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To my curmudgeonly husband of twenty years,
this one’s for you. I love you exactly as you are.

And to Deb Dixon—
thanks for all the advice on this book!



Prologue

London, April 1814
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A young lady’s sponsor at court must be above
reproach. If her family is not, they should have the good
sense to absent themselves from the proceedings.

—Miss Cicely Tremaine, The Ideal Chaperone, a Guide for

Governesses, Companions, and Tutors of Young Ladies

He couldn’t see a damned thing from here.

Marcus North, the sixth Viscount Draker, rose from the marble bench and crossed the terrace to survey the ballroom through the glass doors. Much better. Too bad he couldn’t stand here. But someone might see him. It wouldn’t do for him to be caught skulking about like a French spy.

“What in God’s name are you doing?” asked a voice behind him.

Marcus turned to find his half brother scowling at him as he came up the steps from the garden of his new town house. So much for not being caught.

Alexander Black, the Earl of Iversley, strode onto the terrace. “I thought you went home to Castlemaine hours ago.”

“I did.” Strolling back to the marble bench, Marcus picked up the glass of Madeira he’d left there. “But halfway to Hertfordshire, I decided to come back.”

“Why?”

He sipped the wine. “To watch and make sure everything goes all right.”

“And if it doesn’t? What will you do, leap inside and take care of it?”

“Very amusing.” Marcus stared through the glass doors into Iversley’s ballroom. The guests were entering, and at their center was Marcus’s half sister.

He caught his breath. All he could see of his precious Louisa was her head, but with her hair up in a fashionable coiffure adorned by a large ostrich feather, she looked beautiful. And too damned grown-up. Sloe-eyed and black-haired, she was the very picture of their late mother, and that could not be good.

Marcus drank deeply. What did Iversley and his wife Katherine really know about presenting a young woman to society? Especially one whose pariah of a brother was only mentioned in vicious whispers.

He tore his gaze from the doors. “How was Louisa’s presentation at court?”

“It went very well. She didn’t trip over that ridiculously long train they make the girls wear, and according to Katherine that’s every girl’s greatest fear.”

When the crowds parted enough to reveal Louisa’s lowcut bodice, Marcus cursed the day he’d agreed to let her come to town. Confound it all, she looked more like a married woman of twenty-five than a maid of nineteen. “I hate that gown. It shows too much.”

“Ah, but they like the girls to wear gowns cut down to their navels,” said a familiar voice from behind Iversley. “Louisa’s is actually modest by comparison.”

“Why the hell are you here?” Marcus asked as his other half brother, Gavin Byrne, walked up holding a glass of champagne. “She’s my sister, not yours.”

Byrne shrugged. “Louisa’s debut was part of our bargain when we began the Royal Brotherhood of Bastards. The least I could do was attend her ball.” He shot Marcus a faintly contemptuous glance. “Since her own brother won’t.”

“You know damned well I can’t—it would ruin everything.”

“Then for God’s sake, don’t sneak about out here. If you won’t come inside, you overprotective ass, go home and leave things to Iversley and me.”

Marcus snorted. “Iversley, I can trust, but you—”

“Come now, gentlemen,” Iversley broke in, “we’re all on edge this evening. But the worst part is over, so there’s nothing more to worry about.”

Fat lot he knew. There was always more to worry about with a sister.

Marcus glanced through the glass, then scowled when he saw Louisa smile shyly at some handsome devil being introduced to her. “Who’s that rascal?”

“Relax,” Iversley said. “He’s perfectly respectable and quite a catch, I’m told. Simon Tremaine, the Duke of Fox-something.”

“Foxmoor?” Marcus growled. “Katherine invited the duke to this?”

“Why not? He’s young, he’s rich, he’s unmarried—”

“He’s Prinny’s close friend, that’s who he is,” Byrne put in. He walked up to stand beside Marcus. “How very interesting.”

Iversley blinked. “I’m sorry, we didn’t know. Neither of us pays much attention to society gossip.”

Byrne shot Marcus a knowing glance. “They’re too busy doing . . . other things.”

“There hasn’t been much of that lately,” Iversley grumbled. “Katherine had a baby two months ago, remember?”

“Ah, the life of the married man,” Byrne said smugly. “Give me a bachelor’s life any day, eh, Draker?”

“Damned right.” But Marcus actually envied Iversley his adoring wife and infant daughter. He’d trade all his riches to have either.

But he never would. He had to accept that. Marcus narrowed his gaze as he saw Foxmoor take Louisa to the floor. “Was Prinny at court today?”

Iversley made a sound of disgust. “I heard he was. I didn’t see our blasted father myself, however.”

“You’ve never met him, have you?” Byrne asked Iversley.

“No. Not that it would matter if I did. He doesn’t even realize I’m his by-blow. What about you?”

“Saw him once at the theater when I was a boy. Mother pointed him out to me from backstage.” Byrne scowled. “She never stopped trying to make him acknowledge me, if only privately. Of course, Prinny would die before he’d admit to fathering a child by a common Irish actress. What would his bloody friends think?” He shot Marcus a glance. “He only admits to the ones like Marcus, born to ‘respectable’ wives of gentlemen.”

“Trust me,” Marcus muttered, “the last thing you want is Prinny in your life. Why do you think I’ve kept Louisa away from him all these years?”

Iversley blinked. “Louisa is Prinny’s, too? You said it was just you, but if we have a half sister—”

He scowled. “It is just me. Louisa was born the year Prinny got married, while he and my mother were on the outs. But although the girl is definitely the viscount’s daughter, Prinny has shown a sudden interest in her. The devil sent a messenger a month ago requesting a meeting ‘to discuss Louisa’s future.’ I sent the man packing.”

Byrne lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps Prinny knows something we don’t—he never claims any by-blows he doesn’t have to.”

“She’s not his,” Marcus growled. “The year of her birth was the only time he avoided our estate. Besides, if he’d believed her to be his, he would have challenged me for guardianship long ago, like he did with that girl Minney a few years back. The viscount believed Louisa to be his own daughter, society accepts her as the viscount’s, and I’d better not hear you implying otherwise.”

“But she must know that you’re Prinny’s son—”

“If she does, she never speaks of it. And I won’t have you rousing painful questions in her mind about her own blood when there’s no reason for it. So keep your damned mouth shut, do you hear?”

“Fine,” Byrne muttered. “I don’t know why you’re so testy about it. It’s not as if being Prinny’s by-blow would hurt her. The ones he’s privately acknowledged have done quite well as a result of the association. Hell, you could have done well yourself if you hadn’t publicly tossed him and your mother out of Castlemaine.”

That one act had tarnished him in society, but his mother’s revenge, the lies she told her friends about him afterward, had blackened him forever. Nine years later, he was still paying for it. And all because of that damned lecherous prince.

“He deserved what I did.” The old anger boiled up inside Draker. “So did my mother. They were lying in each other’s arms a mere week after Father died.”

“So what?” Byrne drained his glass. “The viscount never protested it. Why should you? He was dead, for God’s sake, and he wasn’t even your father.”

“He acted like one. And he deserved some respect from them for treating me like a son all those years.”

Byrne snorted. “He let his wife cuckold him—”

“You’re certainly one to talk,” Marcus ground out. “If not for obliging husbands, you’d have no bed companions.”

Byrne’s blue eyes hardened to chips of ice. “Now see here, you pompous—”

“That’s enough, both of you.” Iversley stared through the window. “It’s Louisa we should worry about. Should Foxmoor be kept away from her?”

Marcus gulped some wine. “Most certainly. It can’t be coincidence that Prinny’s most ambitious friend is sniffing around Louisa.”

“Fine. After tonight, he won’t be invited to our functions.”

“You can’t stop him—or Prinny, for that matter—from approaching her at other affairs.” Marcus stared sullenly into the jeweled depths of his empty glass.

“Oh, yes, I can,” Iversley said. “I won’t let anyone near who might harm her. In the months Louisa has been coming here to prepare for her debut, Katherine and I have grown fond of the girl. We wouldn’t want her caught in Prinny’s machinations.”

“You’re both probably worrying for nothing.” Byrne sipped his wine. “Just because Foxmoor is dancing with her doesn’t mean Prinny put him up to it. She’s a beautiful girl, after all.”

“True. But it makes me damned nervous.” For the first time in years, Marcus wished he could go into society without stirring up nasty comments and drawing hateful looks. He wished he could shave off the beard that hid his ugly scar without fearing it would draw even more vicious rumors. He didn’t care what they thought or said about him, but Louisa . . .

He couldn’t mar her come-out by accompanying her.

Nor could he demand that she remain exiled with him at Castlemaine, much as he wanted to. Louisa deserved better. And the only way she would get it was if he trusted Iversley—and Katherine—to look after her in the next few weeks while she lived in their home, flitting from party to ball to soiree.

Without him.

He stared back through the glass. “I hope you and Katherine know how much I appreciate what you’re doing for her.”

“It’s the least we can do after all you did for us,” Iversley said in a voice deep with emotion.

“It was nothing,” Marcus mumbled, unused to being thanked. Unused to having friends—brothers—who could thank him.

An awkward silence ensued before Iversley cleared his throat. “I’d best return to my guests. Do you two plan to stand out here all night?”

“So Draker can grumble whenever Louisa dances with someone he doesn’t like?” Byrne retorted. “Not on your life. We’re going to the Blue Swan.”

Marcus shot Byrne a dark scowl. “I’m not sitting around your dingy gaming establishment while a lot of sots speculate on my beard and my past and my—”

“Clearly you’ve never been to Byrne’s club if you think it’s dingy,” Iversley remarked. “And I’m sure he has private rooms.”

“Not to mention the best French brandy a smuggler can provide,” Byrne said. “Come on, you big grouse. This bloody ball will go on for hours, and you know you don’t want to lurk about out here cooling your heels until it’s over.”

He hated to admit it, but Byrne was right. “I suppose I could go home.” But he wasn’t in the mood to return to Castlemaine and the emptiness that Louisa would have left in her wake. “Do you indeed have private rooms?”

“Of course.” A devilish smile broke over Byrne’s face. “And if you like, I can have female company fetched for us. I’ll even pay for it myself.”

Marcus was sorely tempted. Although he’d never kept a mistress and he seldom used whores, tonight wasn’t a night for scruples. And Castlemaine might seem less lonely if he returned by light of day.

“Go on, Draker, go with him,” Iversley prodded. “We brothers have to stick together when we can.”

Brothers. The pain in Marcus’s chest eased. “All right, I’ll go.”

“Excellent.” Byrne picked up the bottle of Madeira and refilled Marcus’s glass; then handed the bottle to Iversley and raised his own glass in a toast. “To the Royal Brotherhood of Bastards.”

They echoed the toast, with Iversley swigging straight from the bottle.

Then Marcus lifted his glass again. “And to our royal sire. May he rot in hell.”



Chapter One

Hertfordshire, May 1814
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Discourage your charge from gossiping, but be
aware of all the latest on-dit yourself, so you can
separate the sheep from the wolves.

—Miss Cicely Tremaine, The Ideal Chaperone

The carriage crested a hill and Lady Regina Tremaine gasped at her first glimpse of Castlemaine, nestled in one of the Chiltern hills’ verdant valleys. The place lived up to its name gloriously. Despite its lack of a moat, it was the very picture of a Tudor castle with its battlements, parapets, and pointed gothic windows. How odd to find it plunked down here in Hertfordshire among the oxen and the barley, only twenty miles from London. It was like stumbling upon Camelot in the midst of Whitechapel.

“Interesting, isn’t it?” said Cicely Tremaine, her spinster older cousin and chaperone.

“Fascinating.” Though she’d expected something of the sort, after hearing Louisa wax rhapsodic over her home. “If it’s not too gloomy on the inside. You know how dank and dark these old piles can be.”

Shortly after, as a footman ushered them inside, she discovered that the place wasn’t gloomy in the least. Yes, someone had gone a bit wild with the theme. Rumor had it that the previous viscount had spent a fortune overhauling the castle some twenty-five years ago; inspired by Walpole’s Strawberry Hill, he’d turned the crumbling old building into a gothic masterpiece.

It had been finely done, however. The burnished dark woods and the ironwork gave an impression of strength. Despite the faded hues of the ancient tapestry hanging on one wall, the overall impression was of lush colors—the rich gold-shot silk of the drapes and the vibrant reds and blues of the stained-glass window at the top of the magnificent mahogany staircase.

Cicely edged closer to her. “On the inside it’s not quite what one expects.”

“No.” Regina knew Lord Draker was rich, but given his notorious reclusiveness, she’d expected sooty ceilings and cobwebs lurking beneath every chair—not this immaculately clean foyer with its sparkling crystal chandelier and a Tintoretto painting that proclaimed the owner’s wealth and taste.

But only to those who knew art. Either Lord Draker was more sophisticated than she’d realized, or he merely liked interesting pictures.

She hoped it was the latter. She had her best successes with shallow or simpleminded men; clever ones were a bother, although even they could be gotten round easily enough if she put her mind to it.

The butler approached, looking flustered. “Good morning, ladies. There must have been some mistake. Miss North is in London at present and—”

“I’m not here to see Louisa,” Regina said with a smile. “Would you kindly tell his lordship that Lady Regina Tremaine would like a word with him?”

The butler’s face turned an interesting shade of purple. “H-His lordship?”

She raised one eyebrow. “This is Castlemaine, isn’t it?”

“Certainly, my lady, but . . . well . . . you do mean that you wish to see the viscount, don’t you? Lord Draker?”

“Of course.”

“Marcus North, the sixth Viscount Draker.”

“Yes, yes, that is the one,” she said impatiently. “Have we come to the wrong house?”

“Perhaps this is a bad time,” Cicely whispered, her pallor deepening.

“Nonsense.” Regina offered the butler a cool smile. “Would you inform his lordship that I am here to see him?” She added archly, “If it’s no trouble.”

The butler colored again. “Of course not, my lady. Forgive me, but ladies rarely . . . that is, his lordship does not . . .” He trailed off weakly. “I will inform him of your arrival at once.”

“Sweet heaven, what a servant!” Regina told Cicely, as he hurried up the main staircase. “You’d think his master was a troll from the way that fellow acts.”

“They do call him the Dragon Viscount,” Cicely said.

Regina glanced up at the Tintoretto portraying St. George slaying the dragon, the Draker coat of arms with its black dragon rampant, and the mahogany newel post with a coiled dragon atop it. “I can’t imagine why,” she said dryly.

Cicely followed her gaze. “Not just because of that. Why, I heard that only last year he reduced a bookseller in the Strand to tears over some moldy old book the man had promised to him, then sold to Lord Gibbons. And he actually struck one of His Highness’s messengers last month.”

“I also heard that Lord Maxwell keeps a goat in his bedchamber, but you don’t see me sending someone to milk it. One mustn’t let idle gossip govern one’s actions.”

“There’s more than just rumor surrounding his lordship.” Cicely breathed heavily, having her usual trouble with her weak lungs. “What about his treatment of his mother? Don’t you remember the horrible claims Lady Draker made when she used to visit your parents?”

“I remember that Lady Draker had a knack for dramatic exaggeration. Besides, his lordship can hardly be as awful as she claimed and raise a sister as lovely as Louisa. Who, incidentally, says that her mother lied about her son’s supposed mistreatment.”

Cicely looked mutinous. “Miss North is probably too terrified of her brother to say anything else.”

“She doesn’t act terrified, I assure you. She seems to think he walks on water.” Indeed, the incongruity between Louisa’s and society’s respective images of Lord Draker intrigued her. Even if she hadn’t needed to pay this visit, she might have come just to determine his character. “That’s why Louisa won’t accept my brother’s attentions without his lordship’s permission. Because she respects Lord Draker’s opinion.”

“Yes, but—”

“Shh,” Regina interrupted. “Listen.”

The butler’s plaintive voice wafted down the stairs. “B-But milord, what shall I tell them?”

“Tell them I’m indisposed,” answered a deep male voice. “Tell them I’m in India. I don’t care what the hell you tell them as long as you send them away.”

“Yes, milord,” came the butler’s meek reply.

Regina scowled. So Lord Draker refused to let her have her say? Not if she could help it. Spotting the servant stairs down the hall, she started for them.

Cicely grabbed her by the arm. “What are you doing? You can’t just—”

“Stay here and keep the butler occupied.” Regina shook off her cousin’s weak grip. “I mean to speak with Lord Draker one way or the other.”

“But, my dear—”

Regina didn’t stay for further reproaches. If his lordship thought she would drive twenty miles from London only to be put off like some importunate creditor, he was in for a surprise.

Upstairs in the lengthy hall, it took her only minutes to find—after peeking inside the rooms behind every other massive oak door—the one that must lead to his lordship’s study. She hesitated just long enough to examine herself in a nearby mahogany-framed mirror. Cheeks pleasingly flushed from their drive, check. New Bourbon hat firmly in place, check. Matching lilac mantle that gaped open to reveal just a hint of bosom, check. Lord Draker did not stand a chance.

Before she could lose her nerve, she opened the door and swept inside, right into the dragon’s cave. Except that it wasn’t lined with blackened stones smelling of sulfur . . . but with gilded leather smelling of ink. Books. Thousands of books marched around the walls in varying shades of brown and dark blue, further proclaiming their owner’s education and wealth.

The room was enormous, probably spanning the entire length of the house. How could a person own this many books, let alone read them?

Sweet heaven. She was in deep trouble now. Not only was the viscount probably a clever man, but a clever man with lots of knowledge at his fingertips. She brushed off that unsettling thought. He was a man, after all, and a bookish man at that, with little knowledge of society, current affairs . . . feminine wiles. Surely her usual charm and a flirtatious smile would suffice.

If she could find the dratted fellow. The library appeared to be empty. She closed the door behind her more loudly than she’d meant to, and a rich baritone voice wafted down to her from the heavens.

“I take it you got rid of Foxmoor’s sister.”

She jerked, then glanced up to see a ledge directly over her head. Moving farther into the room, she turned around and found the Dragon himself. He was up on a little gallery that ran along the near side of the high-ceilinged room and contained even more bookshelves. His impressively broad back was to her as he took down a volume and opened it with almost paternal care.

It was the only careful thing about him. Everything else was haphazard—the raggedly trimmed hair that fell unfashionably below his collar, the dust-smeared fustian suit, and the scuffed boots.

And he was huge. No wonder everyone believed the rumor that he was actually Prinny’s son. He certainly had Prinny’s height and large frame, but without the corpulence that plagued His Highness.

The shaggy-haired giant returned his book to the shelf, then squatted to remove one lower down, giving her a view of his well-shaped behind and the impressive thigh muscles straining against the fabric of his ill-fitting trousers. Her mouth went dry. Even she could appreciate a fine male figure when she saw one.

“Well?” he asked. “Did Foxmoor’s sister give you any trouble? I hear she’s the troublesome sort.”

The words jerked her back to the matter at hand. “No more troublesome than the average lady put off by a rude gentleman.”

He stiffened, then rose to face her, and she sucked in a breath.

He was nothing like his rumored sire after all. For one thing, he wore an exceedingly unfashionable beard. His Highness would eat nails before he’d grow his whiskers that long. But the prince would certainly not mind having this man’s body. A pugilist’s meaty shoulders and burly chest tapered down to a surprisingly trim waist. Even his calves appeared to be well-turned, though his stockings . . .

She blinked and looked again. His stockings didn’t match.

“Are you finished yet?” he snapped.

She jumped. “Finished what?”

“Looking me over.”

Drat it, she hadn’t meant to stare. She jerked her gaze up to his bushy beard. “You can’t blame me for being curious. Few people ever get to see Castlemaine, much less its owner.”

“There’s a reason for that.” He turned his back on her to restore his book to the shelf. “Now if you’ll excuse me—”

“I certainly will not. I wish to talk to you.”

He removed another volume. “Like brother, like sister, I see. Can’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

“Not when the ‘no’ comes without an explanation.”

“I’m busy. That should be explanation enough.”

“You’re not busy; you’re a coward.”

He whirled to face her, his scowl raining dragonly fury down on her. “What did you call me?”

Excellent, Regina—why not just slap his face with your glove?

But drat the man, he’d really roused her temper. “A coward. You’re perfectly ready to slander my family to your sister, but heaven forbid you should state your objections to our faces.”

A laugh echoed in the library. “You think you and your brother scare me?”

Her annoyance increased. “Simon said you refused to speak with him.”

“He knows perfectly well why I prefer to communicate through the Iversleys. And if he insists on continuing to corrupt my sister—”

“Corrupt!” she protested. “My brother would never corrupt anyone!”

“—I’ll be happy to meet with him in person.” Lord Draker fixed her with his hard gaze. “So tell Foxmoor that sending his sister here won’t soften me one whit.”

“He doesn’t even know I’ve come. I’m not here on his behalf. I’m here to argue for your sister.”

She didn’t miss the subtle gentling in his features. “Louisa sent you?”

“She said you would never listen to her, since she’s so inexperienced in society. But she hoped you might listen to someone who knows it well enough to point out the advantages of an alliance between her and my brother.” Especially since the Iversleys upheld Lord Draker’s refusal to let Simon near the poor girl.

His face closed up. “Louisa was wrong. My mind is set.”

“What possible objection could you have to Simon? He’s one of the most eligible gentlemen in London.”

“I’m sure he is,” he said, with an impatient wave of his hand. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

Regina was not used to being dismissed or ignored. And to have this . . . this beastly devil do so was beyond the pale. “I’m not leaving until I hear some reason for your objection. Because I certainly can’t see a good one.”

“You wouldn’t.” He swept his gaze from the tip of her lilac hat to the points of her expensive kid shoes, and she would have sworn she saw admiration flicker in his gaze. Until he added with a sneer, “Your sort never does.”

She bristled. Tired of craning her neck up at this obnoxious creature, she approached the stair that led up to the gallery. “And what sort is that?”

“A wealthy lady of rank moving in the highest circles of society.”

She began to mount the little stairs. If he wouldn’t listen, she’d trap him on the gallery and make him listen. “Your sister is a wealthy lady of rank moving in the highest circles of society.”

He scowled at her. “She’s only there until she finds a decent husband. I want a better life for her than that of a society chit.” He swept her with a contemptuous gaze. “The sort who spends her days dithering over what color ball gown to wear.”

His blatant assumption stoked Regina’s temper even higher. She stepped onto the gallery and walked toward him. “I suppose you’d rather she marry a bushy-faced hermit like you. Then she can spend her days listening to him rebuff all her visitors.”

His lordship shot her a scalding look. Sweet heaven, he had the most beautiful eyes she’d ever seen—a rich brandy brown, with long dusky lashes a shade darker than his hair.

A pity those eyes presently burned a hole through her skull. “Better that than spend it catering to Prinny and his ilk,” he said.

The light dawned. “Oh, I see. You object to Simon because of his friendship with His Highness. You don’t like your sister being around your father after you went to such great pains to throw the man out of here all those years ago.”

“You’re damned right I don’t. And what’s more—” He broke off suddenly. His frown disappeared, only to be replaced by a suspicious crinkling at the corners of his gorgeous eyes. “You do realize you just called me a bastard.”

“I did not!”

“In the eyes of the law, my father was the fifth Viscount Draker. And since you were clearly not referring to him . . .”

He had her there, drat him. Clever gentlemen were such a bother.

He went on smugly, “One would think a duke’s daughter would know better than to throw salacious rumors about a man’s parentage right in his face.” He settled his hand on the gallery rail. “But then, we both know how thin is the facade of manners that your sort put so much stock in.”

“Now see here, you overgrown oaf, I’ve had enough of your half-baked ideas about me and my ‘sort.’ ” Pivoting on her heel, she headed back toward the little stair. “If you want to force Simon and Louisa to sneak around behind your back, then fine by me. Who cares if they’re caught in some compromising position and tarred by scandal? I shall simply tell my brother to go right ahead setting up their secret meetings—”

“Stop!” he roared.

She halted near the stairs, a smile playing over her face.

He came up behind her. “What the devil are you babbling about?”

“Oh, no, I shan’t trouble you with it—you’re far too busy.” She continued toward the stairs slowly—very slowly. “Clearly I’ve taken up too much of your precious time already. So I’ll be on my way.”

She’d already reached the stairs when he grabbed her arm and swung her around to face him. “Not until you tell me what’s going on, damn you.”

Fighting a smile, she removed his hand from her arm. “Are you sure you can spare the time?” she said sweetly. “I don’t know if I should impose.”

He marched forward, forcing her to back down the stairs. “Your hints about ‘secret meetings’ had better be more than the figment of your imagination. Because if you think some paltry trick will gain you my attention—”

“Trick? Surely you don’t think a woman who spends her time dithering over which gown to wear could trick a clever gentleman like you.”

He swore under his breath.

Take that, you big lout. She was so busy congratulating herself that she didn’t pay attention and missed a step. She stumbled and was about to tumble backwards to the floor when his lordship snagged her about the waist.

For a moment they stood frozen, with only his broad arm beneath her back preventing her from falling. Thank God he was strong.

And surprisingly clean, for all his mismatched stockings and rough looks. A heady scent of bay rum and soap wafted through her senses, making her wonder if he were not quite the oaf he seemed.

Then his eyes dropped to where her pelisse had fallen open to reveal her low-cut bodice, and his gaze lodged there as if stuck.

Men often stared at her breasts—on occasion she’d even used that to her advantage. But for some reason, his staring unsettled her. He looked as if he wanted to devour them . . . and make her enjoy the devouring.

As her breasts pinkened beneath his gaze, she opened her mouth to rebuke him, then noticed the edge of the scar that crawled above his beard and onto his cheek. She’d heard he had a scar, but no one seemed to know how he’d received it or how bad it was. His heavy beard covered most of it, but the part that showed looked rather nasty.

He lifted his eyes to her face. Catching where her gaze was fixed, he scowled. “Watch your step, madam. You wouldn’t want to go tumbling.”

His thinly veiled threat sent a shiver along her spine. And what had he done to gain such an awful scar anyway? She shuddered to think.

Shifting her in his arms, he lifted her as if she weighed less than nothing and set her firmly on the floor two steps below, then descended to loom over her.

“Now, Lady Regina, you’re going to explain exactly what you mean by my sister and secret meetings. Because you’re not going anywhere until you do.”

His low rumble of a voice sparked a peculiar quivering in her belly. Apparently, she’d awakened the sleeping dragon.

Now she must figure out what to do with him.



Chapter Two

[image: design]

Never trust a young man, whether he be a poor
mister or a titled and wealthy gentleman, alone
with your charge.

—Miss Cicely Tremaine, The Ideal Chaperone

As Foxmoor’s sister strolled to the center of the library, Marcus followed, trying hard to keep his eyes in his head.

It was impossible. The woman moved as sweetly as a sonata, and it had been too damned long since he’d heard one. He couldn’t take his eyes off her fine bottom, swathed in what was undoubtedly the latest fashion. He’d give half his fortune to have that fashionable ass settled on his lap. To have her settled on his lap, where he could touch and squeeze and plunder every honey-perfumed, muslin-draped inch.

He scowled. As if a haughty female like her would let him within ten feet. Even after he’d rescued her from a near fall, she’d regarded him as if he meant to ravish her right there.

He’d wanted to. Who wouldn’t, when a woman’s lovely breasts were served up like that, begging him to dive in and enjoy?

And dash his brains out on the rocks. It could be no coincidence that Foxmoor’s pretty sister had come to argue for him, no matter what she claimed. That’s who was always sent to appease a dragon—a beautiful young virgin.

But this virgin was braver than most. Not many society misses would storm right into his study without an introduction, especially given the gossip about him. And the woman was sophisticated enough that society had dubbed her “La Belle Dame Sans Merci”—the woman without mercy—after that poem by Chaucer about a heartless beauty.

That’s why her brother had sent her. Marcus had best remember that. She was what poets meant when they spoke of dying for love.

She was trouble.

“Well?” he snapped, desperate to get the damned woman out of his study before she put a siren’s spell on him. “What’s all this about secret meetings?”

Boldly she faced him. God help him, why must she be a blonde, too, his particular weakness? The gilt curls peeking out from beneath her feather-adorned hat practically begged to be stroked and fondled and—

A pox on her and her fancy kind. He didn’t need this right now.

She regarded him with cool composure. “Your sister and my brother are determined to see each other. If you don’t consent to their courtship, they’ll sneak around behind the watchful eyes of her guardians. Then they’re sure to be caught in a compromising situation that would harm Louisa more than my brother.”

“Which is why she would never behave so recklessly.”

“No?” Lady Regina stared him down. “I’m here precisely because she doesn’t want to go behind your back until she’s sure you can’t be moved.”

Alarm seized him. “You talked to Louisa about this?”

“I talked her out of it. She was ready to go along with my brother’s plans, but I convinced her that even a duke is not above reproach in such matters and that if they were caught, the ensuing scandal—”

“Damn the scandal! I just don’t want her anywhere near your brother and his confounded circle of friends!”

Her gray eyes hardened to steel. “Clearly Louisa doesn’t share your aversion to His Highness.”

That was the trouble. Louisa didn’t even understand it. She’d been ten when their mother left. All she remembered of Prinny was an indulgent “Uncle George” who occasionally brought her treats; Marcus had worked hard to keep her from hearing rumors about the true nature of their mother’s “friendship” with the man.

He’d only heard them himself when he’d gone to Harrow at eleven. Some ass had called him Prinny’s bastard the very first day. That’s when he’d discovered he was the sort of abomination people joked about—an affront to the very values of respectable society. So when Louisa was born shortly after that, he’d vowed to do whatever he must to keep her from suffering the same stigma. Especially since her blood wasn’t tainted like his.

He’d held to that vow ever since. And now this seductive harpy and her brother threatened to expose Louisa to everything he’d tried to protect her from. He would not have it! “Surely you realize that Louisa isn’t wise enough to the ways of society to be a good choice of wife for your brother.”

“She’ll learn. She makes him happy—that’s all that matters.”

He laughed bitterly. “Strange sentiments coming from you, madam.”

She cocked her head, setting her ostrich feather aquiver. “What do you mean? You don’t even know me.”

“I know of you. Who hasn’t heard of Lady Regina Tremaine, who despite refusing scores of gentlemen manages to acquire more marriage proposals with each passing year? Can’t find one to make you happy, madam? Or just can’t find one lofty enough to suit your family’s fine lineage and high expectations?”

Two spots of color stained her pretty cheeks. “I see you’ve been listening to idle gossip.”

“It doesn’t seem so idle now that I’ve met you.”

“I could say the same for the gossip about you.”

“Oh? What do they say about me these days?” He waited for her to hem and haw—no one in society ever gossiped about a man to his face.

She skewered him with a sugared dagger of a smile. “They say you’re a hard man with a foul temper. That you have secrets too dark to speak aloud, and that you will do anything to keep them.”

He snorted. “They say that you enjoy putting upstarts in their places. That your sharp tongue has made you the darling of our corrupt society during the seven years since your come-out.”

“Six,” she corrected tightly. “And they say that you browbeat tradesmen and toss hapless messengers out on their ears for no reason.”

He stalked toward her. “They say that some idiot poet is writing a poem to your heartlessness.”

Her features grew stony. “They say that William Blake, that daft artist, got the inspiration for one of his horrible dragon paintings from you.”

He happened to own one of those “horrible dragon paintings.” Blake himself, one of Katherine’s acquaintances, had given it to him. But he’d thought it was Blake’s idea of a joke. Until now.

Scowling, he bent his head until he was nose to nose with the impudent chit. “They say that you’re a haughty bitch of a beauty who thinks the sun rises and sets for her because she’s daughter to a duke.”

When her glittering gaze met his, he thought he saw hurt in it. But that was absurd. Women like her did not hurt.

“They say you eat small children for breakfast,” she countered. “With jam.”

The deliberate absurdity of that last one startled him. And he didn’t like being startled. He glared down at her. “They call you ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci.’ ”

She thrust her face so close to his that her ostrich feather brushed his forehead. “They call you ‘the Dragon Viscount.’ But that’s because society entertains itself by attaching titillating names to those they fear, envy, or admire. It says nothing about either of our characters, as you, of all people, should know.”

That astute assessment of society gossip gave him pause. Drawing back from her, he said sullenly, “You left out the worst of the gossip about me. That I bullied my mother and forced her to rely on the kindness of friends—your parents, for example. That I refused to honor the terms of my father’s will. That I even used to beat her. Or had you not heard that, too?”

“I heard.”

“Then why didn’t you mention it? Unless— You believe it, don’t you?”

She thrust out her chin. “Should I? Is it true?”

That took him aback. No one had ever bothered to ask him. “You’ll think what you want to, so it hardly matters what I say.”

“It matters to me.”

She said the words so sincerely he almost believed her. And that infuriated him. “Think what you wish then,” he growled. “It makes no difference.”

“Very well, I’ll do that.”

When she said nothing more, he cursed her for not indicating what she’d chosen to believe. Not that he cared what she thought. He didn’t care in the least. Even if she was the most attractive female ever to enter his library.

Then she had the audacity to cast him a sultry smile that sent his pulse pounding. “But I don’t know how we got so far off the subject,” she said. “This isn’t about you or me. It’s about Louisa.”

Louisa, right. Damn her, Lady Regina was driving him mad, with her crazy assertions about her brother’s happiness. She was such a little hypocrite. A dangerously seductive, thoroughly enticing hypocrite with a body made for—

He gritted his teeth. This reaction was exactly what Foxmoor had probably hoped for when the man had sent her here, damn it. “Yes,” he said tightly. “We were discussing how you and your brother have corrupted my sister. Otherwise, she wouldn’t even think of going against my wishes. She can be headstrong, but she isn’t a fool.”

She arched one delicate brow. “Clearly you’ve never been in love, or you would understand that two people in love aren’t liable to behave rationally.”

“In love, hah. After a couple of dances at her come-out?” A sudden chill seized him. Circling around her, he headed for the fireplace. “They can’t have seen each other beyond that.”

“Girls do wander onto balconies at parties, you know.” She watched as he reached for the poker. “And gentlemen enamored of them do follow them into gardens. Attraction can blossom into love after only a few encounters.”

He stabbed the poker into the fire. “My sister might fancy herself in love, but that brother of yours has no such noble motives.”

“If you think my brother would attempt to steal your sister’s virtue—”

“No, that would certainly not be to his advantage.” Not if this courtship had anything to do with Prinny, as Marcus suspected.

She blinked. “You can’t possibly think he wants her fortune. He has one of his own.”

“Good.” Thrusting the poker aside, he faced her. “Because if she does marry him, I’ll cut her off. He won’t get a penny from me.”

When Lady Regina eyed him as if he were a slug, he considered taking back the blatant lie. He’d only said it so she would think twice about helping the couple.

“Such a threat is unlikely to keep my brother from courting your sister,” she said quietly. “It will merely encourage them to sneak around behind your back. And make me more than happy to help them.”

“What? And risk a scandal?” He sneered at her. “You would never do that.”

She assessed him coldly. “If they’re willing to risk scandal to be happy, then I’m certainly willing to help.”

He bit back an oath. Perhaps it was time Lady Regina learned Foxmoor’s true character. Because if she actually believed all that rot about love, she might not approve of his machinations.

And if she already knew Foxmoor’s true plans? Then it was better to lay their cards on the table. “Haven’t you asked yourself why your brother, who could marry any woman he pleases, would pursue a girl whose family and friends are so opposed to him?”

She lifted her chin. “He’s in love.”

He snorted. “He’s in love, all right. With the idea of being prime minister.” He chose his words carefully, not wanting her to know Prinny’s claims about Louisa’s parentage. “You see, Prinny—your brother’s friend—grew fond of my sister in the years he was playing ‘Uncle George.’ He’s annoyed that I refuse to let him near her now—”

“You won’t let His Highness see Louisa? And he allows that?”

“Why shouldn’t he? He knows he can’t press it—he has no connection to her. She’s merely the daughter of his former mistress. But that doesn’t stop him from trying to stick his nose in where it doesn’t belong. Look at what he and Mrs. Fitzherbert did with that poor girl Minney after the death of her mother, his mistress. Everyone knew the girl wasn’t his, yet he fought her family for custody and won, solely by abusing his power.”

He glared at her. “Fortunately, I know enough of the prince’s secrets that he would never dare such a thing with me. Which is why he’s trying to get at Louisa through your brother, a man who will do anything to further his political career—including scheme to bring Louisa into Prinny’s sphere against my wishes.”

Blanching, she reeled away from him. “You think that my brother . . . that the prince is using my brother—”

“I think your brother is using my sister. At Prinny’s behest. Your brother is more than eager to give Prinny what he wants, in exchange for his support once Prinny becomes king in truth.”

When she faced him again, her eyes were glittering. “Why has Louisa never mentioned your suspicions?”

“Because she doesn’t know about them. I’ve never told her about Prinny’s interest in her future. Or your brother’s aims. I do not want to hurt her.”

“Neither do I. And I certainly wouldn’t be here arguing his case if I thought my brother intended such a thing. I assure you that if he wanted to marry her for a political purpose, he would state that outright.”

“I’m not sure that marriage is his true intention. A courtship would be enough excuse for bringing my sister around the prince—”

“How dare you! Simon would never use a woman in such an underhanded manner, preying on her feelings merely for some political advantage.” She brightened. “Besides, if that’s all he wanted, he would have told her of the prince’s aims the first time they danced. Yet she has never mentioned that. Clearly, you are wrong about his intentions.”

“I’m not wrong. I don’t know why your brother hasn’t told her, but I assure you it’s not out of any great ‘love’ for her. And all this talk about sneaking around is to bring her to Prinny, so the man can flatter her and undermine my authority.”

“Don’t you think she should know of the prince’s interest in her future?”

“Absolutely not. She’s just young enough to be dazzled by the idea of traveling in court circles, without being wise enough to understand how dangerous Prinny can be.” Stepping nearer, he lowered his voice. “And so help me, if you dare tell her any of this—”

“I am not a tattler, sir,” she retorted with a mutinous set to her chin. “Besides, I am not about to tell her some unfounded nonsense about a plot between His Highness and my brother.”

Her loyalty to her brother was commendable but misplaced. “If you don’t believe me, ask Foxmoor why he’s courting her. See what he says.”

A hint of uncertainty showed in her eyes before she stepped away with a sniff. “I don’t have to. I know my brother. He is not the calculating devil you make him out to be.” She arched one elegant eyebrow. “Nor are you giving your sister enough credit. She’s a lovely girl. Any man would be happy to marry her.”

“The sister to the Dragon Viscount, whose mother was as notorious in her day as Delilah was in hers?” He leaned against a nearby bookshelf. “When I sent Louisa out into society, I hoped she might find some handsome young baron or kindly merchant who might overlook her country manners and her connection to me, who could marry her for her own sweet self. Then lo and behold, she snags the interest of a wealthy duke with a brilliant future ahead of him. Can you blame me for being suspicious?”

“I assure you, my brother is only one of her admirers.”

The observation rubbed him raw. He hated that this confounded society chit knew more about his sister’s prospects than he did. “Then let one of them court her. Because I’ll never approve a courtship between your manipulative brother and my sister. I know that the prince is mixed up in this somehow, and I won’t have it.”

“If you ever met my brother, I know you would reverse your bad opinion—”

He laughed harshly. “Not damned likely. Unlike those idiots in Parliament, I’m not swayed by ‘gifted oratory’ from an insolent, lying pup.”

She bristled, her cheeks awash with scarlet and her bosom quivering. God help him, but Lady Regina with her dander up was an awe-inspiring sight. What he wouldn’t give to have her beneath him unleashing all that fire and passion—

“You will drive them to elope with your bullheaded refusal,” she snapped.

He tamped down his wayward thoughts. “I doubt he means to elope. But now that I know what he’s up to, I’ll bring her back here out of his reach.”

“You would ruin her chances to make any match, simply to keep her away from my brother?”

He shrugged. “She can always have another season next year. By then, she’ll see the situation more rationally.”

“By then, she’ll resent you even more for your stubbornness, which will give her justification for deceiving you at every turn.” She shot him a withering glance. “Unless you intend to lock her in the dungeon you supposedly have downstairs?”

“Don’t be absurd. Once she’s at home, I’ll make her see I’m right—”

“Or your draconian measures will drive her into running away. And I tell you now, if she ever seeks refuge in my home, she will have it.”

“Confound it all! If you help her, I will . . . I will—”

“What? Slander me in society? Do you think anyone would listen to you over me and my brother?”

He clenched his fists. The duke had friends in high places. Marcus had only his money and his gruff temper.

And his half brothers. “All right, I’ll let her remain in society. But you and your brother will both be banned from seeing her.”

“Then Simon will find some other woman to help him sneak her off, some woman you don’t know. And Louisa will gladly go along.”

“A pox on you,” he roared. “What do you want from me? You give me no recourse. I don’t want them sneaking about, but I refuse to let your brother court her if he only does it to get her into Prinny’s clutches!”

“Then you should determine for yourself his motives.”

That brought him up short. “What do you mean?”

“Let them court . . . but oversee the courtship yourself. Why not go into society and see how matters really stand with your sister and my brother? Once you see them together, you can’t possibly continue in your ridiculous suspicions. And if by some small chance you are still convinced of his duplicity, you’ll have better control over the situation if you’re out in society yourself.”

Among the rumormongers and the scornful ton? Marcus shuddered. “You don’t know what you’re asking. I loathe society. And it loathes me, I assure you.”

“Over some old gossip? I doubt that. There will be grumblings at first, but that will die soon enough when they witness your concern for your sister.”

Lady Lofty was insane if she thought it would be that simple. Still, he could watch out for Louisa so much better than heretofore. “There would be no sneaking around behind my back? No secret meetings?”

“You have my word on it. If you give them a month to court properly, so my brother can prove that his intentions are honorable.”

Honorable, hah! Foxmoor didn’t know the meaning of the word. If Marcus could show that the man’s motives for courting Louisa were suspect, wouldn’t Lady Regina leap to condemn Foxmoor’s behavior?

Not if she was part of his plot. But if she was, she ought to realize that Marcus’s interference would be detrimental to her brother’s plans. Out in society, he might even keep Foxmoor from doing what he planned.

He glowered at her. “You hope I’ll refuse your little proposition, don’t you? Then you and your brother can tell Louisa how unreasonable I am and give her an excuse for disobeying me.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t be absurd.”

“Come to think of it, it’s a clever plan. Did you dream it up yourself, or did your brother help you concoct it?”

Her silver-grey eyes impaled him. “Is that what you do out here in the country all day—imagine intrigues and plots against you? I hate to disappoint you, sir, but I want only the happiness of my brother and Louisa.”

He didn’t believe that for a minute, and he would prove she was lying if it killed him. “Very well, I accept your challenge. I’ll go into society and observe my sister and your brother together. I’ll endure the gossip and the speculation if that’s what it takes to make her see sense.”

“That’s all I want,” she said primly. “For you to give them a chance.”

“Then you won’t mind agreeing to one small condition.”

She grew wary. “Oh?”

The more he thought about it, the more he liked this idea. He smiled down at her. “It seems to me that I’m taking all the risks in this arrangement. You want me to go into society, where I’ll endure old gossip and social affairs I detest, and all I might get for it is the removal of your brother from my sister’s affections. Fine. I’ll brave the gossipmongers, but only if you brave them with me. I’ll let Foxmoor court Louisa . . . if you let me court you.”

She stared at him, mouth agape.

I’ve got you now, Lady Lofty, he thought smugly.

La Belle Dame Sans Merci let herself be seen welcoming the attentions of the disgusting Dragon Viscount? Never. She wouldn’t risk the damage that would do to her reputation as the darling of society. And then he could show Louisa once and for all how shallow her new friends were.

As a smile tugged at his lips, her eyes hardened. “Now you think I’ll refuse.”

“Of course not,” he said mockingly. “You have only my sister’s best interests at heart. So you’ll happily endure my company just to unite two lovers.”

“I might. If I knew why you want to court someone of my ‘sort.’ “

He shrugged. “If I must go out into society, why not do it with a beautiful woman on my arm?” He let his gaze trail insolently over her, waiting until the color rose in her cheeks before adding, “In the right place, even the company of a woman like you can be enjoyable.”

Her eyes narrowed on him. “Are you sure you’re not wanting to court me just to annoy my brother?”

“I’ll admit that adds to the attraction, but no.” He threw out the first reason that came to him, knowing she would refuse his terms anyway. “It’s time I acquired a wife. Why not start my search at the top of the social ladder?”

“How very flattering,” she remarked coldly.

“I’m not asking you to marry me. I merely want you to give me your company exclusively, the way I’m letting your brother have my sister’s. If a woman of your station champions me, it will ease my way in society.”

She regarded him intently for a long moment, then tipped up her chin. “Very well, I accept your proposal, sir.”

His smile faltered. She couldn’t be serious. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear. I don’t mean a private courtship where I take you riding in the country or accompany you to a play in a darkened theater. You must dance with me publicly and ride in my carriage on Rotten Row. To truly soften the blow of my return to society, you must attend at least two or three public events on my arm.”

Her eyes twinkled. “Is that all? I say we make it an even month of events. You’re allowing Simon and Louisa a month to court, so we should have the same.”

“You think I’m joking—”

“No, indeed. You don’t strike me as the sort to joke.”

“Damned right, I’m not.” But could he really mean to go through with this?
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