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Chapter One

London, 1813


Take care not to sire any bastards; they will haunt you long after the pleasure of wenching has waned.

—Anonymous, The Art of Seduction Reveal’d, or A Rake’s Rhetorick






They were late.

By lamplight, Alexander Black consulted the pocket watch given him by Wellington. Damn. Twenty minutes late already. He’d used his meager funds on the proprietor’s best French brandy, and now the men weren’t coming.

At least the private dining room had cost him nothing. He strode to the window, cocking an ear toward the stables by force of habit. But no soothing sounds of horses settling in for the night reached him above the watchman’s bell and the clacking of hackney wheels on cobblestone.

A knock at the door followed by a muffled “Lord Iversley?” made him start.

Right, he was Iversley. After he had lived for years as plain Mr. Black, returning to being a lord took some getting used to. “Come in.”

A lad opened the door, his nervousness inexplicable until Alec spotted the man looming behind him. “L-Lord D-Draker is here to see you.” The cowering boy turned to the hulking figure, whose reputation as the Dragon Viscount had clearly preceded him. “W-Will that be all, m-my lord?”

Draker’s fierce gaze swung to the servant. Even dressed in humble fustian, the shaggy-haired brute could crush stone to dust with a stare. “Begone,” he growled. When the lad scampered for the stairs quicker than a skittish gelding, Draker rolled his eyes. “They think horns grow on my forehead.”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t snarl at them,” Alec said dryly.

The giant’s dark brown eyes pinned him in place. “A wise man would keep his opinions to himself.”

“A wise man would never invite you here. But I like taking risks.”

“I don’t.” Hesitating on the threshold, the viscount examined the room warily. In keeping with a hotel popular with army officers, it boasted heavy oak chairs and a table borne on legs carved with lion heads in midroar.

Alec bit back a smile. Draker ought to feel right at home.

“So what’s the reason for this meeting?” Draker demanded.

“I’ll explain when my other guest arrives.”

Draker snorted, but finally entered. “Did he also receive a ridiculous note inviting him to come here ‘if you want to change your life’?”

“If you thought the note ridiculous, why did you come?”

“It’s not every day that an earl I’ve never met is foolhardy enough to approach a man of my reputation.”

Alec offered no explanation. Taking his seat, he gestured to another chair. “Make yourself comfortable. There’s brandy if you wish to indulge.”

Draker had settled himself into a chair with a glass when a tall auburn-haired gentleman sauntered in the open door. Flashing them an insolent glance, he tossed a folded sheet of foolscap onto the table with a white-gloved hand. “I assume one of you is the sender of this peculiar note?”

“Yes, I’m Iversley.” Alec rose. “You must be the owner of the Blue Swan.”

The man gave a dramatic bow. “Gavin Byrne at your service.”

Noting how Draker stiffened, Alec gestured to the empty chairs. “Thanks for coming. Take a seat anywhere—”

“Take mine.” Jerking to his feet, Draker headed for the door. “I’m leaving.”

Alec tensed as he saw all his plans disintegrate before his very eyes.

“What’s the matter, sir?” Byrne drawled. “Not brave enough to do business with me?”

Draker halted to frown at Byrne. “I don’t think our host is interested in business. You’ve probably heard of me, as I’ve heard of you. I’m Draker.”

He didn’t have to say more. Shock suffused Byrne’s angular features before he turned on Alec. “What is this, Iversley—some wager?” He crossed to the open window to glance out onto the ledge. “Where are your friends hiding to watch England’s two most notorious half brothers meet for the first time?”

“There’s no one here but us,” Alec said evenly.

Byrne whirled from the window, eyes glittering from the shadows. “Ah. Then you’re hoping for material reward, blackmail perhaps? I hate to disappoint you, but everyone in London already knows of my fine lineage.”

“And mine.” Draker dragged his finger down the scar barely showing above his beard. Draker’s natural father hadn’t been married to his mother, either. Fortunately for Draker, another man had been married to her, making him legitimate. “You’ve arranged this for nothing. Now if you’ll excuse me—”

“So the fearsome Draker is actually a coward,” Alec snapped, “afraid to spend a few minutes alone with his two brothers.”

Draker whirled on him. “Now see here, you damned—” He broke off, eyes narrowing. “What do you mean, ‘two brothers’?”

“Despite my apparent legitimacy, I’m a by-blow like the two of you. More importantly, we share the same father.” With an unsteady hand, Alec lifted his glass in the air. “Congratulations, gentlemen. You’ve just gained a half brother. And the Prince of Wales has gained another bastard son.”

As he downed the liquor, a silence settled on the room as thick and deep as a London fog. For a moment the other two men only stared at him.

Then Draker stalked up to the table, scowling as fiercely as the carved lions supporting it. “Is this some sick joke, Iversley? No scandal of that sort has ever been whispered about your family.”

“Perhaps no one knew,” Byrne put in. “But I’m inclined to believe him.”

Draker glared at Byrne. “Why?”

“Because what newly minted earl would lie about a thing like that?”

Alec released a breath. “Sit down, gentlemen, have some brandy, and hear me out. I swear you won’t regret it.”

Byrne shrugged. “Very well. I could use a stiff drink.” He splashed a generous portion of brandy into a glass, dropped into a chair, and drank deeply. After a second’s hesitation, Draker followed his lead.

So far, so good. Alec took his own seat and poured himself more brandy. The three of them drank in silence, looking each other over, searching for resemblances with furtive glances.

Hard to believe these were his brothers. Thick-chested and muscular, Draker had inherited the stocky build of the Hanovers, but without their sire’s abundant flesh. Or concern for fashion. Draker’s untrimmed chestnut hair, heavy beard, and suit of dull fustian bespoke a man who eschewed society and all its rules.

Then there was Byrne, who must have come straight from his highly successful gentlemen’s club. His white marcella waistcoat and black Florentine silk breeches were finer than anything Alec could afford, yet except for the ruby pin winking in his cravat, Byrne’s rig was surprisingly sober.

Especially considering the exalted circles Byrne moved in. His wry wit and clever hand at cards made him as popular with the Duke of Devonshire as with the lowliest waiter at White’s, despite his illegitimacy.

“Your revelation does explain the odd gossip about you.” Byrne ran his finger along the rim of his glass. “They say your father sent you on the Grand Tour, where you stayed for ten years pursuing pleasure, even after your mother died.”

Alec fought down a surge of anger. Of course his “father” had spread lies about him. The old goat would hardly tell anyone the truth.

“Odd thing, though,” Byrne went on. “Nobody ever spoke of seeing you at entertainments abroad. And I met your…er…father once, who didn’t seem the sort to tolerate his heir’s defection for long. Not to mention the pesky matter of a war going on.”

Alec drank deeply from his glass. He hated laying his life open before these half brothers he barely knew, but he had no choice. “There was no war when I left England. It was during the short-lived Peace of Amiens.”

“Where exactly did you go?” Draker asked gruffly.

“To Portugal. The old earl sent me to live with his sister.” Whose Portuguese husband believed in stiff punishments for wayward English boys. “I stayed only a few years. But I couldn’t come home—my father had forbidden me to set foot on the family estate or speak to my mother.” Bile rose in his throat. “He didn’t even write me of her death until weeks after she was buried.”

“He did all that because you were Prinny’s by-blow?”

“Yes, though I didn’t know it at the time.” Alec swallowed some brandy. “Shortly after the old earl’s death and my return to England, I found a letter Mother had hidden for me that revealed the truth.” And transformed everything he’d thought about himself and his parents. “Apparently, when she conceived me my ‘father’ hadn’t shared her bed in months. But he claimed me rather than let it be known Prinny had cuckolded him. He even tolerated my occasional presence at home until a prank at Harrow got me sent down. That’s when he banished me from Edenmore for good.”

“Bloody hell, what sort of prank was that?” Byrne asked.

Alec swirled his brandy, watching the play of lamplight on liquid. “I tried to obtain an expensive meal for me and my chuckleheaded friends by…er…impersonating a famous person. But despite my faint resemblance to the man and my padded clothes, I was a bit too young and thin to be convincing.”

“You don’t mean you pretended to be—” Byrne began.

“Oh, yes.” Alec lifted a rueful gaze to them. “Unwittingly I picked the one fellow I should not have impersonated. The earl was not amused.”

Both men blinked, then burst into laughter. After a second, Alec joined them. How odd to laugh over what had been the worst disaster of his young life.

“God, the irony…” Draker choked out. “Your father…I can only imagine—”

Their laughter erupted again, dissolving the earlier tension. By the time their laughs died, the warmth settling between them was almost…brotherly.

“Now that you mention it, there is a resemblance,” Byrne managed as he brought his amusement under control. “You’ve got Prinny’s eyes.”

“But why are you telling us all this?” Draker asked. “Don’t you care who knows?”

“Believe me, I’ve no desire to spawn more gossip about me and my family. But the truth is, I need your help.”

Just that quickly, the tenuous connection between them was broken.

Byrne eyed him with cool cynicism. “Money. You think to turn to your wealthy ‘brothers’ for funds, is that it?”

Alec tensed. “I do need money, but I don’t want any from either of you.” At Draker’s snort, he rose to face them. “When I discovered my connection to Prinny, I searched for information about his other by-blows. I learned that we’re the only ones who haven’t profited from the connection.” He nodded to Draker. “You’ve been an outcast from society ever since you forcibly evicted the prince and your mother from your estate at Castlemaine.”

Alec turned to Byrne. “And Prinny has callously refused to acknowledge your connection to him. You dine with dukes at your club, but though they call you Bonnie Byrne to your face, they call you Byblow Byrne, the Irish whore’s son, behind your back.”

“Only if they want their tongues cut out,” Byrne snapped.

Alec shrugged off the threat. “And—as you’ve guessed—I’m penniless. The earl spent my mother’s entire fortune.”

In his last days, the old goat had invested in risky ventures that decimated what family monies hadn’t been stolen by his corrupt steward. Thanks to that and the earl’s obsessive—and expensive—pursuit of quack cures for some supposed illness, Alec had inherited an estate in shambles, but no blunt to save it.

“Each of us lacks something. I have no money.” Alec glanced at Byrne. “You have no legitimate name.” He nodded to Draker. “You have no acceptance in society.”

“What does Draker care about society?” Byrne said. “He seems content enough moldering out there at Castlemaine.”

“Ah, but I suspect he sometimes finds his outcast status inconvenient.” Although Draker scowled, Alec noticed he didn’t deny it. “Aren’t you guardian to the daughter your mother bore the viscount? And isn’t she approaching the age to marry? You may not care about your own situation, but I’ll wager you care about hers.”

“All right,” Draker grumbled, “so my sister has been plaguing me with this maggoty idea about having a season. I’ve told her it won’t work. Who would sponsor her? Besides, after the lies my mother spread about me, Louisa will be treated like a leper for my sins.”

“But if you don’t give her a season,” Alec pointed out, “how long before she runs off with the first footman or local idiot who shows her any affection?”

“Is there a point to this?” Draker asked tersely.

Alec cast Byrne a studied glance. “If all she needs is a sponsor and invitations, I’m sure Byrne knows several lords whose…er…indebtedness to him would persuade them and their wives to do as we ask.”

“We?” Byrne queried.

“Yes, we. Thanks to our sire, we’ve been denied the advantages of most normal families—friendship, loyalty, unconditional aid. But that needn’t stop us from success.” Heartened by how intently they listened, he continued. “Each of us possesses something the others need, so I propose that we form an alliance. It would act as a family—we are half brothers, after all. Together, we could change our fortunes. We could help each other attain everything we desire.”

Byrne lifted an eyebrow. “Which brings us back to what you desire. But if you think I’ll lend you money because of our mutual connection to Prinny—”

“I don’t want any loans,” Alec retorted. “The earl left me sunk in debt up to my chin as it is.”

“Yet you must want something from us. And since we’re clearly not Prinny’s favorites, you can’t be hoping we’ll get you money from him.”

“Absolutely not,” Alec said firmly. “I doubt he knows I’m his son, and I’d rather keep it that way. Besides, he doesn’t have enough money for what I need.”

Draker’s eyes narrowed. “How much are you talking about?”

“To restore Edenmore to a working estate and the house to a livable condition—” He dragged in a heavy breath. “Roughly seventy-five thousand pounds. Perhaps more.”

At Draker’s low whistle, Byrne said, “You’re damned right—nobody would loan you such a sum. I doubt you could even make it at the tables.”

“If borrowing money will sink me further, gambling would bury me.” Alec set his glass down. “No, I’ve thought about this, and I can find only one solution to my need for funds—marriage to an heiress.”

“You’re not getting Louisa, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Draker growled.

Alec rolled his eyes. “For God’s sake, I don’t want a chit fresh out of the schoolroom. I’d prefer a mature woman who understands the rules of English society: Do as you please as long as you’re discreet. Raise hell in private as long as you behave well in public. Pretend that marriage is about love, when we all know it’s about money and position.”

“Sounds rather cynical,” Draker said.

“You of all people know it’s accurate. Why else do you escape society at your estate in Hertfordshire?” When Draker scowled, Alec added, “Not that I blame you. I tried escaping by staying abroad instead of returning here to demand my due when I came of age. That’s why I’ve nearly lost everything.”

He smiled grimly. “I learned my lesson. You play by their rules—at least in public—to get what you want. And I want to restore Edenmore. If that means hunting a fortune like the other penniless lords, then, by God, I’ll hunt a fortune.”

Draker shook his head. “Any heiress with that kind of money is armed to the teeth against fortune hunters. And if she isn’t, her father will be.”

“The man’s an earl,” Byrne told Draker. “Plenty of merchants would gladly pay to have their daughters made into countesses.”

“For such a large sum?” Alec went to stoke up the fire. “What fool would hand over his precious daughter and seventy-five thousand pounds to a fortune-hunting lord with a reputation for abandoning his family in the pursuit of pleasure? I can’t tell the truth about my time abroad without explaining the real reason for my estrangement from my father, which I don’t want to do.”

He stared into the flames. “But the rumors alone won’t damage my chances, as long as I hide my penury while I’m courting. I plan to take my heiress in hand before she learns of my finances.” He wouldn’t make the old earl’s mistake—letting his intended wife know he was marrying her for money. That only led to trouble.

Dusting his hands off on his trousers, he faced them again. “That’s why I need your help. I have to secure my heiress before the truth about my situation reaches London. Trouble is, I don’t know any. I was too young to be in society when I left, and I don’t have the weeks it will take me to learn who’s who.”

He narrowed his gaze on Byrne. “You move in those circles and deal with financial matters every day. You could give me the information I need.”

When Byrne looked stony, Draker cleared his throat. “Since I’ve been out of society half my life, I can’t imagine what good I could do you.”

Tearing his gaze from Byrne’s, Alec said baldly, “You could loan me a carriage. Most things I can get on credit, but not something that large.”

“You don’t even own a carriage?” Byrne said in disbelief.

Alec stiffened. By God, he hated this begging. “My father sold both our carriages, along with the London town house, which is why I live here at the Stephens Hotel. I can keep my lodgings secret, but if I always show up in a hack, someone will get suspicious.” He stared at Draker. “And I figured since you—”

“Don’t go into society,” Draker finished, “I could spare you a carriage.”

Alec nodded tightly. “I promise to keep it in good working order.”

Draker appeared more amused than insulted. “If you will also promise not to harness a lot of ill-matched nags to it—”

“You’ll help me?” Alec broke in. “You’ll join this alliance I propose?”

“I suppose it can’t hurt. Especially if my pesky sister gets a decent husband out of it.” Draker arched a shaggy brown brow. “And not a fortune hunter.”

Alec smiled ruefully. “I hope my heiress’s relations are not so particular.”

“I know of one who might suit your needs,” Byrne put in. When Alec turned to stare at him, he added with a shrug, “Gamblers do talk.”

Alec’s blood thundered in his ears. “So you’ll join this alliance, too?”

“The Royal Brotherhood.” A muscle ticked in Byrne’s jaw. “It’s all well and good for you and Draker—in the eyes of the law, you’re legitimate. But you can’t make me legitimate, or gain me the respect Prinny denied me and my mother.”

“Surely we can help you obtain something you want. I promise you’ll gain as much as we do from this enterprise.”

“I intend to,” Byrne said tersely. “Besides, it might be amusing to watch you succeed under our good father’s very nose.”

For the first time in many weeks, hope swelled in Alec’s chest. “Then it’s agreed? We’ll join hands as brothers to achieve all that we desire?”

“Agreed,” Draker murmured.

“Agreed.” Byrne poured more brandy for them all. “This calls for a toast.” He rose and lifted his glass. “To the Royal Brotherhood of Bastards, and their future prosperity.”

The other two stood and lifted their glasses to echo the toast.

They drank, and then Alec lifted his glass again with a grim smile. “And to Prinny, our royal sire. May he rot in hell.”








Chapter Two


No woman can resist a man who undresses her with his eyes.

—Anonymous, A Rake’s Rhetorick






Katherine Merivale couldn’t believe it. Apparently Papa’s scandalous chapbook had been right—a practiced rakehell could tempt a woman to sin with just a look. Because only a nun could resist the power of the Earl of Iversley’s gaze from across Lady Jenner’s ballroom. Katherine had never been so unsettled by a man’s stare. But then, no man had ever looked at her quite like that, either.

She tried to ignore him. Yet everywhere the waltz took her and her dance partner, Sir Sydney Lovelace, she could feel Lord Iversley’s blue gaze following her, stripping her bare, unveiling all her secrets.

And she didn’t even have any secrets.

If she were to believe the gossip about him, however, he certainly did—ten years of secrets from his wild and reckless adventures in exotic ports. And every one of those years showed in the darkly compelling eyes that promised he could make any woman yearn for his caresses…

Lord preserve her, how her imagination ran away with her! And what right did the Earl of Iversley have to undress her with his eyes, anyway? She hadn’t even been introduced to him, for goodness sake.

After another circuit around the ballroom, she sneaked a glance to where his lordship still stood by the gallery doors, holding a glass of champagne. Lady Jenner was with him now, leaning forward to give the man a generous view of her ample bosom.

Katherine rolled her eyes. Just because Lord Iversley was a handsome devil in that striped white-on-white waistcoat and suit of jet-black superfine was no reason for women to slobber over him.

Not that Katherine cared who slobbered over his lordship. She had Sydney, her betrothed. Her nearly betrothed, anyway, if he would ever get around to making their informal childhood “understanding” into a formal lifelong one.

All right, so Sydney’s shoulders weren’t quite that broad, and his hair fell in precise golden ringlets instead of that gloriously rumpled mass of smoky black waves—

She stifled a groan. There was no comparison. Sydney epitomized gentlemanly refinement. Lord Iversley looked downright dangerous, like that caged panther she and Mama had seen at the menagerie today. No true gentleman had such tanned skin, such large hands, such blatantly muscular thighs practically bursting from his tight knee breeches…

Goodness, what was wrong with her? And now both he and Lady Jenner were staring at her and murmuring together.

About her? Surely not. A man of his vast experience and taste for wild living would never pursue her. Not according to The Rake’s Rhetorick, that horrible book she’d found hidden in her late father’s study. It dictated that “since willing widows and wives abound, the pleasure-bent rake should avoid wellborn virgins. Seducing an innocent brings consequences that outweigh its delights.”

She was certainly a wellborn virgin, and Lord Iversley was surely bent on the sort of pleasure only the Lady Jenners of this world could give.

“Kit?” Sydney said as he swept her into a turn.

She jerked her gaze from Lord Iversley. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if Sydney had noticed the earl staring at her and was now insanely jealous? “Yes?”

“You’re attending my reading tomorrow, aren’t you?”

Suppressing a sigh, she gazed up into the sweet face she knew as well as her own. “Of course. I’m looking forward to it.”

He beamed at her, then returned to his usual state of distraction, probably mulling over a difficult rhyme in his latest epic poem. No, Sydney would never notice the earl’s glances.

And if Sydney didn’t act soon, Mama might make good on her threats. Katherine set her shoulders. Perhaps it was time to force her suitor’s hand. “I only wish I could also attend your reading at the Argyle Rooms next month.”

He blinked. “Why can’t you?”

“We lack the funds to stay in London much longer. Unless something changes in our situation, of course.” How much broader a hint could she give?

With a frown, he glanced over at Katherine’s mother. “You can’t touch the funds your grandfather left you? You’ve spoken to the solicitor?”

“He says the will is inviolable. I can’t access my fortune until I marry.” Which was why Mama was driving her mad about settling her future.

“Dashed inconsiderate of your grandfather to do that to you.”

Katherine thought it rather clever. Between Papa’s illicit pursuits and Mama’s love of lavish spending, the money would have disappeared in a matter of weeks otherwise. Unfortunately, Grandfather hadn’t expected Katherine to take so long to marry. Or his son-in-law to die young and leave them in debt to half of Heath’s End.

Sydney whirled her beneath the crystal chandeliers threaded with sprigs of cherry blossoms. “Perhaps I should speak to Mother about inviting you to stay at our town house.”

“No, we couldn’t impose.” And she cringed to think of Mama striding about his town house, calculating the cost of the furnishings. A week with Mama close by would make Sydney cry off for sure. “Besides, it might look improper.”

“True.” That seemed to settle the problem for Sydney. “What an unusual gown you’re wearing tonight.”

All right, so he was changing the subject, but at least he’d noticed her carefully chosen attire. “Do you like it?”

“It’s an…interesting color.”

She swallowed. “I figured red was appropriate for Lady Jenner’s annual Cherry Blossom Ball.”

“Cherry blossoms are white.”

“Yes, but cherries are red.”

“Well, your gown is certainly red. That particular shade is very…er…”

Fetching? Provocative?

“Bold,” he finished. “But then, you always do wear bold gowns.”

Bold was a bad thing in Sydney terms. “You don’t like it,” she murmured.

“I didn’t say that. In fact, I was thinking that the color would be excellent for my character Serena in La Belle Magnifique.”

Katherine stared at him. “The courtesan?” Her voice rose above the music. “The one who’s so flashy she embarrasses the king?”

Sydney blinked. “Oh, no…I don’t mean that you…I only meant—”

“Is that why Serena’s hair is red like mine?” Her hurt deepened. “Is that how you see me, as flashy and—”

“No, not you—just your gown!” He paled. “Just the color…I mean—Dash it all, Kit, you know what I mean. It’s rather scarlet, don’t you think? And with that gold sash tied about it…well, it draws attention. Especially when you wear it with that cannetille and enamel jewelry.”

“I can’t afford real gems, Sydney. Not until we marry, at any rate.”

He ignored that hint. “But young unmarried ladies don’t usually dress so audaciously. They wear pearls and white gowns—”

“Which, with my hair and figure, would make me look like a candle. My hair is bold, whether I like it or not. But if I have to be conspicuous for it, I might as well give people something to look at.”

“You could try a turban,” he offered helpfully. “I hear they’re fashionable.”

She drew herself up with wounded dignity. “I am not wearing a turban, I am not giving up my jewelry, and I am not going to wear unflattering gowns.”

Alarm spread over Sydney’s face. He loathed arguments. “Or course not. I didn’t mean you should.” His voice turned placating. “You know I think you’re delightful. You’re my muse, always inspiring me to improve my verse.”

And giving him ideas for his most shameless characters. So much for hoping that her gown would make Sydney notice her as a woman. Couldn’t he see she was no longer the tomboyish Kit of their childhood? He never even tried to kiss her. He talked like a suitor but behaved like a friend. Although she wanted to marry the friend, it would be nice if for once he took her in his arms and—

“Come on, you can’t stay mad at me.” The waltz ended, and Sydney led her from the floor with his usual elegant grace. “You know I can’t do without you.”

“Because I’m the muse for your poetry,” she grumbled.

“Because you are my poetry.”

The tender statement dissolved all her anger. “Oh, Sydney, that’s lovely.”

He brightened. “It is, isn’t it? What a good line—I must write that down.” He began patting his pockets. “Dash it all, I have nothing to write on. I don’t suppose you have any paper in your reticule?”

Numbly, she shook her head. She’d never get Sydney to the altar, never. Mama would plague her about their debts until she had to marry some fortune hunter just to access her fortune and keep her little sisters from becoming governesses and her five-year-old brother from inheriting a dilapidated manor.

Sydney was oblivious to her dejection. “That’s all right. If I can only—” He stopped walking, forcing her to stop, too. When she glanced at him in surprise, he was scowling at something beyond her. “Don’t look, but the Earl of Iversley is watching us.”

She fought a smile. “Is he?” It had certainly taken Sydney long enough to notice. “He’s probably staring at my shameless gown.”

“I never said it was shameless,” he snapped. “Besides, he’s staring at us both.”

“He is?” When Sydney’s gaze shot to her, she added hastily, “Why would the Earl of Iversley be staring at us?”

“He probably recognizes me—I went to Harrow with the wicked devil. He and his friends were wild and reckless sorts, didn’t study or do anything useful. Iversley was the worst—he never met a rule he didn’t break. And he got away with it because he was heir to an earl.” Sydney’s resentment shone in his face. “We used to call him Alexander the Great. I suppose he’s in London to burn through whatever fortune his late father left to him.”

She stole another peek at Lord Iversley. Anyone who could rouse the amiable Sydney’s ire must be a wicked devil indeed.

And he was staring at her again. Goodness, that frank gaze he skimmed down her gown was quite scandalous, a thrillingly slow appraisal that sucked the breath right out of her. By the time his eyes returned to her face, she was light-headed.

Then he lifted his glass of champagne in a toasting gesture, as if the two of them shared some secret. Like “two larks who alone know the words to their song,” her favorite line from Sydney’s poems.

With a blush, she jerked her gaze away. She was supposed to be coaxing Sydney into offering for her, not gaping at Lord Iversley.

“That dashed blackguard.” Sydney tugged on her arm. “Let’s go this way before he begs an introduction to you. I don’t want you anywhere near him.”

No, indeed. Because if the earl could make her breathless with only a look, imagine what he’d do up close. Probably stop her heart. Clearly, the man had a thorough knowledge of the secrets divulged in The Rake’s Rhetorick.

“Besides,” Sydney added, “I need to talk to you privately about something.”

Katherine’s heart lifted as Sydney pulled her toward the gallery doors. Thank you, Lord Iversley. Her own hints might not have penetrated Sydney’s usual fog, but a little jealousy was apparently working beyond her wildest dreams.

It was about time.

*   *   *

With a scowl, Alec watched his fetching quarry disappear with the blond baronet. Had Lady Jenner been right? Was Miss Merivale nearly engaged to the man? Byrne hadn’t mentioned it.

Alec had wanted to meet the flame-haired female even before he’d learned who she was. Her gown alone distinguished her from her insipid peers. None of that virginal white for Miss Merivale, oh no. She wore scarlet in a pattern with some life to it, like the richly hued costumes Alec used to see in Portugal and Spain.

And to think she was Byrne’s little heiress—how could he be so lucky? Or cursed—the squire’s daughter was now alone on the gallery with that damned Sir What’s-His-Name. If Alec had to choose another heiress after all this, he was not going to be happy. Because this one already intrigued him. None of the others did.

Setting down his champagne glass, Alec strolled out the gallery doors, then edged down the marble walkway until he could see the couple. Sliding behind a pillar, he lit a cigar and tried to hear their conversation. He didn’t have to try hard.

“Admit it, Kit,” the man said peevishly, “you’re upset because I haven’t made any…well…formal offer for your hand.”

“I’m not upset,” Miss Merivale answered. “I’m sure you have your reasons.”

Her voice, direct and capable yet still feminine, pleased Alec as much as her self-composed words. He couldn’t stand simpering, vacuous women.

“Actually, I do,” her companion said defensively. “For one thing, Mother’s neuralgia has been acting up again, and she—”

“Forgive me, Sydney, but your mother’s neuralgia seems to come and go at her whim. If you delay offering for me until she recovers, my funeral will come before my wedding.” Miss Merivale’s voice dropped so low, Alec had to strain to hear it. “Your mother doesn’t seem to approve of me.”

“It’s not you; it’s your family. She thinks they’re a trifle…well—”

“Vulgar.”

Her whispered word made Alec scowl. By God, how he loathed that term. He’d heard it far too often in his childhood.

“Not vulgar, exactly,” Sydney corrected her. “But Mother never approved of my father’s friendship with yours. Even you must admit that the squire was a coarse and immoral fellow. Not to mention that your mother is rather—”

“Crass. Yes, I’m perfectly aware of my family’s faults.” The woman’s voice held such wounded dignity that Alec winced. “I know what you’re trying to say, and I don’t blame you for deciding we shouldn’t marry.”

“No! That’s not it at all! You know you’re the only woman for me.”

Alec gritted his teeth. Blast. For a moment there, he’d thought—

“I merely need time to bring Mother round,” Sydney went on.

“I don’t have time,” the woman said regretfully. “Mama has warned me that if you don’t offer in the next two weeks, she’ll tell everyone I’m free and take the best offer for my hand that presents itself before we return to Cornwall.”

Alec pricked up his ears.

“She can’t do that!” Sydney protested.

“Of course she can’t. She knows I’d never comply with such a Gothic maneuver. But until I do, life at home will be horrible. And we do need money—”

“I know.” Sydney gave a heavy sigh. “All right, give me the two weeks to bring Mother round. If I can’t, I’ll ask your mother for your hand anyway.”

Alec rolled his eyes. Offer for the woman and be done with it, or give her up and let someone else take the field.

“What difference will two weeks make?” the woman asked quietly.

Smart wench.

“Dash it all, Kit, what do you want from me?” Sydney’s voice turned bitter. “Unless you’re the one changing your mind. Perhaps you’ve decided you want to marry a more exciting man than a quiet poet.”

“Like who, pray tell?”

“Well, there’s Iversley, for one, and all his staring at you.”

Alec chomped down hard on his cigar to restrain his laugh. This was priceless. He ought to feel guilty for causing the poor blighter’s misery, but any man who let his mother run his life brought that misery on himself.

“Just because he stared—” she began.

“You stared back. Why, you had that devil toasting you, of all things. Right in front of everyone.”

“How do you know he wasn’t toasting you? You’re his school chum.”

Alec frowned. Did he know a Sydney from Harrow?

“I was never his chum—he wouldn’t have toasted me. And you know it, too, or you wouldn’t have blushed so furiously.”

“How else should I react when a man you called ‘wild and reckless’ stares at me?”

Alec’s eyes narrowed. Wait a minute—wasn’t there a versifying twit at Harrow who’d always eyed him with contempt? Ah yes, Sydney Lovelace, heir to a baronet and a mama’s boy.

“You didn’t have to encourage Iversley,” Lovelace grumbled.

“I doubt a wicked fellow like that needs encouragement. Don’t his sort consider it their mission to debauch everything in skirts? Lord knows Papa did.”

By God, the woman was frank. But at least she understood society’s hypocrisies, another point in her favor.

“Honestly, Kit,” Lovelace said, “sometimes you know more than any respectable young lady should about…well…things like that.”

“Now we reach the heart of the matter—how much my character resembles my immoral father’s,” she said bitterly. “Well, you may be right. Because I want to know even more about ‘things like that.’ ”

Alec found this conversation more fascinating by the moment.

“Good Lord, what are you saying?”

That she wants you to show her those things, you clod-pate. Then you won’t have to accuse her of flirting with complete strangers.

“I’m saying I want to know how you feel about me,” the woman retorted.

“But you do. You’re the only woman I want to marry. Why, I’m dedicating my poem to you at the reading tomorrow. How much more do you need?”

The man was thick as a post, for God’s sake. If this was the competition, Alec would be married within the week.

“I need something more than a poem from you!” Her voice turned low and pleading. “For goodness sake, I’m twenty-two, and I’ve still never been kissed.”

“Katherine!”

Sydney’s unreasonable shock made Alec shake his head. Following propriety in public was one thing, but in private—

“We’re as good as engaged,” Miss Merivale pressed on, “and engaged people sometimes kiss. Even the proper ones.”

“Yes…but…well…I would never show you such a lack of respect. And surely you wouldn’t want me to.”

“You might be surprised,” she muttered.

Alec smothered a laugh. Seized by an urge to see as well as hear this fascinating discussion, he edged out from behind the pillar. Lovelace wore a look of sheer panic, but Miss Merivale stood resolute, her cheeks fetchingly flushed and her expression imploring.

The man was either stupid, blind, or mad. What sane man could resist a woman like that? Was there another woman, perhaps? Lovelace didn’t seem the philandering type.

“I swear I don’t know what’s come over you.” Lovelace scowled. “It’s Iversley, isn’t it? He’s got you all confused, thinking about things you…shouldn’t. Him, with his toasting and his flirting—”

“It has nothing to do with him!” the woman snapped. “I don’t even know the man. But I’ll bet he would kiss me if I asked him to.”

As soon as she said it, she clapped her hand over her mouth in horror.

Too late for that, sweetheart, Alec thought smugly. Now you’ve attacked the poor man’s pride. Even a cock-robin like Lovelace won’t stand for it.

Lovelace drew himself up stiffly. “If that’s the sort of reckless behavior you want, then perhaps I’m not what you need in a husband. But if you want a man who sees past the superficialities of the physical, and who adores you for your cleverness and your responsible character, you know where to find me.” Turning on his heel, Lovelace stalked back into the ballroom.

Leaving Miss Merivale behind and the field clear.

Alec stepped out of the shadows. “As it happens, Miss Merivale, you’re right. I would definitely kiss you if you asked me to.”








Chapter Three


Sometimes a proper female’s public behavior merely hides her thirst for passion.

—Anonymous, A Rake’s Rhetorick






Katherine couldn’t believe her eyes. Lord Iversley? Here on the gallery? Bad enough that she’d quarreled with Sydney so awfully, but to have a witness to her humiliation…Bother it all, had he heard the entire conversation?

“H-How long have you been there?” she stammered.

“Long enough.” The moonlight glimmered over his handsome features as he fixed her with a decidedly predatory look.

What incredible eyes he had, direct and focused and unearthly blue. Although he couldn’t be more than twenty-seven, his eyes said he knew secrets about life and the world beyond her ken. About her now, too, depending on how much he’d just heard.

Mortification seized her anew. “Why were you spying on us?”

Tossing down his cigar, he crushed it under his booted foot. “I merely came out for a smoke.”

“It’s rude to listen to other people’s conversations.”

“No more rude than talking about people behind their backs. Though I didn’t realize I was such a wicked rascal.”

Her face flamed. This was horrible. “We didn’t mean…that is…My goodness, you must think us awful.”

“I didn’t really mind. Especially after hearing about your plight.”

His low rumble of a voice and daring smile made her shiver deliciously. “My plight?”

“Twenty-two, and never been kissed. I stand ready to oblige you. As you said I would.”

A thrill coursed through her, and she stamped it out. The last thing she needed was a man like him pursuing her. Especially when his only purpose was seduction. Perhaps Sydney was right about her gown—perhaps it had given his lordship erroneous ideas about her chastity. She’d lose both Sydney and her virtue if she weren’t careful.

“Thank you for the offer, my lord, but I’m not yet sunk so low that I must beg a stranger for kisses.”

“I’m not exactly a stranger.” He stalked toward her with a tiger’s lazy grace. “In the last ten minutes, I’ve learned quite a lot about you.”

“Like what?” Edging back, she came up squarely against the marble rail.

He stopped only inches away. “You’re straightforward and practical and—”

“Wanton? Isn’t that why you’re here—because I asked for Sir Sydney’s kiss within your hearing?”

His eyes riveted her. “I’d call it brave. And honest. You go after what you want without apology. I admire that trait in anyone, but especially in a woman.”

“Oh? Why ‘especially in a woman’?”

A shadow eclipsed his rakish smile. “Because women are too often taught to do as they’re told without question. That’s never wise for anyone.”

“Strange advice, coming from a man accosting a young woman alone.”

The rakish smile reappeared. “I’m not accosting you. I’m only confirming what you already claimed—that I’d kiss you if you asked me to.” His gaze trailed leisurely down her throat to her breasts, then her belly, then lower. Bold and seductive, it seared her wherever it touched. “Believe me, if I’d been in Lovelace’s place, you wouldn’t have had to ask.”

Despite the thundering of her heart in her ears, she tried to sound light and sophisticated. “I’ve no doubt of that, judging from what I’ve heard about you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Oh?”

“I’m sure you know the tale. Irresponsible young lord behaves badly, is sent off to foreign shores to keep him out of trouble, where he cavorts across the Continent until his father dies and the older—but probably not any wiser—lord comes home to see what havoc he can wreak there.”

Amusement glinted in his eyes. “How clever of you to reduce my life to a cliché.”

“How careless of you to turn it into one.”

His amusement vanished. “So you believe what’s said of me?”

“Your present behavior certainly confirms it.”

He advanced on her until she was staring right up at the boldly carved cheeks and two slashes of eyebrows that gave him a roguish appearance. “And here I’d thought you might give a man the benefit of a doubt. You certainly gave Lovelace quite a lot of it.”

She blushed. “I know that for all his faults, Sydney cares deeply for me.”

“Just not enough to kiss you when you ask.”

“You don’t understand—”

“Ah, but I do. He’s too much a coward to stand up to his mother, so he blames you and your family for his shortcomings.” He bent close to add in a whisper, “But I’m no coward, and I, too, go after what I want, Katherine.”

Exactly like the great Alexander himself, who’d conquered not only Asia, but several women, too. And why did his lordship’s husky voice make her own perfectly ordinary name sound as exotic as Cleopatra? “How do you know my name?”

“Aside from the fact that Lovelace used it, I asked Lady Jenner about you.”

Excitement shot through her. No man had ever asked about her before. Of course, she’d hardly been in society at all, but it was still flattering.

Which was probably why he’d said it. Her eyes narrowed. “You shouldn’t call me Katherine. It’s not proper.”

“Would you prefer Kit? I don’t think that suits you nearly as well.”

Oh, he was very good at this—he’d probably memorized The Rake’s Rhetorick by the age of twelve. His compliments muddled her thoughts when rational thinking was crucial.

She forced herself to sound cool and unaffected. “I prefer ‘Miss Merivale.’ In fact, until we’re formally introduced, you shouldn’t even speak to me.”

He chuckled. “Aren’t you rather strict about the proprieties for an unmarried woman who only moments ago was angling for a kiss in the moonlight?”

She lifted her chin. “Sydney and I are very nearly engaged.”

“And he apparently intends to keep it that way forever.”

Although she’d thought the same thing, she hated hearing it from this eavesdropping wastrel. “You don’t know anything about him. He’s an accomplished poet, well respected for his verse, and a better man than you are, for all your lofty title.”

“No doubt. But he won’t kiss you. And I will.” Catching hold of the gold sash tied around her waist, he tugged her closer.

Her pulse jumped in a frenzied dance. “I don’t want you to kiss me,” she protested feebly.

He cast her a mocking smile. “No? Then why are you still here, instead of racing off inside to join your lackluster suitor?”

No wonder he’d formed the wrong impression. Taking him off guard, she yanked her sash free, then hurried toward the gallery door.

She made it only a few steps before he caught her by the elbow. “Come now, don’t leave yet. There’s no one to see if you break a rule or two.”

A shiver went through her as he skimmed his gloved hand down her bare arm to capture her hand. It had to be fear she felt. So why didn’t she resist when he tugged her back to stand between him and the railing?

Because sometimes she grew tired of being responsible. Ever since Grandfather’s death, she’d been the one overseeing the servants, dealing with merchants, and teaching her siblings.

Still, she mustn’t forget the lesson her parents’ behavior had taught her daily—that recklessness led to ruin. “Sydney says you’re very good at breaking rules.”

“He also says you shouldn’t want to be kissed. But you do.” He braced his hands against the marble on either side of her to trap her between his arms. “So why not take advantage of a man who wants to satisfy your desire?”

How clever of him to make it sound as if she’d be taking advantage of him. “I don’t want to impose,” she said sarcastically. “I’m sure you’re much too busy obliging the Lady Jenners of this world to bother with the likes of me.”

“At least I’m not too busy catering to my mother.”

That hurt, especially since it echoed her deepest fears. She swallowed. “Sydney will kiss me when the time is right.”

The earl looked unconvinced. “Let’s say he finally does unbend enough to do it.” His warm breath wafted over her cheeks. “Perhaps on your wedding night, if that ever comes. That doesn’t mean you can’t kiss me tonight…to form a basis for comparison in the future.”

“Why should I want that?”

“So when you’re settled into your very dull marriage with your very dull Sydney, you’ll know exactly what you’re missing.”

She eyed him askance. “And I suppose you can show me what that is.”

“Most assuredly.”

“Tell me, do most women find your arrogance appealing?”

He cast her a rueful grin. “I’ve never tried it on anyone but you.”

“I seriously doubt that.” When his eyes darkened, she added, “I hear you’ve had plenty of experience with women. You don’t need me to add to your store.”

“Ah, but you need me to add to yours. Because if you wait for Sydney, you might wait a lifetime.”

The truth of that statement struck her mute. And it kept her mute when Lord Iversley lowered his head.

To be fair, he gave her plenty of time to protest. His lips lingered a breath away from hers for a long moment. When she did nothing, he took that for consent, which she supposed it was. She was curious, after all.

But the minute their lips met, she knew why curiosity was so dangerous. Because although her mind sputtered its outrage, her body gave in like the shameless wanton Sydney probably thought her to be.

Then the earl fit his mouth snugly over hers, and Sydney became irrelevant. He had never smelled of smoke and secrets. He had certainly never made her pulse race madly, except in her dreams at night.

Now her dreams would never be the same. But how could she have guessed kissing would be so…so delicious, even with the wrong man? And Lord Iversley was definitely the wrong man. Too bad he kissed like heaven, his lips gliding over hers softly…subtly—

She jerked her mouth away. How could she have let him go so far? “Enough, sir. You’ve shown me what kissing is. Now let me go.”

Seizing her chin between his thumb and forefinger, he turned her face up to his. “Ah, but there’s more to kissing than that. So much more.”

“How can that be?” she blurted out, then cursed herself for the question.

His gaze smoldered as it played over her flushed cheeks and quivering chin. By the time it rested on her mouth, the fire was rising inside her, too. “I’ll show you if you like.”

If there was more, perhaps she ought to learn it, so she wouldn’t seem completely inept when Sydney finally did kiss her. “You may show me, I suppose.” She added quickly, “But only for a moment.”

With a chuckle, he ran his thumb sensuously over her lower lip. “Such a sweet mouth you have. Let me inside it.”

Inside it? Before she could question the curious demand, he bent to kiss her again, but this time his thumb pressed down on her chin, urging it open. And then his tongue slid right into her mouth.

Ohhhh. Inside it. So that’s what he meant. How very…odd.

And hot. And bold and thrilling and…

His tongue withdrew, only to advance again. He repeated the intimate motion until she grew too flustered to think, too dizzy to stand. Grabbing at his shoulders, she held on for dear life.

With a low groan, he pressed against her. His arm gripped her about the waist, plastering her to him from breast to thigh, igniting fires wherever his body joined hers.

Lord preserve her, she’d had no idea kissing felt so…wonderful. And reckless. Anything this intensely pleasurable had to be reckless. She should stop him, really she should.

Instead she clung more tightly to his neck, savoring every bit of his kiss. It went on and on, a feast of sensation beyond her experience. She smelled the smoke on his breath, tasted the tart sweetness of champagne on his tongue, felt the muscles in his shoulders flex beneath her fingers as his kiss grew rougher, fiercer, faster, until her head swam and her body surged against his lean, hard frame, the way she’d always imagined it would do if Sydney ever—

Sydney! Oh, Lord!

Shoving the earl away, she broke the kiss. For a moment they merely stood staring, both panting too heavily for decorum.

Somehow she found her voice. “Thank you. That was a most enlightening…lesson. Now if you’ll excuse me—” Her heart pounding, she started to escape before she lost complete control.

But that cursed hand of his shot out once more to stay her.

She glared at him. “You must let me go in, before my mother comes looking for me.” Or worse, Sydney discovered them together.

Her commanding tone only made him smile. “Must I?”

Panic swirled in her chest. “Please?”

His smile faltered. He searched her face. “Afraid to continue the lesson, sweetheart?”

The rasped endearment gave her pause. She’d assumed this was merely some whim of his, but if he meant more by it…

No, that was absurd. The Earl of Iversley could have any woman he wanted—he didn’t need to seduce a virgin. And if he really was as wild and reckless as everyone said, he certainly wasn’t ready to settle down with a wife.

“The lesson is over,” she said firmly.

“Surely it’s a lesson that bears repeating.”

“Definitely not, Lord Iversley.”

For the first time that night, anger darkened his features. “Call me Alec, not Lord Iversley. I don’t want you thinking of me as anything but Alec.” He tugged her closer. “Who’s already eager to repeat your lesson on kissing.”

“No, we can’t.” Shaking her head, she struggled against his hold. “I have to go…Alec. Please.”

Something dangerous flickered in his eyes. Then it vanished, replaced by a smooth smile she didn’t entirely trust. “All right. For now.” He dropped her arm. “But I warn you—this isn’t the last you’ve seen of me.”

“It has to be,” she protested. “I’m marrying Sydney.”

“Are you?”

The words hung in the air, their very existence questioning all her plans for her future. “I am. So I suggest that you leave me alone from now on.”

As she turned and fled into the ballroom, she heard him murmur in that husky rasp of his, “There’s little chance of that, sweet Katherine.”





OEBPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
abrina ofeffries

In the
Prince’s





