to toe as he sauntered toward her, and Diana’s pulse quickened, much as she willed it not to.

“It is interesting that you mention that, Lady Templeton,” he murmured as he drew near her and proceeded to sink elegantly upon the settee next to her, despite the availability of a pair of armchairs nearby.

“Exercise?” Diana asked innocently, ignoring with some effort the proximity of his thigh to her skirts.

“Of a sort.” He reached out without warning and seized her hand. He had removed his gloves at some point before she had joined him in the room, and the feel of his bare skin against her own sent an embarrassing tingle racing through her.

“I find myself thinking,” he continued, maintaining his firm grip upon her hand, “that as we are both unattached, young, attractive individuals…” He trailed off as he lifted her wrist to place a kiss upon her pulse there. “We might find our way to some sort of arrangement.”

“An arrangement?” Diana asked, and was distressed to hear that her voice was not quite as steady as she would have liked. His lips were warm upon her wrist, and he withdrew only enough to allow himself to speak, his breath heating her skin with each word.

“I’m sure a lady of your experience doesn’t require me to elaborate further upon the sort of arrangement I have in mind.” His eyes met hers, bright with amusement, and it took a moment for his words to filter through Diana’s sluggish mind. After a moment, however, they did, and a particular phrase—your experience—was as invigorating as a blast of freezing wind.

She stiffened and withdrew her hand from his grip. “My experience?” she asked coldly, inching herself away from him as much as was possible on the tiny settee.

Willingham seemed not to realize that he was treading on dangerous ground. “Well, yes,” he said blithely, shooting a flattering smile at her. It was an attractive smile, there was no doubt, but at the moment it left Diana entirely cold. “You’re a widow, with a certain reputation…” He trailed off, clearly intelligent enough to realize that he would gain no favor by further elaborating upon that point.

Ah, yes. Her reputation. Diana was no fool, and was, of course, aware of the whispers about her among the ton. She had, in truth, done much to cultivate such rumors—she had flirted and batted her eyelashes and worn revealing gowns because she liked the feeling of power it gave her. She was a woman in a society that thought women were helpless and weak, and she had spent her entire life subject to the whims of men. Now, at last, she was subject to no one’s whims but her own—she was a widow with a title and a healthy bank account, and she was young and beautiful and she knew it. Why shouldn’t she flirt—and more?

But it was the “and more” that was the sticking point. Because, in truth, her reputation was entirely founded on rumors rather than action. She had married, at eighteen, a man old enough to be her father, who had consummated their marriage for legality’s sake and then taken little interest in matters of the bedchamber from that point on. He had also, rather expediently, made her a widow.

And so here Diana was, young, full of certain… urges, with a reputation that preceded her and, in truth, no idea how to seduce a man. Or, rather, she thought she could seduce him quite easily, but she’d not much of an idea of precisely what to do with him once she’d lured him to her bedchamber. She had experience with the act in its most basic iteration, of course, and had a fair understanding of what brought her pleasure, but she lacked… finesse. And, as she was not a person who liked to admit to weakness, this bothered her.

With Willingham, at the moment, it seemed that little effort would have to be expended in the seduction. He was directing his charm at her so forcefully that she was surprised her legs hadn’t fallen open of their own accord. However, her momentary return to sanity had been enough to allow her to reclaim her naturally suspicious nature, and it was a wary glance she now leveled at the man beside her on the settee. Willingham was charming and flirtatious, it was true, but he was laying it on too thick.

She smelled a rat.

“Do remove yourself from my settee, Willingham,” she said briskly, proceeding to rearrange her skirts with such gusto that the man had no choice but to retreat to an armchair to avoid the risk of suffocation by muslin. “And tell me what your true plan is here. I’ve been out of mourning for positively ages and you’ve never so much as quirked a brow in my direction until now.”

Willingham sank into the armchair and crossed one leg elegantly over the opposite knee, his fingers drumming against the arms. All traces of flirtation had vanished as quickly as they had arrived, though Diana was distressed to note that she found him all the more appealing for their absence. He sighed heavily. “I should have known better than to try my usual tricks with you.”

“Yes, you should have,” Diana said severely. “Now explain.”

“I recently had a somewhat traumatizing experience.” Willingham’s eyes turned round and soulful. Diana, unmoved, waved her hand for him to continue. “I was in a… shall we say, private situation with a lady of my acquaintance, and at the end of the proceedings, I felt obliged to tell her that I thought it time our liaison came to an end.”

Diana raised a hand to stop him. “Just to be clear, do you mean to tell me that you rejected your lover after you bedded her?”

Willingham blinked. “Well… yes,” he said, as though this should be obvious. “It would have rather spoiled the mood if I’d done so beforehand.”

“But you could have just told her and then left!”

“But I wanted to have one last time with her to remember,” Willingham said, his eyes misting nostalgically.

“But the time prior to that would have been the last time for you to remember.”

“But I didn’t know then that it would be the last time. I hadn’t quite made my mind up, you see,” Willingham said, as though attempting to force a toddler to see reason. “But by the evening in question, I had decided, and so I wanted one last memory before it was all spoiled.”

Diana stared at him in disbelief. “But don’t you think it would all have been a bit less spoiled if you’d ended things in a gentlemanly fashion?”

Willingham sighed. “Well, as it turns out, you may be correct in this case. She was… somewhat perturbed, let us say, when I told her. I had to dress in rather a hurry to make it out of there before she woke the whole house with the insults she was flinging at me.”

“You told her whilst you were still in bed?” Diana had never considered herself to be someone with an overly strong moral compass—anyone who, at eighteen, forms a mental list of eligible mates and sets about seducing one with cold-blooded calculation cannot reasonably claim such an honor—but even she, it seemed, had her limits. “Willingham, I daresay you deserved every insult she threw at you, and quite a few she didn’t.”

“I admit it might not have been my best decision-making,” Willingham said, leaning forward to brace his elbows upon his knees. “I’d had a few drinks too many that evening, I should add—liquid courage and all that, eh?”

“So let me be certain I understand this,” Diana said, provoked to the unthinkable—standing!—as she spoke. “You appeared at the home of your paramour, foxed. You took the lady to bed. Then, whilst lying in her warm embrace, you ended your liaison.” She had begun to pace as she listed his offenses. “And then you fled whilst she gave you the set-down you so richly deserved?”

Willingham considered. “That is about the shape of it, yes.” His eyes tracked her movements back and forth across the drawing room. “Are you quite well?” he asked, genuine concern evident in his voice. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you pace before.”

“It’s been a very trying month,” Diana snapped, her footsteps continuing unabated. “First Violet spends weeks wheezing into a handkerchief, all to lure back a man who was already in love with her, and now you appear in my drawing room, panting all over my hand and describing your bad behavior in such detail that I feel compelled to slap you just on principle.”

“Please don’t,” Willingham said, raising his hands defensively. “Last night’s brandy is still sloshing about in there and I don’t think my poor head can take much more abuse.”

“Well, I cannot take much more of this!” Diana waved a hand expansively about the room. “Why must all my friends insist on behaving like utter fools? Next thing will be Emily eloping with that odious Mr. Cartham of hers, and I don’t know what I shall do then!” Her friend Lady Emily Turner had been persistently courted by the owner of a gaming hell to whom her father owed a rather large debt. Thus far, Emily had succeeded in keeping a proposal at bay—and had, with Diana’s encouragement, been escorted by Lord Julian Belfry to a handful of recent ton events. Belfry was handsome, wealthy, and had enough seedy connections that Diana suspected he would be more than a match for Cartham, should Belfry decide to court Emily in earnest. But with the way things were going lately, Diana had no doubt that disaster among their set lurked just around the corner.

“If we can return to the matter at hand,” Willingham said, rising and placing himself directly in her path, forcing her to halt abruptly. “I’ve not told you the worst bit.”

Diana threw her hands up. “What else could you possibly have done to make this worse? Shot the poor lady’s husband in a duel?”

“That I am innocent of,” Willingham said, sounding rather proud of himself. “I managed to escape the home before that admirable gentleman returned, sparing the lady in question that bother, at least.”

Diana, who knew well the way that servants gossiped, wasn’t certain that Willingham should breathe a sigh of relief just yet, but she held her tongue, curious to hear what his true complaint was.

“The lady… well…” Willingham looked, Diana thought, truly uncomfortable, for possibly the first time in her lengthy acquaintance with him. She leaned forward eagerly, curious in spite of herself. “She critiqued my performance in the bedroom,” Willingham said all at once, the words emerging in such a rush that it took Diana’s brain several long moments to piece together the meaning of what he had said. While she was puzzling this out, Willingham himself began to pace, and after a moment he continued to speak, her lack of a reply clearly making him all the more uncomfortable.

“I mean to say, it is of course nonsense, just spoken in anger, but it… well, it’s lodged itself in my mind and I can’t stop thinking about it. I shall never bed a woman again at this rate if I can’t get myself into an amorous situation without the blasted woman’s words echoing around in my head the second things get interesting.”

“Has that happened to you, then?” Diana asked, finding her tongue, torn between glee and an unexpected rush of indignation. She had always rather prided herself on having cornered the market when it came to crushing set-downs delivered to Willingham, but this unnamed lady had clearly usurped the crown.

“Well, no,” Willingham admitted, still pacing, “but it’s only a matter of time. I need to just, er, get back in the saddle, as it were, but I’m finding the task a bit daunting.” Diana, watching him closely, thought she detected a telltale flush rising in his cheeks. Was Willingham blushing? She had not thought such a thing possible—when roughly a third of the widows in London had seen one in the nude, she would have thought that one would be above (or below?) blushing.

“Why are you sharing this with me, of all people?” Diana asked belatedly. This should, truly, have been her very first question, but she had been somewhat taken aback by the unexpected nature of his revelation, and her mind was not moving at its usual rapid pace. “Wouldn’t Audley or Penvale be a more likely confidant?”

“Good God, woman!” Willingham stopped in his tracks and turned to face her, looking truly appalled. “This isn’t the sort of thing I can tell another man. I’d be a laughingstock! I’d never be able to look your brother in the eye again.” He paused, a shrewd look coming into his own eyes. “Which means that you aren’t to tell him, either. I should have gotten your agreement on that count before I began. I’ve gone about this all the wrong way.” He shook his head. “See? I’m addled! Not thinking clearly! Lack of bedsport isn’t good for any man—look at Audley’s behavior recently, if you need proof of that. It dilutes the power of the brain. Makes us soft.”

Diana’s mouth quirked up. “I’d rather think soft is quite the opposite of what it would make you.”

He shot her a quelling look. “This is not the time for bawdy jokes, Diana.”

It had been many years since he had addressed her by her Christian name—when they were young, tumbling about her aunt and uncle’s estate on his visits with Penvale, she had been Diana and he had been Jeremy. Or, more often, names had been forgone entirely in favor of more insulting monikers. But once she had made her debut in London, emerging onto the scene as the sophisticated debutante she’d worked so hard to craft herself into, she had been Miss Bourne, later Lady Templeton, and it had been more than five years since she’d heard him call her anything else.

None of this explained, though, why hearing her name on his tongue did such odd and uncomfortable things to her insides. She had long since resigned herself to the fact of her own body’s unwanted, traitorous responses when in the presence of this man, but with firm mental control and self-discipline, these reactions could be ignored. And so she proceeded to do just that.

“If it will ease your mind, I am happy to inform you that the thought of discussing your difficulties in the boudoir with my brother is one of the more horrifying prospects I have ever considered,” she said. “But you have still failed to answer my question: why on earth are you telling me this? We’re hardly in the habit of trading confidences.”

He heaved a sigh and stiffened his shoulders, as though steeling himself for a daunting task. Diana scarcely had time to contemplate what said task could possibly be when he took a few steps forward, seized her hand, and dropped to his knee in front of her.

“Lady Templeton,” he said solemnly, his handsome face gazing earnestly up into her own. “I have a proposal for you.”






Three

It was entirely worth it just to see the look on her face, Jeremy thought.

Diana, he knew, prided herself on her control, every move she made calculated to have maximum impact, each word honed to sharpness before launched. The sight of her standing above him, jaw slack, a look of abject horror on her face, was one of the most satisfying Jeremy had ever witnessed.

It took only a moment for Diana to come to her senses and wrench her arm from his grip. “Get up off that floor at once,” she said, waving her now-liberated hand at him imperiously. “Have you lost your mind?”

“I don’t believe so, no,” he said, leisurely climbing to his feet. “But I am hurt, truly, that you were not willing to hear me out.”

“Hear you out?” she repeated incredulously. “What could possibly have possessed you to think that I’d wish to hear a proposal from you? Have I not made it abundantly clear in the past that a marriage proposal from you would be entirely unwelcome? How better can I explain it so that you finally get it through your thick skull that I wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man in London?” She paused. “Unless you are indicating your desire to concede our wager?” She batted her eyelashes at him. “I suppose I could nobly suffer matrimony if it meant I’d win one hundred pounds, and the lifelong satisfaction of knowing I’d bested you.”

“My dear Lady Templeton,” he said, smiling his most winsome smile at her, “as charming as it has been to hear you yet again elucidate your disgust at the prospect of sharing a life with me, I fear you may have gotten a bit ahead of yourself.”

“How so, precisely?” Diana asked icily. Her words were so clipped that she scarcely needed to move her jaw to speak. She was magnificent when she was angry—hazel eyes blazing, cheeks flushed, and that rather spectacular chest of hers doing all sorts of interesting things with every slight movement. This was, of course, no small part of the appeal of riling her.

His smile widened. “My proposal,” he said slowly, drawing the words out, enjoying himself immensely even as her eyes flashed dangerously once again, “was not one of marriage.”

He paused for one beat, then another. Her brow furrowed slightly in confusion, and then smoothed just as quickly as realization sank in. She arched a brow at him and took a step back, crossing her arms over her chest as she gave him a slow once-over.

“Just to be certain I understand this,” she said, her gaze seemingly fixed—surely he was mistaken?—somewhere just south of his navel. “You want me to be your mistress?” He could not help noting that she sounded less insulted by the prospect of being his mistress than by that of being his wife, but decided not to take offense. When he had been mentally reviewing the list of women of his acquaintance, he had discovered that the number he had not dallied with in the past was almost embarrassingly small—and that the number of those who remained who would not be appalled by his proposition had shrunk even further. All the way down to one, in fact.

“I think lover would be more accurate,” he said by way of reply. “Mistress implies a certain financial arrangement that I don’t think would be necessary between us.” He cast a wry glance at the priceless works of art upon the walls of the drawing room, and at the emerald ring upon her hand. “And, indeed, it also implies a power imbalance, which would not be my intention at all. I’d expect us to enter this arrangement as equals, each receiving benefits.”

Diana’s other eyebrow joined its twin in a race toward her hairline. “And what benefits, precisely, would there be for me? You’ve just informed me that your performance in this context has been receiving somewhat tepid reviews of late, have you not?”

“I am certain those are naught but the angry words of a bereft woman,” Jeremy said, with a touch more confidence than he actually felt. Could women feign pleasure? He supposed they could do so far more easily than a man, and the idea raised a number of unpleasant possibilities in his mind. How was a man ever to know if a woman was truly enjoying herself, if her response could be feigned? What if every woman he’d ever dallied with had been internally critiquing his performance? It seemed unlikely—he did, after all, have something of a reputation. But, of course, it wasn’t impossible. Improbable, yes. But not impossible. And he needed to know, just to be sure.

“If you’re so certain,” Diana said, echoing his thoughts, “then why are you propositioning me in my drawing room? I assume that’s what this is about, is it not? Take me to bed, get a complimentary review of your efforts, head back out into the world reassured of your manly prowess?”

This was, in fact, precisely what Jeremy had in mind, but when she stated it so baldly, it sounded a bit… well, pathetic.

“Something along those lines,” he hedged. “But you would benefit as well, of course.” Seeing the skepticism writ plain on her face, he rushed on. “I’ve heard your discussions with Violet, all this talk of taking a lover. And yet no rumor of a love affair has reached my ears, so unless you are being remarkably discreet, you must continue to sleep alone. Which begs the question: why? You’re young, you’re beautiful, and, er…” He floundered, unsure of how to put into words the quality she exuded, the one that made every man halt and turn as she passed, the one that made it impossible to look at her for more than five seconds without imagining her a great deal less clothed and more vocal. Or, rather, he did know how to put it into words—but not words that were appropriate for a lady’s ears.

“You… attract men,” he finished, which was true, but an enormous understatement. She was like a magnet. She could have bedded every eligible man of the ton—and a good many of the ineligible ones, too. He was surprised the suitors hadn’t been beating down her door before her husband was cold in the ground. He knew—had known for years—that he had this damned weakness where she was concerned, but he also knew he was far from alone in these sentiments.

“And that should make me more likely to share my bed with a man who, apparently, has no idea what to do once he’s gotten there?” Her face was calm, her voice neutral, but he could see the spark of laughter in her eyes and knew that she was baiting him. For once, he refused to rise to her efforts.

“My point is, you seem not to know how to make men understand that you are, er…” The first phrase that sprang to mind was open for business, but he was fairly certain that even he, with his legendary charm, wouldn’t be able to recover from that one. “Open to a liaison,” he settled upon instead. “But a brief, discreet affair with me would send all the right signals.”
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