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One


London


August 1830


When Warren Corry, Marquess of Knightford, arrived at a Venetian breakfast thrown by the Duke and Duchess of Lyons, he regretted having stayed out until the wee hours of the morning. Last night he’d been so glad to be back among the distractions of town that he’d drunk enough brandy to pickle a barrel of herrings.


Bad idea, since the duke and duchess had decided to hold the damned party in the blazing sun on the lawn of their lavish London mansion. His mouth was dry, his stomach churned, and his head felt like a stampeding herd of elephants.


His best friend, Edwin, had better be grateful that Warren kept his promises.


“Warren!” cried a female voice painfully close. “What are you doing here?”


It was Clarissa, his cousin, who was also Edwin’s wife—and the reason Warren had dragged himself from bed at the ungodly hour of noon.


He shaded his eyes to peer at her. As usual, she had the look of a delicate fairy creature. But he knew better than to fall for that cat-in-the-cream smile. “Must you shout like that?”


“I’m not shouting.” She cocked her head. “And you look ill. So you must have had a grand time at St. George’s Club last night. Either that, or in the stews early this morning.”


“I always have a grand time.” Or at least he kept the night at bay, which was the purpose of staying out until all hours.


“Which is precisely why it’s unlike you to be here. Especially when Edwin isn’t.” She narrowed her eyes on him. “Wait a minute—Edwin sent you, didn’t he? Because he couldn’t be in town for it.”


“What? No.” He bent to kiss her cheek. “Can’t a fellow come to a breakfast to see his favorite cousin?”


“He can. But he generally doesn’t.”


Warren snagged a glass of champagne off a passing tray. “Well, he did today. Wait, who are we talking about, again?”


“Very amusing.” Taking the glass from him, she frowned. “You do not need this. You’re clearly cropsick.”


He snatched it back and downed it. “Which is precisely why I require some hair of the dog.”


“You’re avoiding the subject. Did Edwin send you here to spy on me?”


“Don’t be absurd. He merely wanted me to make sure you’re all right. You know your husband—he hates having to be at the estate with your brother while you’re in town.” He glanced at her thickening waist. “Especially when you’re . . . well . . . like that.”


“Oh, Lord, not you, too. Bad enough to have him and Niall hovering over me all the time, worried about my getting hurt somehow, but if he’s sent you to start doing that—”


“No, I swear. He only asked that I come by if I were invited to this. I had to be in town anyway, so I figured why not pop in to Lyons’s affair?” He waved his empty glass. “The duke always orders excellent champagne. But now that I’ve had some, I’ll be on my way.”


She took him by the arm. “No, indeed. I so rarely get to see you anymore. Stay awhile. They’re about to start the dancing.”


Uh-oh. Clarissa had been trying to find him a wife for years, and lately both she and Edwin’s sister, Yvette Keane, had doubled their efforts. Probably because they were both now happily married and thought it just the thing for a bachelor.


He was in no mood for such machinations today. “Why would I dance with a lot of simpering misses who think a marquess the ideal prize? I’m too cropsick to deflect veiled questions about what I’m looking for in a wife.”


Her frown revealed her intentions as fully as if she’d spoken them. “Fine. Be an old grump, if you must. But you could dance with me. I can still dance, you know.”


No doubt. Except for during her disastrous debut, Clarissa had always been a lively sort, who wouldn’t be slowed by something as inconsequential as bearing the heir to the reserved and eccentric Earl of Blakeborough.


Clarissa and Edwin were so different that Warren occasionally wondered what the two of them saw in each other. But whenever he witnessed their obvious affection, he realized there must be something deeper than personalities cementing their marriage. It made him envious.


He scowled. That was absurd. He didn’t intend to marry for a very long while. At least not until he was much older. Even then, he would prefer a lusty widow who could endure his . . . idiosyncrasies. Certainly not some coy chit eager to use him as a ladder for climbing the ranks of high society.


Or worse yet, a sanctimonious female like his mother, chiding him for every attempt he made to enjoy himself. To forget.


Clarissa stared off into the crowd. “As long as you’re here, I . . . um . . . do need a favor.”


Damn. “What kind of favor?”


“Edwin would do it if he didn’t have to be in Hertfordshire helping my brother settle the family estate, you know,” she babbled. “And Niall—”


“What’s the favor?” he persisted.


“Do you know Miss Delia Trevor?”


Miss Delia Trevor? God, would Clarissa never stop trying to match him up? “Fortunately, I do not. I assume she’s some young debutante you’ve taken under your wing.”


“Not exactly. Although Delia was just brought out this past Season, she’s nearly my age . . . and a friend. Her brother died last year in a horrible accident, and she and his wife, Brilliana Trevor, have been left without anything but a debt-ridden estate to support. So Delia’s aunt, Lady Pensworth, brought the two of them to London for the Season.”


“Agatha Pensworth, wife of the late Baron Pensworth? The woman who used to be great friends with my mother?”


“That’s her. I suppose you’ve met?”


“Years ago, before Mother died. As I recall, she rarely minced words.”


“She doesn’t suffer fools easily. And she has a fondness for her niece, which is why they’re all in town.”


“So her ladyship can find husbands for the two young ladies.”


“Yes, although I think Lady Pensworth is more concerned about Delia, since the late Mr. Trevor’s wife has already borne him a child who will inherit the estate, such as it is. To make Delia more eligible, Lady Pensworth has bestowed a thousand-pound dowry on her, which ought to tempt some eligible gentlemen.”


That put him on his guard. “Not me.”


She rolled her eyes. “Of course not you. Things do not always concern you, for heaven’s sake. She needs someone decidedly younger. She’s only twenty-three, after all.”


Decidedly younger? “Here now, I’m not that old. I’m the same age as your husband.”


“True.” Her eyes twinkled at him. “And given your nightly habits, you apparently possess the stamina of a much younger man. No one seeing you in dim light would ever guess you’re thirty-three.”


He eyed her askance. “I seem to recall your asking me for a favor, dear girl. You’re not going about getting it very wisely.”


“The thing is, I’m worried about Delia, who seems rather distracted these days. She keeps receiving notes that she slips furtively off to read, and she falls asleep in the middle of balls. Worst of all, she says she can’t attend our house party, which I’d partly planned in hopes of introducing her to eligible gentlemen.” She cast him a pointed look. “Eligible young gentlemen.”


Thirty-three wasn’t old, no matter what his sharp-tongued cousin thought. “Perhaps your friend had another engagement.”


Clarissa lifted an eyebrow at him.


“Right. She needs a husband, and you’re nicely trying to provide her with a selection of potential ones.” He smirked at her. “How ungrateful of her not to fall in with your plans.”


“Do be serious. When was the last time you saw any unmarried woman with limited prospects refuse a chance to attend a house party at the home of an earl and a countess with our connections?”


He hated to admit it, but she had a point. “So what do you want me to do about it?”


“Ask around at St. George’s. See if the gentlemen have heard any gossip about her. Find out if anyone knows some scoundrel who’s been . . . well . . . sniffing around her for her dowry.”


The light dawned. Perhaps this really wasn’t about matching him up with her friend.


During her debut years ago, Clarissa had been the object of a scoundrel’s attentions, and it had nearly destroyed the lives of her and her brother. So she tended to be sensitive about women who might fall prey to fortune hunters.


Indeed, having learned this summer what she’d gone through—and before that, what Edwin’s sister had gone through to a lesser extent—he’d become far more aware of how easily men preyed on even the most respectable women. That was why Edwin had begun St. George’s and Warren had joined—to make sure that men who cared about the women in their lives could look out for them more effectively in a society where fortune hunters and scoundrels abounded.


But it was still problematic for him to do what Clarissa asked. “You realize that if I start asking at the club about an eligible young lady’s situation, our members will assume I’m interested in courting her.”


“Nonsense. Everyone knows you prefer soiled doves to society loves.”


“I like society women perfectly well . . . as long as they have inattentive or dead husbands. It makes matters infinitely less complicated.” And there were plenty of those women about, which was one reason he wasn’t keen to marry. He had a ready supply of bedmates without having to leg-shackle himself.


“My point is,” she said testily, “everyone knows your preferences. And asking questions is the purpose of St. George’s, is it not? To provide a place where gentlemen can determine the character of various suitors?”


“For their female relations,” he said tersely. “Not for the friends of their female relations.”


Clarissa stared up at him. “She has no man to protect her. And I very much fear all the signs lead to her having found someone unsuitable, which is why she’s behaving oddly. I don’t want to see her end up trapped in a disastrous marriage. Or worse.”


They both knew what the “worse” was, since Clarissa had gone through it herself. Damn. He might not have been Clarissa’s guardian for some time, but she still knew how to tug at his conscience. And it gnawed at him that he’d been unaware of what had been done to her before he’d become her guardian, that it had taken his best friend’s perception to parse it out.


“It would be a very great favor to me,” Clarissa went on. “I tell you what—she’s here, so let me introduce you. You can spend a few moments talking to her and see if I’m right to be alarmed. If you think I’m overly concerned, you may leave here with my blessing and never bother with it again. But if you think I might be right . . .”


“Fine. But you owe me for this. And I promise I will call in my debt down the road.” He forced a smile. “At the very least, you must introduce me to some buxom widow with loose morals and an eye for fun.”


“Hmm,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll have to speak to my brother-in-law about that. He has more connections among that sort than I do.”


“No doubt.” Her brother-in-law used to use a number of “that sort” as models in his paintings. “But I can talk to Keane without your help. So I suppose I’ll settle for your promise not to be offended if I refuse your invitation to your house party.”


“There was a possibility of your accepting? Shocking. Still, I did hope—”


“So where is this woman you wish me to meet?”


Clarissa sighed. “Last time I saw her she was right over there by the fountain.” As she turned that direction she stiffened. “What on earth are those fellows doing with Delia?”


She stalked across the lawn and he followed, surveying the group she headed for: a woman surrounded by three young gentlemen who appeared to be fishing—fishing?—in the fountain.


He recognized the men. One was a drunk, one a well-known rakehell, and the third a notorious gambler by the name of Pitford. All three were fortune hunters.


No wonder Clarissa was worried about her friend.


He turned his attention to the chit, who had her back to him and was dressed in a blue-and-green plaid gown with a pink-and-yellow striped shawl and a multi-feathered coiffure that added at least a foot to her height.


For the first time, he wished their new king hadn’t recently lifted the requirement for the populace to wear mourning for the late George IV. Even the dullness of black and gray gowns as far as the eye could see would be preferable to that nightmare of colors.


What’s more, any woman who dressed that way was bound to be a heedless twit. He sighed. She would be a nuisance at best, a dead bore at worst. There was nothing he disliked more than a cork-brained female, unless she was sitting on his lap in a brothel, in which case intelligence hardly mattered.


As they approached, Clarissa asked, “What’s going on here?”


The jovial chap with cheeks already reddened from too much champagne said, “The clasp broke on Miss Trevor’s bracelet and it dropped into the fountain, so we’re trying to get it out to keep her from ruining her sleeves.”


“I’d prefer to ruin my entire gown than see you further damage my bracelet with your poking about,” the chit said, her voice surprisingly low and throaty. “If you gentlemen would just let me pass, I’d fish it out myself.”


“Nonsense, we can do it,” the other two said as they fought over the stick wielded by the drunk. In the process, they managed to jab Miss Trevor in the arm.


“Ow!” She attempted to snatch the stick. “For pity’s sake, gentlemen . . .”


Warren had seen enough. “Stand aside, lads.” He pushed through the arses. Shoving his coat sleeve up as far as it would go, he thrust his hand into the fountain and grabbed the bracelet. Then he turned to offer it to the young lady. “I assume this is yours, miss.”


When her startled gaze shot to him, he froze. She had the loveliest blue eyes he’d ever seen.


Though her gown was even more outrageous from the front, the rest of her was unremarkable. Tall and slender, with no breasts to speak of, she had decent skin, a sharp nose, and a rather impudent-looking mouth. She was a pretty enough brunette, but by no means a beauty. And not his sort. At all.


Yet those eyes . . .


Fringed with long black lashes, they glittered like stars against an early-evening sky, making desire tighten low in his belly. Utterly absurd.


Until her lips curved into a sparkling smile that matched the incandescence of her eyes. “Thank you, sir. The bracelet was a gift from my late brother. Though I fear you may have ruined your shirt retrieving it.”


“Nonsense.” He held out the bracelet. “My valet is very good at his job.”


As she took the jewelry from him, an odd expression crossed her face. “You’re left-handed.”


He arched one brow. “How clever of you to notice.”


“How clever of you to be so. And it’s hard not to notice, since I’m left-handed, too. There aren’t that many of us around.”


“Or none that will lay claim to the affliction, anyway.” He’d never before met a lady who would.


“True.” She slipped the bracelet into her reticule with a twinkle in her eye. “I’ve always heard it’s gauche to be left-handed.”


Well, well, she was definitely not a twit, if she knew that gauche was the French word for left. “I’ve always heard it’s a sign of subservience to the devil.”


“That, too. Though the last time I paid a visit to Lucifer, he pretended not to know me. What about you?”


“I know him only to speak to at parties. He’s quite busy these days. He has trouble fitting me into his schedule.”


“I can well imagine.” Pointedly ignoring the three men watching them in bewilderment, she added, “He has all those innocents to tempt and gamblers to ruin and drinkers to intoxicate. However would he find time to waste on a fellow like you, who comes to the aid of a lady so readily? You’re clearly not wicked enough to merit his interest.”


“You’d be surprised,” he said dryly. “Besides, Lucifer gains more pleasure from corrupting decent gentlemen than wicked ones.” This had to be the strangest conversation he’d ever had with a debutante.


“Excellent point. Well, then, next time you see him, give him my regards.” Her voice hardened as she cast a side glance at their companions. “He seems to have been overzealous in his activities of late.”


When the gentlemen looked offended, Clarissa put in hastily, “Don’t be silly. The devil is only as busy as people allow him to be, and we shall not allow him to loiter around here, shall we, Warren?” She slid her hand into the crook of his elbow.


“No, indeed. That would be a sin.”


“And so are my poor manners.” Clarissa smiled at her friend. “I’ve neglected to introduce you. Delia, may I present my cousin, the Marquess of Knightford and rescuer of bracelets. Warren, this is my good friend, Miss Delia Trevor, the cleverest woman I know, despite her gauche left hand.”


Cynically, he waited for Miss Trevor’s smile to brighten as she realized what a prime catch he was. So he was surprised when it faded to politeness instead. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Clarissa has told me much about you.”


He narrowed his gaze on her. “I’m sure she has. My cousin loves gossip.”


“No more than you love to provide fodder for it, from what I’ve heard.”


“I do enjoy giving gossips something to talk about.”


“No doubt they appreciate it. Otherwise, they’d be limited to poking fun at spinsters and then I would never get any rest.”


He snorted. “I’d hardly consider you a spinster, madam. My cousin tells me this is your first Season.”


“And hopefully my last.” As the other fellows protested that, she said, “Now, now, gentlemen. You know I’m not the society sort.” She fixed Warren with a cool look. “I do better with less lofty companions. You, my lord, are far too worldly and sophisticated for me.”


“I somehow doubt that,” he said.


“I hear the dancing starting up,” Clarissa cut in. “Perhaps you two can puzzle it out if you stand up together for this set.”


He had to stifle his laugh. Clarissa wasn’t usually so clumsy in her social machinations. She must really like this chit. He was beginning to understand why. Miss Trevor was rather entertaining. At least when she wasn’t looking down her nose at him for his moral lapses.


Which was odd for a woman sneaking around to meet with an unsuitable suitor, wasn’t it?


“Excellent idea.” He held out his hand to the young lady. “Shall we?”


“Now see here,” Pitford interrupted. “Miss Trevor has already promised the first dance to me.”


“It’s true,” she told Warren, a hint of challenge in her tone. “I’m promised for all the dances this afternoon.”


Hmm. Warren turned to Pitford. “Fulkham was looking for you earlier, old chap. He’s in the card room, I believe. I’ll just head there and tell him he can find you dancing with Miss Trevor.”


Pitford blanched. “I . . . er . . . cannot . . . that is . . .” He bowed to Miss Trevor. “Forgive me, madam, but I shall have to relinquish this dance to his lordship. I forgot a prior engagement.”


The fellow scurried off for the gates as fast as his tight pantaloons would carry him. Probably because he owed Fulkham a cartload of money.


And Pitford’s withdrawal was all it took for the other two gentlemen to excuse themselves, leaving Warren alone with his cousin and Miss Trevor.


Smiling, he offered his arm again to Clarissa’s friend. “It appears that you are now free to dance. Shall we?”


To his shock, the impudent female hesitated. But she obviously knew better than to refuse a marquess and took the arm he offered, though she wouldn’t look at him, staring grimly ahead.


As they headed toward the lawn where the dancing was taking place, she said in clipped tones, “Do you always get your way in everything, Lord Knightford?”


“I certainly try. What good is being a marquess if I can’t make use of the privilege from time to time?”


“Even if it means bullying some poor fellow into fleeing a perfectly good party?”


He shot her a long glance. “Pitford is deeply in debt and looking for a rich wife. You ought to thank me.”


“I know what Pitford is. I know what they all are. It matters naught to me. I have no romantic interest in any of them.”


Pulling her into the swirl of dancers, he said, “Because you prefer a fellow you left behind at home? Or because you’ve set your sights elsewhere in town?”


Her expression grew guarded. “For a man of such lofty consequence, you are surprisingly interested in my affairs. Why is that?”


“I’m merely dancing with the friend of my cousin,” he said smoothly. “And for a woman who has ‘no interest’ in the three fortune hunters you were just with, you certainly found a good way to get them vying for your attention.”


She stared at him. “I have no idea what you mean.”


“The clasp on that bracelet wasn’t broken, Miss Trevor.” When she blinked, he knew he’d hit his mark. “So I can only think that you had some other purpose for dropping it into the fountain.”


As they came together in the dance, he lowered his voice. “And if it wasn’t to engage those men’s interest in you personally, I have to wonder what other reason you might have to risk such a sentimental heirloom. Care to enlighten me?”





Two


Thank heaven the dance parted them just then, giving Delia a chance to debate her answer as she went through the moves. Bad enough that his lordship had run Lord Pitford off; must he also insist upon sticking his nose in her business?


Men like him did nothing without reason. They simply didn’t let anyone else know what it was.


Like her brother, Reynold.


Grief knotted in her belly, and she gritted her teeth. She refused to think of that just now—how he’d selfishly abandoned them. How dared he leave her to clean up his mess, to make sure that Brilliana and little Silas were secure?


He’d probably assumed she would simply marry some fellow who’d take care of them. But aside from the practical difficulties of that, after Papa and Reynold, the last thing she needed was another selfish man in her life.


So, although she wanted to enjoy this glittering world of dances and music and witty lords, to be young and carefree, she could not. She had a family to care for.


And now she had Lord Knightford, a well-known rakehell, suspiciously asking her to dance. Surely he could tell when his cousin was up to her usual matchmaking, so why would he put up with that? Unless he had some other reason for going along.


Could he truly be interested in her? Delia glanced across the circle that she and Lord Knightford formed with another couple. Highly unlikely. A wealthy marquess like him could have any woman he wanted. Especially when he was possessed of fathomless dark eyes, a jaw chiseled enough to cut glass, and perfectly combed raven hair that made a woman want to reach up and tousle it.


What would he do if she did?


Lord, she must be daft. He could very well be the enemy. Never mind that he was supposed to be one of those St. George’s fellows, a self-proclaimed protector of women’s virtue, who shared information about fortune hunters to determine who was dangerous and warn their female relations. His rakish smile proved he was anything but a protector.


Unless . . .


Oh, fudge. Clarissa must have bullied Lord Knightford into cautioning Delia about those three fortune hunters. Bother it all. Clarissa was a lovely friend, one of the few in the ton that Delia trusted, but she couldn’t afford the countess’s interference. Not in this.


Delia and Lord Knightford came together in the dance again.


“Well?” he prodded. “Why did you drop your bracelet?”


“The truth, sir?” she said, stalling.


“It’s generally more entertaining than a lie, so yes.”


Oh, he had no idea. But in this case, the truth was just outrageous enough that it might spark an honest response. She doubted he was the man she’d been hunting for all these months—it made no sense for a wealthy marquess to be a card cheat—but it couldn’t hurt to witness his reaction. “I wanted to see if the gentlemen had tattoos.”


Gaping at her, he actually missed a step, which she found rather satisfying, since the man danced far too well for any woman’s sanity. It also convinced her that she’d been right in her assumption about him. A guilty man would have sought to hide his shock.


Besides, at least one of his lower arms was unblemished—she’d seen it clearly through the translucent fabric of his wet shirt. Though it didn’t necessarily eliminate him from being connected to the man she sought.


He quickly recovered his composure. “I assume you’re talking about those vile things sailors put on their skin?”


“I wouldn’t describe them as vile. I have a fascination for them, you see.”


“Because you want to acquire one?”


She couldn’t help her burst of laughter. “Of course not. If being left-handed is gauche, only imagine what the gossips would make of my having a tattoo. It’s simply not done.”


“Yet you thought that those fellows—gentlemen of rank, no less—might have them.”


“I hoped they might. How else am I to get a close look at one?”


Lord Knightford had just enough time to stare at her incredulously before the dance parted them once more.


But the music couldn’t drown out the memory of her brother’s rant on the night before his death: I should have known that the scoundrel was a card cheat when I saw the sun tattoo above his wrist. What lord of any character would defile his body with such a thing?


What lord, indeed?


A lord who would ruin a man for his own profit and drive him to throw himself into—


Delia choked down her futile rage. She’d believed Reynold when he’d sworn never to pick up Papa’s habits. When he’d claimed to prefer caring for their estate, Camden Hall. But he’d proved just as reckless as Papa. Not only had he gambled, but someone had cheated him out of everything.


She would find out who it was. She would trap the scoundrel into cheating again and then threaten to expose him if he didn’t pay back the money he’d stolen from Reynold.


Unfortunately, Reynold had refused to name the card cheat, no matter how much she’d begged him to. All Delia had to go on was the mention of his being a lord with a sun tattoo. She’d been searching for such a man the whole time she’d been in London for her debut, but it hadn’t been easy. No gentleman would bare his arms to a lady except under unavoidable situations—which she’d been trying to create when Lord Knightford had ruined everything and run off her most recent suspects.


Now she’d have to find her information another way. Perhaps from his lordship, assuming he was as much a gossip as his cousin.


He approached her in the dance again. “So you want to see a tattoo in the flesh.”


“On the flesh, to be more precise.” She forced a light smile to her lips. It grew harder by the day to hide her desperation for the truth. “Do you know anybody who has one?”


“No one respectable enough to introduce to you.”


“So, no gentlemen.” Bother it all.


“Gentlemen do not have tattoos,” he said firmly, which didn’t help her at all. “And why on earth would you have a fascination with them, anyway? It’s not exactly a ladylike pursuit.”


“Nightly visits to the stews aren’t a gentlemanly pursuit, either, yet that doesn’t stop you.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “I see my cousin has told you quite a bit about me.”


“Enough for me to be aware of your . . . proclivities.”


“How unfair, since I know nothing about your proclivities, beyond your fondness for tattoos. Do you tipple sherry? Write lurid novels?” He leaned nearer to whisper, “Embroider secret naughty messages on fire screens?”


A laugh sputtered out of her. He was trying to distract her from his own vices by being charming, blast him. And it was working. “I’m afraid I don’t embroider much of anything. I’m horrible with a needle.” She stared him down. “Besides, secret naughty messages seem more your type of proclivity.”


“Trust me, when I spend my nights in the stews, I don’t need secret messages. I say exactly what I mean.”


“So you admit to spending your nights in the stews.”


“Why wouldn’t I admit it? It’s the truth.” He swung her about in a turn, making her feel light-headed. “I take it that you disapprove.”


“I have no feelings about it either way.” She actually preferred honest rogues to lying gentlemen. Not that this rogue was interested in her. He was decidedly not. “Why should I care if you visit brothels?”


Judging from his searching glance, her remark surprised him. “Because you’re a woman in search of a husband and I’m an eligible man?”


She lobbed that nonsense right back at him. “Are you, really? I was under the impression that you weren’t remotely eligible, being in no haste to marry. And in truth, sir, neither am I.”


“I can see why,” he drawled, “if you’re hoping for a tattooed gentleman.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. I want to look at one, not marry one.”


“Well, if I ever hear of one, I’ll be sure to tell you.” The dance ended and he led her rather slowly to the edge of the lawn. “So who is standing up with you for the next dance?”


“You ran him off, too,” she said, “so I suppose I’m sitting this one out.”


“No need for that. Since it’s my fault you’re without a partner, I would be happy to dance with you again.”


She eyed him suspiciously. “The waltz? You do know that if you dance a waltz with me after just dancing a set with me, people will talk.”


“If you don’t care, I don’t.”


“Why not?”


“The truth?”


“Certainly, since we’re being so confessional.”


He chuckled. “If Clarissa thinks I’m showing you interest, she’ll stop matchmaking for a while and I can get some peace. I’m sure she hopes that you and I will become besotted with each other and end up married. That’s why she was so eager to have me stand up with you.”


“Ah. And you figure since I’m not interested in marriage, then it would be safe to be seen regularly with me.”


“Something like that.”


She considered his idea. It had certain advantages. She could move about society more easily.


But she would have a lord dogging her steps. “I like your plan, but I doubt it would work. Clarissa knows you’re not the sort to become besotted. Or, for that matter, to easily end up married. And I’m definitely not the sort to inspire besottedness.”


“Besottedness isn’t a word.”


“Besottedment? The point is, you’re notorious for not having any interest in marriage, and she couldn’t possibly believe you would change your ways simply because you laid eyes on me.”


“Why not?” His gaze flicked down her. “You’re a very pretty girl.”


Skeptical of the easily given compliment, she lifted her eyebrow. “My figure isn’t exactly stellar: My curves are in all the wrong places and I have none where I need them. I have too large a mouth and no sense of fashion, not to mention a deplorable tendency to say precisely what I mean. I’m sure I’m not remotely your preference.”


Even if she was dressing badly on purpose to protect herself from inspiring too much enthusiasm in a suitor.


Other couples moved onto the lawn. He held out his hand. “I tell you what—why don’t we discuss that fascinating assumption of yours while we waltz?”


She hesitated. But honestly, a waltz with him sounded enormously tempting. Not because he was handsome and eligible and possessed of the most stalwart pair of shoulders she’d ever seen on a lord. No. It was simply because he might give her information she could use.


“Very well,” she said, and took his hand.


This time their dance was more intimate. The two of them swirled across the lawn as a couple, his hand resting familiarly on her waist and hers resting familiarly on his hip. Their other two hands were clasped—sealed together, really—and for some reason it made her positively breathless.


A pang of guilt gripped her. The only reason she’d agreed to a debut was so she could find who’d cheated her brother. She wasn’t supposed to be enjoying it. Enjoying dancing with him.


What was wrong with her? She’d never been the sort to be made breathless by a man, and certainly not by a marquess with a penchant for bad behavior. Why was he having this effect on her, drat it? Her knees were wobbly, for pity’s sake! She would give them a stern talking-to later.


He bent closer and she picked up the faintest scent of spicy cologne. “So why do you think you’re not my preference?” he asked in a rough rasp that made every muscle in her belly melt.


If she wasn’t careful, she’d soon be blushing and babbling like some schoolgirl. “Because most rakehells prefer flashy women with large bosoms and swaying hips. I am not that.”


“You know nothing about rakehells if you believe we all have the same preferences. Go to any brothel, and you’ll find women of every size and shape.” He brought his mouth close to her ear to murmur, “And a man in each of their beds.”


Jerking back, she caught the gleam in his eye and realized he was trying to shock her. Which he was very nearly doing. “Tell me, Lord Knightford, do you often discuss brothels with respectable young ladies?”


“No, but then, I rarely discuss tattoos with them, either.”


She glanced away and spotted her brother’s footman, the hulking Owen, one of the few servants they had left. He stood on the edge of the crowd, watching her. Oh, dear, it looked as if he’d read her message about tonight and needed to discuss it with her. Somehow she must get herself free of this horribly intriguing marquess.


“Which is all the more reason for us to join forces,” he said, drawing her attention back to him.


“Join forces?”


“Let Clarissa think that we’re interested in each other. Then she’ll leave us be. And we can discuss tattoos and brothels to our hearts’ content.”


“I can’t.”


“You just were.”


Curse the man for being deliberately obtuse. “No, I mean I can’t join forces with you.”


“Why not?”


“Because I just can’t.” Much as she would like to curtail not only Clarissa’s matchmaking but that of Aunt Agatha, an association with his lordship was too risky. She couldn’t keep up her nightly activities if he were sniffing around, no matter what the reason.


“You mean you have someone waiting in the wings, and you don’t want me to scare him off,” he said.


His blasted lordship was going to keep prying until she convinced him that she didn’t want or need his interference. Leave it to a man not to believe a woman when she said she wasn’t interested in marriage. So she might as well tell him what he wanted to hear.


“That’s right.” She stared him down. “I have a suitor at home in Cheshire. One I vastly prefer to all the rich and titled gentlemen in London. Which is why I’m not interested in being courted by this lot.” He looked unconvinced. “I see. And what is the fellow’s name, if I may ask?”


Frantically she cast about for one. “Owen- . . . ouse.” Oh, Lord. “Mr. Phineas Owenouse.”


“Owenouse?” With a laugh he swung her through the waltz. “What kind of surname is that?”


“Why, it’s Welsh, of course.” Delia couldn’t help it—with Owen on the brain, it had been the first to leap into her mind. She was generally better at dissembling than this, but his lordship had thrown her off her game. “He’s a farmer. We have a number of Owenouses in our town.”


Oh, why had she hit upon that name? Clearly Lord Knightford didn’t believe her.


“Hmm. And how long have you had a tendre for this Phineas Owenoose?”


“Owenouse. Like ‘Owen’s house,’ except without the h.”


“Ah. And does this Owenouser have a tendre for you, too?” His eyes twinkled suspiciously.


“O-w-e-n-o-u-s-e, not Owenouser. And I should hope so, or why would I pin my hopes on him?” she said blithely, ignoring his other question.


He tightened his grip on her waist. “Ah, but if you already have a suitor, why is Lady Pensworth bringing you out?”


Good question. “Well . . . er . . . my aunt doesn’t approve of Phineas, of course. She wants me to marry well, and a Welsh farmer isn’t good enough for her.” Delia couldn’t tell whether he believed her. She pressed on, knowing that embellishing a tale with details often made it more believable. “But he’s a wonderful man, who raises chickens, pigs, and cows.”


His eyes narrowed on her. “He raises all that, does he? And crops, too, I suppose.”


“Of course. There’s barley and rye and corn and—”


“My, my, what an enterprising farmer,” he said dryly. “I didn’t know that one could grow corn in Cheshire.”


Uh-oh. Too many details could also ruin a tale. “Well, of course one can.” She hoped one could, anyway. Reynold had only grown flax on his land, for the local linen mills.


“In Shropshire,” he said, “only one county over from Cheshire, corn doesn’t grow well at all.”


Reynold and Papa had taught her that the best way to win at cards was to go on the attack. Surely that would prove true for dealing with overbearing lords, too. “How would you know? Clarissa says your estate is in Wiltshire.”


An odd light gleamed in his eyes. “One of them. But I’ve owned a hunting box in nearby Shropshire for years.”


“So you grow crops at your hunting box, do you?”


Irritation flashed over his face. “Of course I don’t grow— What has that got to do with anything?”


“I’m merely saying that if you don’t grow crops and you likely don’t meet many farmers, you can’t know too much about the local agriculture.”


She cast a furtive glance at Owen. She had to get rid of his lordship. It was clear from Owen’s expression that he needed to speak to her. And he didn’t dare stay out here very long or Aunt Agatha would wonder why he wasn’t with the other servants.


Fortunately, the waltz was ending. As soon as the music stopped and they bowed to each other, she said, “Thank you for the dance, Lord Knightford. It was most intriguing. I wish you luck with Lady Clarissa.”


But as she turned to walk off, he caught her by the arm. “I’m supposed to lead you from the floor,” he said firmly.


She forced a laugh. “This is a lawn, sir. And I can find my own way, thank you.”


His eyes narrowed on her. “Are you sure you won’t consider joining forces with me to keep Clarissa from plaguing us with her matchmaking? Your Phineas Owenhammer would never have to know.”


She started to correct him on the name again, then gave up. “Oh, but my dear Phineas could hear of it in the papers. You’re a very popular subject in the gossip rags, you know. And given the difficulties he and I already face in being together, I don’t want to take any chances.”


This time when she pulled away, he let her go, but she could feel his eyes on her the whole way. Somehow she’d managed to snag his attention, and that was not good.


She could only hope that his interest in her was as fleeting as his interest in every other woman she’d heard associated with him. Because one way or another, she would find the man who’d cheated Reynold. And neither Clarissa nor the disturbingly handsome marquess was going to stand in the way of that.





Three


As Miss Trevor was darting away, Warren leaned forward and snagged a feather from her coiffure. She had so many of the damned things that she wouldn’t miss one, and he’d need an excuse to approach her again.


Which he fully intended to do. Because Clarissa was right—something was up with Miss Trevor.


He wasn’t sure what, but he knew that her tale about her “suitor” was created from whole cloth. She was good at lying—he’d give her that—but Phineas Owenouse? He’d wager there wasn’t a man on earth with such a ridiculous name, Welsh or no. Not to mention that she’d had trouble describing what he did for a living.


Farmer, hah! No farmer did all of what she described. The fellow would have to be filthy rich, and there were few farmers who were that rich.


Besides, he’d noticed her furtive glances at the servant standing on the edge of the crowd. Something was up. Whose servant was he, and why would she communicate with him so furtively? Was she arranging an assignation? Accepting one of those notes she supposedly read at balls?


And why did he care, anyway? The woman had deplorable taste in clothes, she was a pain in the arse, and she was almost certainly not worth Clarissa’s worry.


She also had a forthright manner that intrigued him, a lively enjoyment of dancing, and a fresh, lemony scent that made him think of tarts—not only the pastry kind, but the other kind. And unlike most debutantes, she didn’t seem to care what he thought of her.


It was maddening. Women of her station usually cozied up to him; they didn’t try to escape his advances. He was a bloody marquess, for God’s sake, practically the holy grail of husbands in society.


And she talked about things no debutante would ever discuss. She had a quick wit and a ready smile, and her throaty laugh would make any man imagine making love to her.


Often. Thoroughly.


He groaned and clamped down on a surprising burst of lust. He was supposed to be protecting her from ravishment by some fortune hunter, not plotting how to ravish her himself.


Clarissa wanted him to save Miss Trevor from trouble, and that’s what he meant to do. In years past, he should have pressed Clarissa harder about why she’d resisted marriage. If he’d known the truth, perhaps he could have prevented some of what she’d had to endure later. Doing this favor might go a long way toward assuaging his guilty conscience about that.


Besides, after all his ward had suffered, she deserved not to be fretting about her friend falling prey to a scoundrel. Clarissa, in her delicate condition, didn’t need any more worry weighing her down.


Right. That was why he was now stealthily edging toward a woman who didn’t want his attentions. Because of some need to protect his former ward.


The truth was, lately his life had become a monotony of smoky rooms and brandy-soaked nights spent in the arms of women he couldn’t even remember. He needed a challenge.


Unknotting the mystery of Miss Trevor would certainly be that. And since she claimed to have no romantic interest in him, he wouldn’t have to worry about her breaking out the leg shackles as soon as he so much as pressed her hand.


The object of his attentions reached the burly servant she seemed to be heading toward and then turned to look behind her. Quickly Warren pretended to be paying attention to another woman on the opposite end of the lawn. But as soon as Miss Trevor’s back was to him, he watched as she and the fellow in livery ducked down a thinly traveled path through the garden. Hmm. This grew more curious by the moment.


Twirling her feather in his hand, he followed them. Surely Miss Trevor wasn’t so foolish as to involve herself with a servant. She seemed too sensible for that, even if she was making up that ridiculous Phineas Owen-whatever.


Which meant that the servant must be connected to her secret admirer or to whomever she was running off to meet.


He approached the pair, keeping to the trees so he could sneak up on them unaware. As he got close, he overheard Miss Trevor speaking in an angry tone.


“But it must be tonight!” she said. “I have precious few nights left that I can go. Aunt Agatha is already annoyed at having to remain in town throughout the summer. If not for the king being dead and everyone having to come back to London for the opening of Parliament next week, she would have had us packed off to Cheshire already until next year.”


Interesting. The chit didn’t sound particularly eager to return home and reunite with her paragon farmer.


He slid behind a tree to listen.


“But, miss, it’s too dangerous!” the servant said. “Only today your sister-in-law asked me who I was with last night. She saw me out the window during the wee hours of the morning accompanied by, as she put it, ‘a fellow she didn’t recognize,’ and thought it odd. If she goes to your aunt about it—”


“We’ll just have to be more careful. Leave by another entrance—one that doesn’t lie beneath her window.”


So Miss Trevor was meeting some fellow at night, apparently escorted by this servant. Her aunt’s servant? It must be.


“I don’t know, miss—” he began, showing that he wasn’t a complete idiot.


“You owe it to me. You owe it to him, Owen.”


Owen? He stifled a laugh. Owenouse. Of course. But who was the him? Probably her hapless suitor.


The man huffed out an exasperated breath. “To be sure, miss, I know my duty. But we have to be careful.”


“We will be, trust me. I have no more desire to be caught out than you. Too much is at stake.”
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