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IN WHICH THE DRASTIC AND SHOCKING EVENTS COMMENCE.

Even as a small child, she knew that she was different. In a world of the well-born and the other—those far, far beneath—the girl had the misfortune to be neither high nor low. She lived on the outside looking in, her nose pressed to a cold pane of glass which walled her away with whispers, and with glances cut askance.

In her earliest dreams, the girl became not a princess, but a downstairs maid in a gray serge gown with a snowy white apron and a stiffly starched cap. She took tea and toast at the kitchen table, elbow to elbow with everyone else, laughing at the coachman’s card tricks. She exchanged hair ribbons and gossip with the chambermaids, and walked out on her half-day with the footman. She became the other. She became someone who belonged.

But by the time the girl had grown tall enough to peek over her windowsill at the greater world beyond, it was decided that she should learn to read, and in this way, she came to understand that dreams did not often come true. That unless something drastic and shocking happened—which it never did—she would dwell forever in that oblivion which the world had seemingly destined for no one else. Guarded by her gorgon of a governess, she would live out her days in an empty house devoid of light or warmth, save for those rare occasions when she was driven to Town, or her father came home to dandle her on his knee before vanishing again into the stews and hells of London.

And so it was that the girl began to harden her heart at an age when she scarcely knew she had one. She learned to bear the whispers—and sometimes, even, to laugh at them. But on beautiful days like today, when the clouds scuttled high in a clear blue sky and there was a rolling expanse of green grass to be played upon, she simply vowed not to think of them.

“Poor child. ’Tis said the mother never wanted her.”

As usual, the words—benign enough on their face—were spoken in a self-righteous undertone that carried on the breeze, then seemingly hovered, like a mosquito in search of a place to strike blood.

She shut out the voices, tucked her sharp little chin, and tried to look smaller than she already was—which was very small indeed. Forcing her attention to the red-coated infantrymen that her cousin Robin had so assiduously set up across their blanket, she selected the next, and set him in place.

“French, wasn’t she? The mistress?”

“And a bit Italian, Cook said. A vile temper to match, too.”

“So the chit got it honestly, eh?”

A titter of feminine laughter followed.

Her cousin, of course, was oblivious to the gossip. “Not there, you goose,” Robin complained, moving her infantryman to the other side. “The formation is called a square for a reason, Zoë.”

She blinked against the hot rush of tears. “But these two soldiers have made friends,” she protested, her bottom lip coming out. “Like us. They should never be separated.”

Propped on his elbows, Robin looked up, his hair ruffling in the breeze. “This is war, Zoë, not a doll’s tea party.”

“Courting a bride now, the black-hearted devil”

“Rannoch? You cannot mean it!”

“They say she’s bringing children. Won’t want his by-blow, I daresay.”

Zoë tried not to look at the servants. “Fine, Robin!” she huffed. “Let’s just go back to Brook Street and play with Arabella’s dolls.”

“Zoë, shush!” Robin cast an anxious look toward his elder brother. The young Marquess of Mercer was knocking around a cricket ball with a pair of older lads, his long legs carrying him gracefully over the grass. Robin returned his gaze to the blanket. “Zoë,” he whispered darkly, “if you ever tell him about the dolls, I swear—”

“Oh, I shan’t tell, you big baby!” Zoë burst out. “I promised, didn’t I?”

“Miss Armstrong!” Miss Smith’s tone was sharp as she half rose from the park bench. “If the two of you mean to quarrel again, we shall go.”

Zoë ignored her. “Sometimes, Robin, you are just mean,” she muttered, throwing her arms across her chest.

“Oh, I’m not, and you know it.” Robin dumped another bag of soldiers onto the blanket with a clatter. The summer sun shone brilliantly across the flat expanse of Green Park, casting his dark hair with a mahogany sheen. “Here,” he said conciliatorily. “Form your next square, goose. No—put back the Green Jacket. This is the 28th Gloucestershire Foot, Zoë. Look, I’ll help you sort ’em.”

As he began to pluck the green soldiers from the red, Miss Smith harrumphed, and sat back down by her sister. Once a fortnight for the last several months, Miss Smith and Zoë had journeyed from Richmond across the river to London, ostensibly to shop and to become better acquainted with Zoë’s cousins. But the truth was, Miss Smith came to meet her sister, Mrs. Ogle, so that they might revile their respective employers, and complain about their circumstances.

As Robin began the next square, the whispers resumed.

“At least he took the chit in. Give the devil his due.”

“Still, a wife … Mark me, Jane. This is drastic!”

“And shocking!”

“Aye. Things will change—and not for the good.”

Almost against her will, Zoë’s fists exploded. The 28th Gloucestershire Foot went flying—into the grass, across the blanket, one even striking Miss Smith’s spectacles, knocking them askew.

“Zoë, that is quite enough! Up with you, miss!” The governess jerked to her feet and frog-marched her off the blanket. “I’ve had quite enough of your insolence.”

“Ow, stop!” Pain shot through Zoë’s shoulder. “It hurts!”

“Zoë?” His voice sharp, Lord Mercer came toward them, swinging his cricket bat almost menacingly.

Immediately, Miss Smith released her arm and crossed the blanket. “Lord Robert,” she snapped, cutting a chary glance at Mercer, “gather your toys. Miss Armstrong must go home and learn to govern her wayward temper.”

Calmly, Mercer swept up the offending soldier from the grass, then crossed to Zoë and knelt. “Here, Powder Keg,” he said, affectionately tapping her nose with it. “Ladies don’t hurl toys about. But you knew that, didn’t you?”

Lowering her gaze, she took the soldier with a shrug, her bottom lip coming out.

Mercer tipped her chin back up with one finger, his solemn gaze holding hers. “Just try to be good, minx,” he murmured. “And I shall ask Papa about … things.” He shot a glance at Miss Smith. “Can you do that for me? Just for a little while?”

Shyly, Zoë nodded. She never knew what to say to Robin’s brother. He seemed so much older. And bigger. But as Mercer withdrew, an even taller shadow fell across the blanket.

“Here now!” said a deep, gentle voice. “What’s all this?”

Zoë looked up at the handsome, broad-shouldered gentleman who wore the stiff collar and unrelieved black of a priest, yet carried himself with the unmistakable bearing of a military man.

“Mr. Amherst.” Miss Smith curtsied low. “It’s just Zoë again. She threw Lord Robert’s toys.”

“Ah, then he likely provoked it,” said Robin’s step-father evenly. He smiled, and bent down to tweak Zoë’s chin, his thick, gold hair lifting lightly on the breeze. “My dear child, did I tell you that you grow prettier by the day? Another few years, and you’ll be breaking hearts, I’ll wager.” When he straightened up, he set a hand atop Robin’s head. “Now pack up, my boy. We’re wanted home for tea, and Zoë has a long drive.”

Reluctantly, Lord Robert finished bagging up his soldiers and took his stepfather’s hand. After saying one last round of good-byes, they set off in the direction of Mercer, who still observed Zoë with a steady, watchful eye. Almost reluctantly, he hefted his cricket bat onto one shoulder, lifted a hand in Zoë’s direction, then fell into formation beside his stepfather.

Zoë watched with envy, and thought of their mother in Brook Street, who likely awaited them with scones and biscuits and warm hugs all around.

Zoë, if she was lucky, would take tea with MacLeod, the butler. Her papa, the Marquess of Rannoch, was never at home. And now—if Miss Smith had the right of it—Papa might get married. Then Zoë would have that most dreaded of creatures, a stepmother, which would likely be worse, even, than having Miss Smith as a governess. Her lip still protruding, she turned to see the two sisters shaking the grass from the blanket.

“When I grow up,” she announced to no one in particular, “I shall marry Mercer and go to live in Brook Street.”

Mrs. Ogle gave a sharp laugh. “Oh, I doubt that, Miss Armstrong,” she said, snapping the last wrinkle from the blanket. “For all that they are your distant relations, Lord Mercer and Lord Robert are … well, rather differently placed in society.”

“Yes, quite different,” said Miss Smith coldly. “Your cousins shall marry ladies of rank and proper breeding. Do not embarrass yourself, child, by assuming that family feels anything for you save Christian charity.”

Zoë watched as the two women stuffed the blanket back into its wicker basket, and felt the old, familiar resentment boiling up inside her. She hated Miss Smith and Mrs. Oglethorpe. Hated them for the way they made her feel—and for the truth they spoke whilst doing it.

They were referring, she knew, to what Miss Smith called “the unfortunate circumstances of her birth.” Zoë wasn’t perfectly sure what that meant, but she knew it wasn’t good. That she wasn’t good. And it was slowly dawning on Zoë that if one couldn’t be good no matter how hard one tried … well, perhaps one might as well revel in being bad?

Drastic and shocking indeed!





Chapter One
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IN WHICH LA VICOMTESSE OVERPLAYS HER HAND.

The utter silence that hung expectantly over the card table was broken only by the distant clack!-clackity!-clack! of a roulette wheel somewhere in the depths of what had once been an elegant ballroom. But the merchant who had built the brick mansion two decades past had long since bankrupted himself on—ironically—a turn of the cards. And now, in the smoke-hazed gaming hell, over the merchant’s former dinner table, a collective gasp held sway.

The swell of her ivory breasts shifting beneath her plunging bodice, Lufton’s dealer leaned over the polished mahogany. The last card fell as if through water, sent floating from Mrs. Wingate’s slender fingers like an autumn leaf seeking the rot and ruin of an earthly end.

The ace of hearts.

The collective gasp burst into exhalation, then into reluctant applause.

“Well played, my lord!” For the fifth time in as many hands, Mrs. Wingate pushed a pile of ill-got gains toward the Marquess of Mercer. “Will you try your luck again?”

With a stiff nod, the marquess relaxed into his chair, his silver cheroot case glittering in the lamplight as he withdrew it. Standing behind him, Mercer’s mistress settled a hand anxiously upon his shoulder. He ignored it, lit a cheroot, and kept his eye on the man who sat opposite, for the scent of feverish desperation was growing thick in the air. He had been driving Thurburn relentlessly these past three hours, and now, as dawn neared, the signs of strain were telling.

Mrs. Wingate finished her deal. Mercer drew middling cards, and decided to leave well enough alone, blowing out a long plume of smoke as the other three gentlemen drew again. He watched assessingly the small bead of sweat which trickled south, catching in the fine hair of Thurburn’s left eyebrow. Mrs. Wingate turned up a queen, and the gentleman fell back into his chair with a groan. “I’m out.”

“Oh, your luck’s what’s out, old chap!” Beside Thur-burn, Colonel Andrews grinned. “Got to come back soon, what? Probability, and all that rot.”

In the end, the remaining players drew hands no better than Mercer’s. Mrs. Wingate smiled almost beatifically. The house held a pair of nines and a deuce. Mercer inclined his head. “Madam, we congratulate you.”

Suddenly, the strain broke. Thurburn tossed back what was left of Lufton’s very fine cognac and pushed away. “The hour grows late,” he murmured, only the faintest tremble of his hand betraying him. “Gentlemen, I bid you good night.”

The late hour, of course, had nothing to do with it. Thurburn and his coterie were regulars at Lufton’s, and nothing but desperation drove them from their gaming tables before dawn. The man was edging near insolvency—which suited Mercer’s purposes very well indeed.

Amongst the hoots and derision of Thurburn’s companions, Mercer lifted one finger. The insults died away, and Thurburn’s eyes lit with hope. “Yes?”

“You are on your way out, I realize,” said Mercer quietly. “But I wonder … could you perhaps be persuaded to a small private wager before you go?”

His gaze suspicious, Thurburn hesitated. “What did you have in mind, Mercer?”

The marquess feigned a look of utter boredom, a skill well honed. “You have in your possession, I believe, a certain trinket belonging to the Vicomtesse de Chéraute? One which you won from her earlier in the evening?”

Behind him, Claire gave Mercer’s shoulder a faint squeeze. Something like fear flitted behind Thurburn’s eyes. “The hand was fairly played, sir.”

“To be sure,” said the marquess coolly.

Thurburn’s gaze flicked up at Claire, a faint, sour smile curving his mouth. “Ah, wants it back, does she?”

Mercer crooked one dark eyebrow, and turned to look over his shoulder. “Madam, your wish?”

Claire shrugged. “Alors la, ’tis but a trifle,” she said with Gallic disdain. “But oui, if you should like to play for it, why not?”

If he should like to play for it?

Mercer resisted the urge to shove her hand from his shoulder. Claire’s desperate missive, sent round to his Mayfair house near midnight, had been spotted with her tears and sealed with her kiss. The whole of it reminded him yet again of her inherent guile—and her incurable fondness for gaming.

He managed to smile up at her. “One hates to see you deprived of so much as a bauble, my dear,” he said. “What do you say, Thurburn? A quarter of my night’s winnings against the necklace? Of course, if you win, your companions will no doubt implore you to remain at the table—tiresome, to be sure.”

Thurburn licked his lips avariciously. He was more prideful, Mercer knew, than his cohorts, and perhaps hesitant to stake plunder so recently won, thereby all but admitting to an empty purse. But Mercer—helped along by the competent Mrs. Wingate—had been systematically stripping the man of cash, and in this poor light, flushed with a copious amount of brandy, Thurburn could not be entirely confident of the necklace’s worth.

“Half your winnings, my lord,” Thurburn proposed, drawing his chair back to the table with an ominous scrape. “What do you say?”

With a smile, Mercer reached up, and patted Claire’s hand. “I’m a fool, I daresay, for I have a fondness for the trinket, even if the vicomtesse does not,” he said. “As I often remind her, that little ruby drop in the center quite puts me in mind of—”

“My lord!” Claire snapped out her fan and began to ply it vigorously.

Mercer lifted one shoulder, then nudged half his winnings forward. Thurburn rummaged in his pocket, extracted the strand of perfectly matched rubies, and laid it upon the table with a faint clatter.

Mercer looked at Mrs. Wingate. “Madam, will you oblige us?”

The woman nodded and extracted a fresh pack. “The dealer abstains,” she said, cutting it cleanly. “This once.”

Her message was clear. Lufton’s made no money on a private wager. Good clients were to be indulged from time to time, but if they wished to continue, they must go elsewhere. It little mattered, for Mercer meant to finish this business now.

Mrs. Wingate dealt the first two passes, the initial cards down. Thurburn drew a deuce, Mercer a three. An unpromising start. Mercer tipped up the corner of his first card and felt Claire’s nails dig into his shoulder.

Mrs. Wingate cocked a brow in Thurburn’s direction. The gentleman smiled confidently, and touched the back of his card. Mercer followed suit. A six of clubs and a four of hearts fell, respectively. Mercer cursed inwardly.

“Small fish, sir, small fish!” warned Colonel Andrews, who sat nearby.

Again, the dealer offered. Thurburn nodded. Mrs. Wingate laid a ten of diamonds before him. The crowd groaned. She turned her gaze on Mercer, a hint of warning in her eyes. A fourth card, he knew, was most dangerous. But there was something—something in Thurburn’s face. Yes, that faint twitch at one corner of his mouth. It was telling, for Mercer had been closely observing the bastard all night.

Swiftly, he ran through the odds—admittedly bad—then cast one last look at Thurburn’s hand. A respectable eighteen. And still he sat, unmoved. Knowing it was at once sheer folly and yet his only alternative, Mercer nodded.

The four of diamonds fell.

The crowd about the table bent expectantly nearer. With a satisfied smile, Thurburn flipped his first card, another deuce. Colonel Andrews patted a heavy hand upon Mercer’s shoulder. “Bad luck, eh?”

Mercer softly exhaled, then, with the corner of the four, flipped his first card.

The jack of spades.

“Mon Dieu!” Claire cried.

The applause broke out yet again as Mrs. Wingate’s eyes widened. “Your luck is indeed prodigious, my lord,” she murmured.

Claire seized his hand and drew him from the table, Mercer sweeping up the tangle of rubies as he went.

Moments later, Lord Mercer and his mistress stood but inches apart in one of Lufton’s private chambers, rooms that were set aside for patrons who were too inebriated to make their way home, or who found themselves otherwise in need of a firm mattress. The fact that the gaming hell kept a carriage harnessed and a list of London’s best prostitutes to hand was certainly not lost on their customers. Anything to keep a pigeon from flying Lufton’s finely feathered nest.

Claire circled around Mercer, drawing her long, clever fingers across his back as she went. “La, monsieur, once again you have rescued your damsel in distress,” she murmured. “How, I wonder, am I to show my appreciation tonight?”

“By promising to never again wager your husband’s family jewels,” he snapped.

But Claire was too intoxicated on gaming and champagne to sense the seething anger inside Mercer. She trailed her fingertips across the breadth of his chest, then twirled about like a ballerina, rubies dripping from one hand. “Mon Dieu, my lord, you sound like my husband—and what is the pleasure in that, I ask?”

“Pray stop twirling about, Claire, and sit,” he ordered. “I wish to speak with you.”

Claire’s bottom lip formed a perfect moue as she paused, lowering her gaze with a sweep of dark lashes. “No, you wish to chide me,” she corrected. “Alors, I have it!” She glanced up, her blue eyes alight with mischief, her clever fingers going at once to the fall of his trousers.

“Claire,” he said warningly.

But she had already sunk down onto her knees, the pale pink silk of her gown puddling about his shoes. “Oui, I will reward you with this—my special skill, which you like very much, n’est-ce pas?”

Mercer fisted one hand in her hair, intent upon dragging Claire to her feet. But in the end—being a man of strong appetites and less discernment than was wise—the marquess accepted her gesture of gratitude in the spirit in which it had been offered. Out of greed, and out of desperation. Theirs had long been a symbiotic relationship.

When the spasms had ceased to wrack his body and given way to a mild, emotionless sort of enervation—Mercer could not quite call it satisfaction—he drew Claire gently to her feet, and began to restore his clothing to order.

“Do you remember, Claire, the night we met?” he asked, stabbing in his shirttails.

Claire had extracted a small mirror from her reticule and was leaning over the bedside lamp, studying her lips as if for damage. “Mais oui, at Lady Bleckton’s winter masque.” She paused to dab something red onto her lips with her pinkie. “How dashing you were, my lord, in your sweeping black cloak—and that is all I can remember.”

“Indeed? It was the night your husband left you.”

Claire trilled with laughter. “Oui, but who has got the better of that bargain? He has his draughty old château, whilst I have his jewels. And you, mon chéri. I have you.”

When he turned to merely stare at her, Claire snapped the mirror shut, and came tripping across the room, her face fixed in that sly, suggestive smile which no longer had the power to make his groin tighten and his stomach bottom out.

“You have the use of his jewels, my dear,” he warned her. “They are not yours to wager.”

Setting her small, white hands against his chest, she leaned into him, washing him in the familiar, almost sickening scent of lilies and anise. “A mere technicality, my lord,” she murmured. “And do you not confess that le vicomte’s loss has been your gain?”

He felt his mouth curve with a faint smile. “I never confess to anything, Claire. You know that.”

Her pout returned. But this time, as he stared down his chest and watched her lips—lips that mere moments ago had been slick and wet on his feverish body—it was as if he watched from a great distance, through pane after pane of wavering glass which somehow distorted her beauty and made it hard to remember why he had once thought himself so taken with her.

A feeling of cold resolve flooded over him, and with it came something darker. Stronger. It was shame, he thought. Shame and the wish to flee this farce of his own making. How had he not seen it? Even his own mother, who never interfered in anyone’s business, had warned him it would come to this.

Oh, he had kept women of skill and experience before, when it had been mutually beneficial to both parties. And God knew Claire was tempting, with her pale, ethereal beauty, and that eternal need to be rescued from something. A bullying husband. A broken fingernail. Debt. Any disaster, large or small, could engender tears which, on any other woman, would have reddened the nose and swollen the eyes, but on Claire merely clung to the tips of her impossibly long lashes and left her looking even more fragile and dewy-eyed than before.

Mercer stepped away, and finished hitching up his trouser buttons. Claire shot him a suspicious, assessing look, that plump bottom lip snared in her teeth now. He could almost hear the cogs and wheels inside her head spinning as she calculated. Suddenly she turned and, casting one last glance over her shoulder, swished her way toward the bed, and began to draw down the covers, smoothing the wrinkles from the sheets in long, inviting motions, knowing all the while that he watched her.

Mercer remained silent.

“You are displeased with me,” she eventually said, feigning contrition. “I should not have intruded upon your privacy tonight. Come to bed, my lord, and I shall make it all worth your while, oui?”

But he went instead to the window and stared down into the late night traffic of St. James’s, one hand at his waist, the other rubbing pensively at the back of his neck, where a dull ache was setting in. Carefully, and with a measure of reluctance, he chose his words.

“I am not going to bed with you again, Claire,” he finally answered. “It is over. It has been over for some time. I think we both of us know that.”

“Mercer?” Her voice was sharp, her silk skirts rustling as she hastened toward him. “Whatever do you mean?”

He lifted his gaze to the window, observing her approach in the watery reflection. “We are just using one another, Claire,” he said quietly. “As I used you just now. As you used me tonight in the gaming room. This—us—it is over, my dear.”

Her breath seized. “Mais non!” she whispered, setting a tremulous hand between his shoulder blades. “You—You cannot mean this! Why, there is nothing for me but you. What will become of me? Where shall I go?”

“Oh, such drama, Claire.” His voice was hollow. “You shall go home. To the house in Fitzrovia for now. But home to Auvergne—to your husband—would be even better.”

“Non!” she cried, recoiling. “Chéraute, he … why, he hates me. And he is old. He smells of camphor and of onions and—oh, how can you say such a vile thing to me in that cold, cold voice of yours?”

At that, Mercer turned abruptly, fixing her with his stare. It was not the first time he’d been accused of being cold. “Chéraute does not hate you, Claire,” he replied. “Indeed, I begin to think he never did. He simply cannot afford you—and neither can I.”

“Oh! Do you think me such a fool as all that?” All pretense of seduction gone, Claire narrowed her eyes to glittering slits. “You are likely the richest man in all London. You could afford me ten times over.”

He seized her firmly but gently by her upper arms. “I choose not to afford you,” he corrected. “However much money I have, I can no longer afford this … this madness in my life. The not knowing where you will be from one night to the next, nor how much you will lose. Claire, you shed your notes of hand like my dogs shed hair, and I must follow you all over town, sweeping up the mess.”

“Then you mean to leave me with nothing—not even my pride?” Her visage darkened. “Your heart is like ice, mon chéri. Chéraute does not want me. You heard him say as much all those months ago.”

Mercer gave her a gentle shake. “Make him want you, Claire,” he answered. “That is what you are so very good at. Ply those ‘special skills’ upon your husband for a change.”

He saw the hand rise to strike him, and did not wince from it. The backhanded blow caught him square across the cheekbone, her ruby ring stinging like a blade beneath his eye. When it was over, he still stood unflinching before her, almost savoring the pain. It was probably less than he deserved.

“Go back to France, my dear.” He kept his voice steady. “You are a beautiful young woman. Go to Chéraute and mend your fences. Change your ways. We are both of us better than this.”

But Claire was still trembling with indignation. “I will not be sent away like a child! I will not go to France. You will not avoid me like this.”

“I am not trying to avoid you, Claire. I am telling you what is so. We are done.”

A mélange of hatred and resignation sketched across her face. “Très bien, my lord,” she retorted, drawing back one step. “But know this: I will not hide myself. I will not make this easy for you. Indeed, I have a card to Lady Kildermore’s soiree in a week’s time. Do you imagine I will not go?”

Mercer let go of her arms, and gave one last, bitter smile. “If my mother invited you, Claire, then by all means, go,” he answered. “I do not think our grief is such that either of us is apt to burst into tears at the sight of the other, do you? Certainly mine is not.”

It was not, apparently, a question Claire wished to ponder. “Espèce de salaud!” she hissed—just before she tried to slap him again.



Chapter Two
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IN WHICH OUR VALIANT HEROINE IS RESCUED.

Lord Robert Rowland propped one heel upon the ballroom wall and reclined, absently nibbling at the sweets he’d plucked off one of his mother’s elegant candied centerpieces, and pondering his imminent death from sheer and utter boredom.

“Here lies Robin,” he muttered to himself, “choked to death on tedium and sugarplums.”

It was, at least, a beautiful sort of tedium. Lady Kildermore’s little soiree—for Robin’s mother refused to think of it as a ball—had gradually grown into the celebrated grand finale of London’s social season. Beneath the glow of two hundred candles, half of Mayfair seemed to promenade and twirl to the sound of London’s finest orchestra. Tables covered with food and footmen laden with drinks dotted every public room in the house, while the library had been given over to cards, with half a dozen tables filled.

Lady Kildermore, however, had forbidden her second son the solace of cards, and ordered him to remain in the ballroom where he was to converse with all the wallflowers. Instead, to amuse himself, Robin had been drinking a trifle deep, and letting his eyes trail over the crowd, methodically dividing the women into three categories: bedable, unbearable, and already bedded. He was just settling his eye on a quite bedable widow in a red dress, and wondering at his odds, when his elder brother, Lord Mercer, materialized from the throng.

“Kindly take your foot off the wall.” Mercer looked as cool and detached as ever. “Your heel is marring Mamma’s new wallpaper.”

“Umgh.” Robin would have told Mercer to go bugger himself—good-naturedly, of course—but his tongue was occupied with a bit of sugared goo wedged against his upper molars.

Unlike Robin, who preferred brighter colors, the marquess looked starkly resplendent tonight in black with a silver waistcoat and a flowing, flawless cravat. Elegant, but plain as a pikestaff. That was old Stuart.

“At least we’ve a crush tonight,” Mercer murmured, his gaze sweeping across the ballroom. “I hope Mamma is pleased.”

“Mamma does not give a damn.” The goo finally dislodged, Robin tossed the last sugarplum into the air and caught it expertly in his mouth.

“Indeed?” His brother merely crooked one eyebrow.

“She does this only because it is expected,” Robin continued, speaking around the sweet. “As soon as you do your duty and marry your marchioness, Mamma will flee to Cambridgeshire to live out her life in Papa’s poky old vicarage.”

“You used to like Elmwood.” Mercer was still scanning the crowd as if he were an officer of the deck searching the horizon for enemy warships.

“Still, it is poky,” said Robin, swallowing. “And old. But then, I like Scotland, so what does that say of my taste? By the way, where the devil have you been this last hour?”

“Working the back rooms,” he murmured, “and averting various catastrophes whilst Mamma and Papa finish receiving.”

Robin gave another noncommittal grunt and began to dust the sugar from his hands. Strictly speaking, Mercer should have been receiving, for the house in Brook Street was his, the estate having come to him upon their father’s death almost two decades past. But their mother and her second husband, the Venerable Mr. Cole Amherst, still resided there when in town, along with Robin and their four sisters, all of whom were still in the schoolroom.

For his part, Robin had often contemplated removing to a bachelor’s accommodation, but he was a man who loved life’s comforts, and had grown overfond of the many little luxuries life in Brook Street had to offer—and, truth be told, he was passing fond of his family, odd lot though they were.

“Any catastrophes thus far?” he asked Mercer as the widow in red came twirling past.

His brother jerked his head toward the grand entrance hall. “To commence the evening’s festivities, Freya slipped out of bed to peek over the balustrade, then dropped her stuffed octopus onto Princess Lieven’s head. Sent the poor woman shrieking back into the street.”

Robin winced. “Thus dooming her chance at Almack’s at the tender age of nine?”

“With Freya, it was merely a matter of time.” Mercer lifted one shoulder. “At least she wasn’t drunk in the card room. That’s where I found Sir Stephen, accusing Mrs. Henry of having an ace down her bodice.”

“Noxious old sot.” Robin tried to follow the lady in red as she wove through the crowd. “What did you do?”

“Put him downstairs in Charlie’s sitting room to sleep it off,” said his brother, extracting a slender silver case from his coat pocket. “Now I mean to go light a much-deserved cheroot on the terrace, and pray that Mamma does not notice. Join me?”

But Lord Robert had other plans. A man, he reminded himself, should never become too attached to any one female. That was how accidents like marriage happened. “No, but thanks,” he said distractedly. “I think I ought to kindle another sort of flame. That lady in red just there, Stu—I cannot quite recall her name.”

“Ah, the infamous Mrs. Field!” murmured Mercer with a mocking bow. “Good luck, Brother. May you find her easily plowed.”

Robin groaned, but at that very instant, the violins drew their last, tremulous strains. The notes hung in the air for an expectant moment, then the dancers fell away from their partners, smiling and laughing, Mrs. Field but a few paces distant.

Surrendering Robin to his fate, Lord Mercer set a course directly across the ballroom. The remaining dancers parted like the Red Sea before him. At his approach, a few of the more practiced ladies snapped open fans and plied them rather too vigorously, their gazes dropping with feigned modesty as he passed. Mercer was not fooled; he knew precisely what such women offered—and had he not, these last few months with his mistress would most certainly have enlightened him.

No, he was far more intrigued by the slender, waiflike creature he had just espied strolling deeper into the gardens. His cousin Zoë, God’s most diligent mischief maker. And she was hanging upon the arm of one of her more salacious suitors. Mercer sensed another catastrophe in the making.

At the French windows, he hesitated, taking a surreptitious look round to see who might be observing his departure. Zoë’s father, Lord Rannoch, was nowhere to be seen, and the musicians had just struck the first notes of a popular country dance. Everyone seemed to be surging toward the dance floor.

Tucking his silver case away, Mercer stepped out onto the terrace. Here, the garden lanterns swayed in the faint summer breeze, casting eerie, flickering shadows across the flagstone and into the garden’s lush foliage. Mercer went down the steps, not entirely sure why he did so. Indeed, he was never certain of anything where Zoë was concerned. He knew only that she was apt to get herself into trouble, and that he would drag her kicking and screaming out of it. Then, undoubtedly, she would rail at him after the fact whilst he held his tongue and his temper.

A telltale flash of shimmering gold—Zoë’s shawl—led him down the garden path and round the faintly gurgling fountain. Frustrated, he picked up his pace. In the deepening gloom, his every sense heightened. The sound of the crickets. The smell of the Thames far below. And still lingering in the air, unless he imagined it, the fragrance Zoë had long favored; an exotic combination of citrus and jasmine which always made him think of her. All these things came to him as Mercer’s feet fell softly on the winding flagstone, and something vaguely sickening—dread or regret, perhaps—began to churn in his stomach.

He had no doubt that he would find the pair—the garden was not large—and little doubt of what he would see once he did so. A rake and a rotter to his very core, Randall Brent was forever on the doorstep of Insolvent Debtor’s Court. Such a man had but one reason for escorting Zoë so deep into the greenery, and Zoë was a fool to have gone. Perhaps, he grimly considered, it would serve the heedless chit right to find herself married off to the bastard. But that notion served to make him more frustrated still.

Just then, Mercer turned a corner near the very edge of the lamplight’s reach. Zoë’s back was to him, her gossamer gold shawl hanging carelessly from her elbow, one end trailing the ground. Her gaze was locked with Brent’s. The scoundrel towered over her slender form, his hand grasping her upper arm. Clearly they did not hear his approach, for though their voices were low, both spoke with an urgency Mercer did not like.

Suddenly, everything happened at once. Brent seized Zoë’s other arm, yanking her nearer. But not near enough. In a flash, Zoë lifted one knee. She stamped her foot hard, ramming her heel into the top of Brent’s arch. On a yelp, Brent let go, and hopped back on one foot, careening sideways into Mercer’s path.

Mercer caught him by the shoulder, and jerked him up sharp. “Brent, you will excuse yourself from my home, sir,” he said tightly.

Brent’s eyes widened. “But she—she—” Here, he cut Zoë a nasty glance. “You minx!” he hissed. “You came out here with me willingly. Tell him, damn you.”

“La, sir,” said Zoë, calmly drawing up her shawl, “I agreed to stroll with you, not to be dragged into the shrubbery like some threepenny strumpet.”

“Zoë, be silent,” Mercer commanded. He thrust out his arm in the direction of the back gate. “Now get off my property, Brent. I don’t give a bloody damn what you thought she intended.”

The man sidled away, still hobbling on one foot. “The little jade was willing,” he hissed. “She came out with me alone into the dark—and I shan’t hesitate to say so.”

“You weren’t in the dark,” said Mercer coolly. “Moreover, I have been your escort the whole time, as I am sure Miss Armstrong is aware. You realized, Zoë, did you not, that I was but a few steps behind?”

Zoë lowered her sweeping black lashes in mock contrition. “Yes, my lord. Of course.”

Mercer smiled tightly at her. “Well, that affair is settled,” he said, returning to his former guest. “As to you, Brent, should another vulgar allegation pass your lips with regard to my cousin, you’ll be settling your affairs. I trust I needn’t strip off a glove to make my point?”

A look which might have been fear flared behind his eyes, then Brent turned and slowly melted into the darkness. Mercer watched him go, raw hatred seething in his gut.

But why? Brent was the same scoundrel he had ever been. And Zoë—well, she was the same rash little coquette, and too damned beautiful for her own good. Mercer wanted, suddenly, to rail at her. To shake her until her teeth rattled and her hair came tumbling down. To turn her over his knee and—

Ah, God. What a fool he was.

Abruptly, he turned. “Take my arm,” he gritted, offering it. “I shall see you safely inside.”

Zoë looked at him hesitantly.

“Take it,” he snapped.

Something in his gaze convinced her. Abruptly, she seized it, stepping out in some haste to keep pace with his longer strides. Mercer did not slow, but instead more or less dragged Zoë back up the garden path, stopping only when they were well within view of the ballroom.

On the flagstone terrace, she paused some distance from the doors, lifted her skirts a fraction, and gave a perfunctory curtsey. “You are very kind, Mercer,” she said. “I thank you.”

He gave a humorless laugh, and drew his silver case from his pocket again. “Oh, I doubt it,” he said. “As usual, Zoë, you think you had matters under control.”

Her lips formed a perfect little moue. “Good heavens, Mercer, it was just a flirtation,” she said. “I daresay you mean to rip up at me now.”

He watched her intently across the terrace as he extracted a cheroot. Sometimes it felt as if she wished to torment him. But the urge to rattle her teeth had receded, thank God, displaced by his usual cool distance. “It is hardly my job to lecture you,” he returned. “But it is Rannoch’s—and in my opinion, the man’s a coward for not giving you a good caning eons ago.”

Zoë gave an impudent swish of her skirts as she stepped an inch nearer. “Why, you look rather as if you might like to do the job for him,” she whispered, her voice pitched as if to send a shiver down his spine. “And I swear, Mercer, that scowl quite ruins your good looks.”

Somehow he managed to look unfazed. “Why Zoë,” he drawled, “I didn’t know you cared.”

She tossed her head, the lamplight catching the emerald drops that swung from her plump earlobes. “Well, I don’t, I daresay,” she retorted. “Just be careful it doesn’t freeze like that and stick your haughty eyebrows together. Your pretty vicomtesse mightn’t find you so appealing in bed.”

Despite himself, Mercer gave a bark of laughter. The chit really was quite unrepentant. After shaking his head, he set the cheroot to his lips. “I would ask your indulgence, Zoë,” he said, thumbing open his vesta box, “but I know you aren’t much bothered by smoke.”

A familiar, deeply mischievous smile tugged at her mouth. “Very little,” she agreed, lifting her chin as if to show off her pale, swanlike neck. “I don’t suppose you’d care to share?”

“Absolutely not.” Mercer lit the cheroot, still eyeing her warily. “Now, tell me, Zoë, what would you have done had Rannoch caught you hiding out here with Brent? Do you never consider such things?”

“Dash it, I wasn’t hiding with Brent.” She exhaled on an exasperated huff. “I was hiding from Papa, if you must know, because Sir Edgar told me Papa was looking for me, and those two circumstances taken together never spell good news for me, if you know what I mean.”

“I’m not sure I do,” he replied.

“Oh, never mind!” Zoë threw up her hands. “In any case, Brent merely caught up with me on the terrace, and asked me to stroll. It seemed as good a diversion as any. After all, that’s half the battle, isn’t it?”

“What?”

“Diversion,” she answered impatiently.

“Diversion from what, pray?”

She swallowed, the muscles of her throat sinuous as silk. “Well, from … from life’s tribulations.”

“Life’s tribulations, eh?”

Pondering this, Mercer puffed for a time in an attempt to coax the tobacco fully to life, his wary gaze never leaving Zoë’s face. He had never understood her, this dark, dangerous vixen who had somehow grown from a solemn, mop-haired child to an effervescent, giggling pain in his arse, and then into—well, into something that could cause even a sensible man to lose sleep at night, were he fool enough to let it. And no one had ever called Mercer a fool.

“Do you know what Brent is, Zoë?” he finally asked.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, I cut my teeth on men like Randall Brent.” She marched two steps nearer, defiance flashing in her oddly colored eyes. “The man’s an arrant womanizer, yes. On the other hand, so are you—and yet here I stand, perfectly safe.”

He exhaled slowly, sending a long stream of gray smoke into the darkness. “Yes,” he said quietly. “But I am a womanizer of a different sort altogether, my dear.”

“Well, it hardly matters, does it?” She leaned into him, her small, gloved hands still set high on her hip-bones. “Indeed, I sometimes think you wouldn’t try to kiss me again, Mercer, if I begged for it.”

“How astute of you,” Mercer murmured, wishing to God she’d step back, and stop reminding him what a fool he was. Wishing to the devil that warm, sensual scent of jasmine and spice didn’t waft up on the heat from her skin. “No, I do not trifle with unmarried ladies, and—”

“You did once,” she persisted, her voice a dusky whisper. “A long time ago. Do you remember, Mercer? I do.”

Did he remember?

Dear God. He remembered every time he saw her—but if ever he laid a hand on Zoë Armstrong again, he likely would not stop at a kiss. Mercer, however, was schooled in self-discipline, so he hid the heated frustration that was ratcheting up inside him. Instead, he merely lifted one brow and forged on.

“Brent is not just a womanizer, Zoë,” he continued. “He’s a rake. He’d ruin you just for the pleasure of it.”

“My, are we changing the subject?” Zoë stepped another inch closer, charging the air with electricity as her voice warmed him. “Are you really so unlike me, Mercer? Do you … do you never think about … well, about that one time?”

For an instant, his breath seized, then, “Oh, no, don’t try your wiles on me, my girl,” he gritted. “I don’t for a moment think you serious. Now, I believe we were discussing Randall Brent?”

The charge in the air quieted abruptly, and Zoë’s mischievous smile returned. “Hoo!” she said dismissively. “You think I can’t handle his sort?”

“That’s half the trouble, Zoë,” he answered, pensively tapping off his ash. “I’m relatively confident you can.”

At that, her dark, arching eyebrows snapped together. “Then I do not understand why you must be so churlish over a meaningless flirtation.”

Inexplicably, her sangfroid angered him. “And what I do not understand,” he snapped, “is why you cannot see that you deserve something better.”

Her gaze widened.

“And what I cannot understand,” he continued, both his tongue and temper slipping, “is why you throw yourself away on men like Brent. Why you break men’s hearts for sport. Or why you waste an obviously fine mind in frivolous pursuits and pointless flirtations. That, Zoë, is what I do not understand. So, would you like to argue about those things? Would you care to explain to me why you prefer something meaningless to something—or someone—who is real?”

At that, she dropped her hands, still fisted, her glower melting into a look of dumbstruck stupefaction. Her mouth opened, then closed again.

“No,” he said quietly, “I thought not.”

Then Mercer drew one last puff on his cheroot, and hurled it into the darkened depths of the side garden. He had lost his taste for it. Moreover, he’d lost his taste for this conversation. And he certainly did not need his impetuous young cousin reminding him of his own folly, however long ago it might have been.

With one last nod to her, he turned on one heel and reentered the ballroom, his face as emotionless as when he’d left it. But he scarcely saw his mother’s guests, nodding to them mechanically as he tried to figure out just when it was that Zoë had begun to enrage him so thoroughly.

Was it when she had challenged him to a carriage race in front of the Prime Minister? When she had held her nose and pretended to drown in Elmwood’s millpond, costing him his brand new pocket watch? Or perhaps it was when she’d announced her secret plan to seduce his stepfather’s curate, and proceeded to charm the poor man into a state of utter discombobulation in the middle of Lent.

The list of possibilities had grown as long as his temper was short by the time he ran into his brother. Robin’s face held a sheepish grin which jolted him at once from his sullen mood. Somehow, Mercer managed to greet him with a hearty slap on the back, and together they turned to cross the ballroom.

“Any luck with Mrs. Field?”

Robin shrugged. “I don’t think the lady cared for my waistcoat,” he confessed. “I am unaccountably cast down.”

“As I see.” A wry smile twitched at Mercer’s mouth. “Lord knows you’ve delicate sensibilities.”

Robin laughed. “Perhaps my heart just wasn’t in it.”

They made the rounds together for perhaps another quarter hour, greeting friends and family, and occasionally pausing long enough to pencil their names onto a lady’s dance card. “Doing the pretty,” Robin called it, and although he made fun of the process, he set about it with good grace. He had no choice. Their mother would have cheerfully flogged him otherwise.

Mercer did not bother to tell his brother about Zoë. Too often, Robin was Zoë’s partner in crime—though admittedly less so now that Robin’s heart had been engaged, however inconstantly, by another. But his mistress aside, Robin would just defend Zoë’s antics as he always did. Taken together, Mercer sometimes thought, the pair of them wouldn’t add up to one sensible person.

At last he and Robin paused long enough to snatch two glasses of champagne from a passing footman. “Well, I’m glad that’s over,” said Robin, surveying the crowd over his glass. “I think I have made idle chitchat with each of Mamma’s designated wallflowers.”

Suddenly, a motion by the orchestra dais caught Mercer’s eye. “God’s teeth,” he swore.

Robin’s head swiveled round. “What now?”

“Rannoch,” Mercer whispered. “He’s dragging Zoë from the ballroom.”

“Gad, that’s becoming a regular ritual,” muttered Robin. “Wonder what old Powder Keg’s done this time?”

Mercer was rather afraid he knew. “He is not quite dragging, perhaps,” he amended, as they watched Rannoch, looking dark as Hades, urge his daughter into the servants’ passageway. “But I had better go and intervene. Trouble’s afoot.”

“Then you’re a braver man than I,” said his brother. “Rannoch is … oh, hell and damnation—!”

“What?” Mercer looked back to see Robin’s gaze had shifted.

“If you think trouble’s afoot, Brother,” said Robin quietly, “just turn to your left. Looks as though your mistress is about to swoon headfirst into Mamma’s punch bowl.”

Mercer followed his gaze, and felt his face heat. “Oh, God,” he gritted. “Look here, Rob, are you sober enough to deal with Rannoch?”

“Well … yes, I daresay.”

Mercer left him with little choice. “Then go and extract Zoë from whatever crisis she has got herself into,” he said, setting off toward the punch bowl. “And whatever you do, keep Rannoch from throttling the chit. You may trust that I will take care of Claire.”



Chapter Three
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AN UNFORTUNATE TURN OF EVENTS.

The Marquess of Mercer was not the only person whose hackles were raised by the sight of Lord Rannoch and his eldest daughter departing the ballroom. Lady Rannoch, too, watched in disapprobation as the marquess propelled Zoë past the orchestra dais and through the rear doors toward the servants’ stairs.

This was perhaps a fortunate observation, for Lord Robert’s progress across the ballroom was impeded by a gauntlet of otherwise well-intentioned guests—“Cards on Monday at Wentworth’s, old boy?” then, “Gawd, that a lavender waistcoat, Rob?” and “Tatt’s is auctioning that bay tomorrow. Fetch you at nine?”—until Robin felt rather like a salmon laboring upstream. A popular and slightly pickled salmon, mind, for unlike his elder brother, Robin was ever known for being approachable, fond of good drink, and up for most any manner of lark.

Lady Rannoch, however, whilst well liked, was not inebriated, and far less subject to distraction, particularly when one of her cubs was at risk. She crossed the room in an instant to find the quarrel—spoken in hushed, hortatory tones but a quarrel nonetheless—already under way.

She reached her husband’s side, and set a reproachful hand upon her husband’s arm. “Elliot!” she whispered in her faint Flemish accent. “What is this about? Sir Edgar, I presume?”

Zoë Armstrong looked back and forth between her father and stepmother, the latter’s words not quite registering through her fury. Her head was awhirl from too much flirting and dancing, her temper still raw from Mercer’s cold criticism. And now—well, it really was too humiliating to be bullied about by one’s papa—and this time, she feared, even her stepmamma mightn’t save her.

Sir Edgar Haverfield was a fate she had thought she’d long ago escaped, but like her past, the man kept returning to haunt her. Zoë felt the hot, urgent press of tears behind her eyes, and felt her temper about to slip. “So I’m to have no choice in this?” Her words were cold and quiet. “Really, Papa, how can you have agreed to such a thing? Without even asking me?”

“Aye, and what good would it do to ask?” Rannoch’s faint burr was thickening from temper. The corners of his mouth had gone tight—a sure sign of impending doom—and the heat of his black gaze was boring into her. Some believed Rannoch akin to the devil himself. Tonight, his eldest daughter was inclined to agree.

“Zoë, darling,” her stepmother murmured, laying a cool hand upon her arm. “It is just for tea.”

“And then?” Zoë’s head snapped round, her gaze locking with Lady Rannoch’s. For an instant, it was as if she could not get her breath. As if she were trapped in some dark and airless place—which she very nearly was. “Tea shan’t be the end of it, Evie,” she managed. “Pray do not pretend it will be.”

Faint color suffused her stepmother’s cheeks. “And then Sir Edgar wishes a moment to speak with you privately.”

“Sir Edgar,” said Zoë tightly, “has already had half a dozen moments alone in which to speak with me privately. Indeed, he’s already buried one wife in between his moments.”

“Zoë, hush!” Lady Rannoch dropped her voice. “The gentleman is still enamored of you. What is the insult in that?”

“Sir Edgar is enamored of my dowry.” Zoë stopped herself, and gulped down cool air lest she begin to cry in earnest. “Oh, why must everyone be so cruel to me tonight? I tell you, I shan’t have him, Papa. I’ve told him—over and over—and now I’m telling you. You never should have agreed to it.”

“I’ve agreed to naught,” he rasped. “That is the very reason, lass, we’re having this discussion. But I highly suggest you listen to the man. You could do worse.”

Humiliatingly, Zoë’s mouth began to quiver. “I—I cannot,” she whispered. “Please, Papa. Oh, please don’t make me. Please give me another choice. His mother—she hates me.”

Lady Rannoch circled an arm around Zoë’s shoulders. “Zoë, darling, Lady Haverfield knows you will make an eminently suitable bride,” she said gently. “Sir Edgar is handsome and kind. You are lovely, and, as you say, you have a large dowry. It is no bad match.”

Rannoch set a finger beneath Zoë’s chin, and turned her face to his. “Evie has the right of it, lass,” he said, his tone gentler. “The rest of it—the things you fret over—Lady Haverfield can ill afford to concern herself with such just now.”

“Why?” Zoë looked at him incredulously. “Because she is poor?”

“She’s not precisely poor,” said Rannoch impatiently. “Her late husband was overfond of horses and brandy, that’s all. Haverfield’s estate requires an injection of capital.”

“So Lady Haverfield must grit her teeth and bear me?” Zoë’s eyes flashed with fire—much like her father’s, did she but know it. But her temper had long ago become her most stalwart shield against fear. “Is it too much to ask, Papa, that just once, some decent man might wish to marry me for who I am? And not in spite of it?”

“Zoë.” Her father reached out to touch her arm, but she pulled away. “Zoë, is there someone, lass? Someone who has your heart?”

For a moment, she hesitated, then shook her head. “No,” she said sharply. “There is no one.”

Lady Rannoch flashed a sympathetic smile. “You know, my dear, that Lady Hauxton married late, and look how well that has turned out,” she murmured. “Almost three years of wedded bliss, and two lovely children—three, counting Priss. And Frederica—why, she did not wish to marry Bentley at all, yet they now live in one another’s pockets.”

“But I am nothing like Freddie or Phaedra,” Zoë returned. “If you cannot see that, I shan’t waste my breath.” Just then, a waiter appeared at the top of the service stairs. Zoë snatched a glass of wine from his freshly laden tray.

Lady Rannoch set a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Should you, my dear?”

“This conversation has parched me,” she said irritably. “No, never mind. Here, take it.” She pressed the wine-glass into her stepmother’s hand. “Drink it. I see Robin wading through the ballroom. I promised him this dance.”

Her stepmother exhaled slowly. “Go, then,” she answered. “We cannot very well stand here squabbling any longer.”

Just then, the music ended and the crowd fell away from the dance floor. “Hell and damnation,” said the marquess, pinching hard at the bridge of his aristocratic nose as his eldest vanished into the surging tide of dancers. “I’ve tried to do everything right. Tried to make amends. Does the chit know no gratitude?”

“Oh, Elliot, it’s not that,” his wife whispered. “I do feel for her. She is not entirely wrong, you know. Lady Haverford is a bitter pill—and altogether too high in the instep, if you ask me.”

“Don’t undermine me in this, Evangeline,” he warned darkly. “The lass cannot go on as she is, dancing on the edge of ruin. She’s but one step away from being thought fast and given her situation … well, it will be the end of her in polite society. No, I fear it must be marriage or … the other.”

“Oh, Elliot!” His wife’s face nearly crumpled. “You cannot send her to Scotland. Zoë is like a rare, hothouse blossom. Alone, deprived of all she has grown accustomed to, she will but wither and die.”

“If the girl would just fall in love, Evie, I swear I’d let her wed the butcher’s boy and settle them with a fortune.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “But this is her fifth season, and there’s no one left to meet.”

“What she wants, I think, is for the butcher’s boy to love her without the fortune,” said Evangeline quietly. “Can you not see that? Zoë has learned to laugh in the face of society, yes—but there’s little humor in it.”

But Lord Rannoch’s temper would not be so easily assuaged this time. “The girl was dealt a bad hand, aye, and the blame is mine,” he said, his arms falling. “I know that, and I’m sorry for it. But instead of helping herself, and behaving with a little decorum, the chit’s run mad.”

“And who, I wonder,” said Lady Rannoch quietly, “did she get that from?”

To Robin’s relief, Zoë espied him through the ballroom doors, making his way in her direction. While he had never been called a coward, he’d no wish to beard Rannoch, even in someone else’s den.

Zoë had apparently survived whatever tongue lashing her sire had laid out, and had come away with nothing more than a brilliant blush high on her cheeks, and a glittering rage in her eyes. Only someone who knew her as well as he would have suspected the color came not from excitement, but from the barely banked emotions which so often threatened to consume her.

Tonight Zoë wore a deep shade of green with tiny emerald teardrops dangling from her ears and a gossamer gold shawl hanging off her elbows. Her mass of unruly dark curls had been tamed into a sleek, classic arrangement entwined with gold cord, and a dozen appreciative male gazes followed her as she strode with unladylike haste across the ballroom.

Zoë cast Robin an exasperated look and said not a word, but instead merely hooked her arm through his, and spun him around in the other direction. Robin felt his lips quirk with amusement. “Powder Keg,” he murmured. “Where to?”

“Out,” she snapped, propelling him onward. “Upstairs. Anywhere. Just get me out of here.”

“The lady’s wish is my command.”

At the front of the ballroom they passed into the grand entrance hall where both the front and rear doors stood open to the night, but crowds were gathered at either end, fanning themselves in the July heat.

“Follow me,” he said, turning up the marble staircase.

Chambers on the first floor were being used for the guests’ retiring rooms, so Robin passed them by and continued up another flight to the relative silence of the family’s private quarters. Here guests would not normally have been invited, but he felt only the faintest qualm in taking Zoë, for she was family—or something near it—and had been through every room in the house from cellars to attics over the years.

“Where are we going?” she asked, peering down the passageway.

“Mercer’s study,” he answered, turning to push open the next door. “No one to bother you there.”

Inside, a lone lamp burned upon the desk. Robin went at once to the rear of the room, which overlooked the gardens, and threw open the French windows which gave onto a narrow balconet. Here, the night air stirred, while the lamps along the rear veranda cast up a faint, pleasant glow. Even the strains of the orchestra seemed clearer here as it drifted up through the darkness from the ballroom two floors below.

Zoë stepped onto the threshold, her arm brushing his. She set both hands upon the railing, and as was her habit in most things, leaned recklessly over the edge. “It’s so peaceful up here,” she said, her voice wistful. “It’s as if all those people below have just faded away, leaving only the music.”

Robin propped himself against the window frame and cut her a sidelong glance. “Who are you looking for on the terrace?”

“Oh, no one.” She leaned back from the railing. “It’s just that Mercer and I had another quarrel tonight. I think sometimes, Robin, that he hates me. He used to be so kind—but now he’s more like Papa. So full of should and ought. So … disapproving.”

Robin didn’t know what to say. Stuart had distanced himself from Zoë, and Robin wasn’t sure why. He changed the subject. “Glad the season’s over, old thing?”

She lifted her narrow shoulders. “I think I’ve finally grown weary of gaiety, Robin,” she mused, drawing her shawl up as if chilled. “There must be something more to life than all this. Mustn’t there? But I’ll never find out, for now Papa says …”

There was no need to finish the sentence. Zoë was two-and-twenty, or thereabout, and her father’s patience was wearing thin.

“Do you want a drink?” Robin asked, fracturing the awkward silence. “Stuart might have some Madeira up here.”
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