
    
    [image: Cover: The Art of Sinning, by Sabrina Jeffries]

    

    
		
			“ANYONE WHO LOVES ROMANCE MUST READ SABRINA JEFFRIES!”

			—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Kleypas

			The Sinful Suitors

			The Art of Sinning begins Sabrina Jeffries’s delightful new Regency series featuring the St. George’s Club, where watchful guardians conspire to keep their unattached sisters and wards out of the clutches of sinful suitors. Which works fine . . . except when the passionate rogues are members themselves!

			Also from New York Times and USA Today ­bestselling author

			
				[image: Sabrina Jeffries]
			

			The Duke’s Men

			They are an investigative agency born out of family pride and irresistible passion . . . and they risk their lives and hearts to unravel any shocking deception or scandalous transgression!

			IF THE VISCOUNT FALLS

			“Jeffries’s addictive series satisfies.”

			—Library Journal

			HOW THE SCOUNDREL SEDUCES

			“Scorching . . . From cover to cover, it sizzles.”

			—Reader to Reader

			“Marvelous storytelling . . . Memorable.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick, K.I.S.S. Award)

			WHEN THE ROGUE RETURNS

			“Blends the pace of a thriller with the romance of the Regency era.”

			—Woman’s Day

			“Enthralling . . . rich in passion and danger.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			WHAT THE DUKE DESIRES

			“A totally engaging, adventurous love story with an oh-so wonderful ending.”

			—RT Book Reviews

			“Full of all the intriguing characters, brisk plotting, and witty dialogue that Jeffries’s readers have come to expect.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			The New York Times bestselling “must-read series” (Romance Reviews Today)

			The Hellions of Halstead Hall

			A LADY NEVER SURRENDERS

			“Jeffries pulls out all the stops . . . Not to be missed.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“Sizzling, emotionally satisfying . . . Another must-read.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“A Lady Never Surrenders wraps up the series nothing short of brilliantly.”

			—Booklist

			TO WED A WILD LORD

			“Wonderfully witty, deliciously seductive, graced with humor and charm.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“A beguiling blend of captivating characters, clever plotting, and sizzling sensuality.”

			—Booklist

			HOW TO WOO A RELUCTANT LADY

			“Delightful . . . Charmingly original.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Steamy passion, dangerous intrigue, and just the right amount of tart wit.”

			—Booklist

			A HELLION IN HER BED

			“Jeffries’s sense of humor and delightfully delicious sensuality spice things up!”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars)

			THE TRUTH ABOUT LORD ­STONEVILLE

			“Jeffries combines her hallmark humor, poignancy, and sensuality to perfection.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars, Top Pick)

			“Delectably witty dialogue . . . and scorching sexual chemistry.”

			—Booklist

		

	

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: The Art of Sinning, by Sabrina Jeffries, Pocket]




		
			To Kimberly Rozzell Miller,

			for all your hard work on my behalf. You rock!

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

					[image: ]

			Thanks to artist, author, and friend Ursula Vernon for her invaluable information about painting portraits and painting in general. May crows bring you gifts, and squirrels stop flashing you!

		

	
		
			One

			London, England

			Late August 1829

			London’s loftiest lords and ladies packed the ballroom in the duke’s mansion for the wedding breakfast of Dominick Manton and his new bride, Jane. But despite the number of pretty women among them, Jeremy Keane, American artist and rumored rakehell, wanted only to flee. 

			He shouldn’t have attended. He should have stayed upstairs in his guest bedchamber doing preliminary sketches for his painting, even though inspiration eluded him and he still hadn’t found the right model. Anything would be better than enduring this paean to domestic bliss. 

			Thunderation. He hadn’t expected it to unsettle him so. Seeing a bride and groom smile adoringly at each other shouldn’t continue to bring back the past, to plague him with the guilt of knowing—

			Muttering a curse, he snatched a glass off a tray held by a passing footman and downed champagne, wishing for something stronger. He couldn’t take much more of this.

			With purposeful steps, he headed across the ballroom toward the entrance. He had to escape before he said or did something he regretted.

			Then the woman of his imagination entered, and he stopped breathing. She was magnificent. She wore a dress of emerald silk that shimmered in a shaft of sunlight as if the heavens had opened to show her to him. 

			He couldn’t believe it. She was exactly the model he required for his latest work. 

			As he watched, the brunette glanced about her. Tall and luxuriously figured, she towered over the delicate Englishwomen simpering their way through the crowd. With her strong features, jewel-green eyes, and generous mouth, she was the very image of the Juno in Gavin Hamilton’s Juno and Jupiter. She even carried herself like that majestic Roman goddess. 

			She was absolutely perfect. It was not only in her looks, but her stance, at once self-effacing and imbued with drama. It was in the wariness lurking in her eyes.

			He must have her. After months of looking for the right model, he deserved to have her. 

			That was, assuming she would agree to his proposition. She looked old enough to be her own woman, but he couldn’t tell from the cut of her ball gown if she was unattached, widowed, or married. He hoped it was one of the latter two. Because if she were a rank innocent, he’d have a devil of a time convincing her family to allow her to sit for him. 

			He started toward her.

			“Jeremy!” cried a female voice behind him. “There you are!”

			He turned to find Zoe, his distant cousin as well as the pregnant sister-in-law of the groom, waddling toward him. Damn. He was trapped. Worse yet, when he glanced back for his goddess in green, she’d vanished. Of all the blasted bad luck. In a mansion like the Duke of Lyons’s, there was no telling where she’d gone.

			Stifling a curse, he faced Zoe. “Good evening, coz. Nice to see you again.”

			After bussing him on each cheek, she pulled back to glare at him. “I haven’t laid eyes on you in three months and that’s the insipid welcome you give me?”

			“I’m still tired from the trip,” he lied. “I just arrived from Calais yesterday evening, you know.”

			“I’m so sorry you and your apprentice had to stay with Max and Lisette last night, instead of at our house. But what with the wedding—”

			“You had too many other guests to juggle. I know. And there was more room here, anyway.”

			That seemed to relieve her. “Thank you for understanding. But everyone is leaving this afternoon, so I do hope you’re coming back to the town house with us as planned.”

			“If I can hold out until you’re ready to leave,” he said dryly.

			She flashed him a veiled glance. “I’m sure wedding celebrations aren’t your favorite.”

			His heart dropped into his stomach. Was she referring to Hannah? He hadn’t thought any of Zoe’s family knew about that part of his life. “What makes you say that?” he asked hoarsely.

			“Well, I assume any bachelor would find weddings dull, but especially you.” She laughed gaily.

			No. She didn’t know about Hannah. 

			Relief flooding him, he forced a sardonic smile. “Weddings are more exhausting than dull. Between fleecing all the lords in the card room and comforting all the disappointed young lovelies who missed out on snagging the groom, I’m fairly worn out.”

			“Comforting? Is that what they’re calling it now?” She shook her head. “I see that your travels haven’t changed you one whit. You’re as incorrigible as ever.”

			“You know me.” He somehow managed a light tone. “What’s the fun in being corrigible?”

			Thank God she hadn’t guessed at the truth: that he hated weddings because they reminded him of his own over a decade ago. Which had been followed six months later by a funeral with two coffins—one for his wife and one for his stillborn son.

			Regret and anger roiled in his gut. Damn it, he’d suppressed the image of those coffins for a while now. Must it rise again every time he attended some fool’s wedding?

			Fortunately, Zoe didn’t seem to notice his consternation. “Anyway,” she said breezily, “I thought I should tell you that your sister and your mother are on their way to London.”

			God help him. That was the last thing he needed. “I suppose they think to fetch me back home to Montague.”

			Situated on the banks of the Brandywine River a few hours from Philadelphia, his family homestead held the largest of the textile mills that were the source of his family’s fortune. And now that his late, unlamented father was dead, his sister Amanda was running them all, since she possessed a half interest in the properties. He held the other half, although he’d toss it into the sea before he’d set foot on Montague land again. 

			The better choice, of course, was to sell Amanda his half. She wanted it, and he wanted to give it to her. But since the properties had all come from his mother’s family, Father’s will demanded that Mother agree to the sale. And so far she had refused, confound her.

			She ought to know better than to think he would return to run the mills. He loved his mother and sister dearly, but Father’s death hadn’t changed a damned thing about his feelings for Montague. He would rather cut his own throat than carry on Father’s legacy. And the sooner Mother realized it, the better off everyone would be.

			“When do they leave for England?” Jeremy asked. How much time did he have to prepare?

			“When did they leave for England, you mean. They should arrive within a few weeks.” She ducked her gaze. “No doubt they departed as soon as they got my letter.”

			“Your letter?”

			Zoe stuck out her chin, though she still wouldn’t meet his eyes. “You can’t blame me for taking pity on them. You don’t keep them informed about where you’re headed.”

			“Because it’s none of their concern!” When she flinched, he moderated his tone. “And because I rarely know where I’m going next. I could write and say, ‘I’m sailing the Danube with an Austrian prince and his consort,’ but by the time they receive the letter, I’m likely to have befriended some monk with an Alpine refuge full of sculptures that I’m off to view.” 

			“Precisely,” she said hotly. “As you’re so fond of saying, you blow with the wind. That makes it hard for them to keep up with you.”

			“They don’t need to.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “The point of this trip across the Atlantic was that I got to travel the British Isles and the Continent to see works of art I’d never experienced.” And to make a life for himself well away from home. “They know that.”

			“Yes, but Amanda is desperate to speak to you about your father’s estate. So when she wrote asking after you, I told her that you were returning to London to view the British Institution’s annual summer exhibition before it closes at the end of the month. I thought your family might get the letter in time to be here for that, but I gather that the crossings have been rough recently, so my letter and their ship were probably delayed.”

			Scrubbing a hand over his face, Jeremy muttered a series of oaths under his breath. “You shouldn’t have interfered.”

			Zoe laid her hand on his arm. “You’re the closest thing I have to a brother. I hate to see you at odds with your family.”

			“I’m not at odds with anyone. But there’s no point in talking to them. They have their minds made up about—” Catching himself before he could reveal too much, he pasted a bland smile to his lips. “It doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. I’ll deal with them.” Somehow. 

			She cocked her head. “You won’t run off again, will you? You’ll wait for them to arrive?”

			“I came for the exhibition, remember?” he said irritably. “I haven’t yet had a chance to view it.” 

			He thrust aside the possibility that his sister might have an urgent reason for needing him. If it had been so blamed important, she could have included that information in a letter to Zoe. And clearly she hadn’t.

			Zoe arched an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t put it past you to flee as soon as my back is turned. You have a bad habit of avoiding your American family.”

			It was more a case of avoiding what they wanted of him, though he couldn’t say that. Instead, he donned the role that had become natural around Zoe. “You know me,” he said genially. “Never met a responsibility I couldn’t shirk.”

			She looked as if she were about to speak, when someone hailed her from across the room. “Oh, dear, I’m being summoned. I believe we’re starting the wedding toasts.” She hurried off as fast as she could with a babe in her belly.

			Wonderful. Now he had to endure a series of sentimental pronouncements about the marital future of the happy couple. 

			His gut knotted, and he frowned. He refused to sit through that. And it wasn’t as if he could wander the crowd, looking for his Juno during the toasts, anyway. That would draw too much attention.

			So he’d just escape until the wedding party was done with their maudlin speeches. Thank God he’d thought to tuck his cigar case into his pocket. Pausing only to snag a lit taper, he fled through some French doors onto the empty terrace. 

			But not empty for long. Hot on his heels came another man, apparently thinking to escape the toasts as well. Jeremy didn’t mind. He hated smoking alone.

			The fellow stopped short at the sight of Jeremy and glanced back into the crowded room. Then, with a look of grim purpose, he shut the door behind him and evidently resigned himself to having company. 

			Jeremy took pity on the chap. “Cigar?” 

			“God, yes.”

			Lighting both off the taper, Jeremy offered one to his new companion. He watched as the dark-haired man in perfectly tailored attire puffed on it with what looked like satisfaction.

			“These are good,” the man said, as if surprised.

			“They ought to be. Brought them from America myself.” Jeremy drew on his.

			The fellow shot him a hard glance. “You’re American?” 

			He nodded. “The name is Keane. I’m a distant cousin of the groom’s sister-in-law.”

			“You’re the artist whom the papers criticize so much.” 

			Jeremy grimaced. “Indeed I am.” 

			The man gazed back into the room. “I’m Blakeborough. A . . . er . . . friend of the bride’s family. Of sorts.”

			The bitterness in the man’s tone gave Jeremy pause. He’d heard that name somewhere. Ah, yes. Lord Blakeborough. Or more precisely, Edwin Barlow, the Earl of Blakeborough. “Rumor has it that you were jilted by the bride,” Jeremy said with a bluntness equal to the earl’s.

			Blakeborough scowled at him. “Rumor has it that you’re an arse.”

			“Rumor is correct.” Jeremy took a puff of his cigar. Might as well live down to his reputation.

			The earl hesitated, then smiled. “You can’t be all bad if you carry around cigars of this caliber.”

			“I believe in being prepared for the rare occasion when one must wait out the excruciating boredom of wedding toasts given by people whom one barely knows.”

			“Or people one knows too well,” Blakeborough said morosely.

			Jeremy almost felt sorry for the chap.

			Almost. The earl was lucky not to have ended up married. Having a wife was a burden when a man was ill equipped to be a husband. “What we really need to salvage the evening is some good brandy.”

			“Ah! Excellent idea.” Blakeborough fished around in his coat pocket. “I brought a flask.” As he offered it to Jeremy, he added ruefully, “One must also come prepared for when the wedding of one’s former fiancée becomes interminable.”

			Jeremy swigged from the flask and handed it back. “I’m surprised you came at all.”

			“Jane and I were never really romantic. Besides, I wanted her to know there were no hard feelings.” His voice held an edge that belied his words. 

			“And that your pride wasn’t damaged in the least.”

			Blakeborough smiled stiffly. “That played some small part in it, yes.”

			They smoked a moment in silence, the muted sounds of sonorous voices barely penetrating their refuge. Then a burst of laughter made them both glance through the glass doors.

			That’s when Jeremy saw her again—his Juno, in the flesh. Thank God.

			“Speaking of beautiful women,” Jeremy said to Blakeborough, “can you tell me the name of that one there in the emerald silk?”

			The fellow looked over and blanched. “Why do you want to know?”

			“I want to paint her.”

			The earl glared at him. “That won’t ever happen.”

			“Why not?” Then the man’s curt tone registered. “Don’t tell me—you’ve fixed on her as your future countess.”

			“Hardly. She’s my sister.”

			God rot it, that was worse. Sisters were sacrosanct. 

			But Jeremy wasn’t ready to give up. The earl appreciated good cigars, which showed him to be sensible. Maybe he could be made to see reason. “Since I have a sister myself, I understand. I would strangle any unworthy fellow who went after mine. But my interest in yours is purely professional.”

			“Forgive my candor, sir, but I’ve seen your paintings. There’s no way in hell I’d let you paint my sister as one of your hopeless lunatics or seedy whores or whatever else you’re thinking to make her.”

			Damn. Admittedly, his work had turned rather bleak of late, but only because he’d come to prefer depicting the raw drama of the real world rather than prettified history or wealthy ladies and gentlemen in fine attire. 

			And his latest painting would not only be dark but violent. Not that he meant to tell the earl that. “I can always disguise her features, change her hair color—”

			“That won’t work. In case you haven’t noticed, Yvette is rather distinctive in appearance.”

			Yvette. Even her name was exotic, which made him want her even more. For the painting. That’s all. “Exactly. She’s arresting, and that makes for a good image.”

			“Yes, but to change her enough for her identity to be kept secret, you’d have to turn her into another woman entirely. So you might as well go choose another woman.”

			“I don’t want another woman. I want her.”

			Blakeborough drank some brandy. “Well, you can’t have her. Between her argumentative nature and her ‘arresting’ looks, she’s had enough trouble finding suitors as it is. You paint her in one of your provocative scenes, and she’ll die a spinster for certain.”

			Incredulous, Jeremy stared through the window at her. “A spinster! Are all the men in England mad?” 

			“Yes.” Blakeborough sighed. “Not to mention wary of the scandals that dog our family wherever we go.”

			Suddenly Jeremy remembered the other bit of gossip he’d heard. Blakeborough’s brother had been convicted of kidnapping the bride’s cousin. That must be quite a tale. He’d have to get the earl to tell him sometime. After he arranged to have the impressive Yvette model for his latest work. 

			The first ones he’d exhibited in London—depictions of a lunatic asylum, a butcher shop, a carriage accident, and other “genre paintings,” as some called them—had received mixed reviews. Some critics had lauded his new direction. Others had complained that he no longer created the grand historical paintings for which he’d become known. 

			But his new work, an allegory, would give to everyday struggles the same weight as great events in history or mythology. It would be his masterpiece. With any luck, it would gain him a place in London’s Royal Academy of Arts. 

			With any luck, it would also launch him as an artist of equal caliber to Géricault or Delacroix, not just one more painter of the same old historical scenes. But for that, he needed a woman with a striking appearance to play the primary role. A woman like Blakeborough’s sister.

			“As it happens, I’m quite a popular fellow in society right now,” Jeremy said. Even if not lauded by his peers to the extent he wanted. “So a fine painting of your sister by me might increase her popularity, too.”

			The earl pondered that a moment, then narrowed his gray gaze on Jeremy. “That’s an excellent notion.”

			“You see? I wouldn’t robe her in anything outrageous—”

			“No, not that. What I mean is, you could paint her portrait, a formal one that shows off her attractions. That would surely help her in society.”

			Jeremy cursed under his breath. “I don’t do portraits.”

			“Why the devil not?”

			“Because the sitters always want false representations. They think they should be depicted as more beautiful or clever or rich than they are. And since I refuse to cater to such hypocrisy, they’re never happy with the results.” 

			Blakeborough looked him over as if assessing his worth. “What if I paid you handsomely for the painting?”

			“Fortunately, I don’t need the money.” 

			The earl snorted, clearly unfamiliar with that sentiment, especially coming from a lowly American artist. “Well, that’s the only way I’ll allow it. It’s a portrait or nothing, sir.”

			Stubborn ass. “I will not paint a formal portrait of Yvette—”

			“Lady Yvette,” Blakeborough corrected him.

			“And even if I did, I would paint her as she is. I would never agree to a portrait that ‘shows off her attractions,’ whatever that means. Might as well ask me to dress her up like a whore to entice customers.”

			“If that would work, I might consider it,” the earl grumbled. When Jeremy lifted an eyebrow, he added, “I’m joking. Mostly.”

			“Why is it so all-fired important that she marry?”

			Blakeborough stared into the ballroom at his sister. “I want her to be happy. And the longer she lives alone with me, the more likely that she will be dragged down by my cynical temperament.”

			“Ah. Now that, I understand.” He wanted Amanda to be happy, too. He just didn’t want to sacrifice his own happiness for it. 

			“You said you have a sister as well?” the earl asked.

			“Yes. And if you think it’s hard to get your sister married off, you should try it with mine.”

			“Unattractive, is she?”

			“No, her looks aren’t the problem. Amanda runs four textile mills in America as competently as any man, which doesn’t exactly endear her to the male populace.”

			“Yes, but does she have a tart tongue like my sister?”

			Jeremy snorted. “Despite being a little slip of a thing, she cows fellows twice her size.”

			“But surely she can’t be as suspicious of men as Yvette.”

			“Only of every chap she meets. And though Amanda is quite pretty, she has a horrible sense of fashion. At least your sister knows how to dress well.”

			“When she chooses. You should see her wearing her most ragged gown and her permanently ink-stained gloves, poring over dog-eared manuscripts with a pencil behind one ear. Half the time, that damned pencil looses her hair from its pins to fall down about her shoulders.”

			Jeremy would love to see Lady Yvette with her hair down. Not that he’d mention that to her brother. “That can’t compare to Amanda at the mills. She wears trousers beneath her skirts. Says they’re necessary to her modesty when she has to climb the ladders.”

			“Climbs ladders, does she?” Blakeborough chuckled. “She and Yvette will get along famously. A pity that I need a wife willing to live in England. I’d marry her myself.” He paused. “Does your sister even want to marry?”

			“Who knows? Though I suspect she’d like to have children.” 

			Or maybe not, given the tragic deaths of Hannah and baby Theodore. That had made quite an impression on Amanda in her youth. 

			Shoving that painful memory to the back of his mind, he took a puff on his cigar. “But whether Amanda wants a husband or not, I’m selfish enough to want her to have one. Then she might stop plaguing me to return home and help her run the confounded mills. She could get her spouse to help her instead.”

			Blakeborough laughed. “You should coax her to come here to gain a husband. I can think of any number of younger sons with fine educations, good characters, and sterling connections who have no chance of making something of themselves while their families limit them to the few opportunities that are open to respectable gentlemen in the clergy, law, or the military. They would welcome the chance to start anew somewhere abroad.”

			Jeremy gaped at him. “What a brilliant idea! She’s actually on her way here and should arrive within the month with my mother in tow. If you’d be willing to introduce her to decent gentlemen who might not mind moving to the countryside of Pennsylvania—”

			“I’d be perfectly willing . . . as long as you are willing to paint my sister’s portrait.” The earl cast him a calculating stare. “What do you say? Is that a trade you would consider?”

			Hmm. Much as he hated doing portraits, he hated even more the idea of arguing with Amanda continually about his refusal to return home. Maybe if he could gain her a husband, he’d finally get some peace. 

			He glanced back into the ballroom. And who was to say that in the course of meeting his obligation, he couldn’t also convince Lady Yvette to model for the other work that had seized his imagination so thoroughly? He had a knack for charming women. Especially ones he wanted to paint.

			“All right.” He thrust out his hand. “It’s a trade.”

			Blakeborough brightened as he shook it vigorously. “You won’t regret it, I swear. We’ll get our sisters married off yet.”

			And Jeremy would get his masterpiece at last. 

		

	
		
			Two

			Lady Yvette Barlow had just left the retiring room, headed for the ballroom, when she practically knocked over the bride.

			“Yvette!” Jane cried. “You came!”

			“Of course I came.” Yvette kissed her friend on the cheek. “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. I’m so very happy for you.” She meant that most sincerely. 

			Her friend’s pleasure shifted to embarrassment. “I know you were probably disappointed that I broke with Edwin.”

			“I confess I would have enjoyed having you for a sister-in-law. But I would never marry a bullheaded curmudgeon like my eldest brother, so I could hardly expect you to.” She took Jane’s hands in hers. “Besides, I wanted you to marry whomever made you happy, and clearly Lord Rathmoor does.”

			A blush stained Jane’s cheeks. “It’s true. I daresay you got an awful impression of him when we were younger, but—”

			“That’s all past. He seems quite nice now.” Yvette forced a smile. “He said such sweet things in his toast to you that it made me positively green with envy.” She meant that, too.

			As if Jane realized just how deep Yvette’s envy ran, she patted her hand. “Your time will come soon, my dear. There’s plenty of fish in the sea.”

			“But I don’t particularly like fish,” Yvette said lightly. “Perhaps that’s my problem.”

			Jane chuckled. “Your problem is your refusal to take men seriously. Even when men do want to marry you, you laugh them out of countenance.”

			“There are men interested in marrying me?” She surveyed the ballroom beyond Jane. “Do point them out. I haven’t met these mythical creatures.”

			“Yvette—”

			“I’m joking,” Yvette said with a faint smile. “Though it does seem as if the vast majority of eligible gentlemen are only interested in my fortune. And the rest are simply too short for my liking.”

			“You see?” Jane shook her head. “You won’t be serious about it.”

			“Oh, I’m quite serious about the height issue. You’ve never had to dance with anyone shorter than you. It’s disconcerting to have a man staring into your bosom for an entire dance.”

			“Any fellow who does that is no gentleman, and you wouldn’t want him anyway.”

			“Then that eliminates a great many chaps.” Yvette sobered. “You have no idea how rare true gentlemen are. Most men can’t even be trusted to do what they promise. Just look at my father. And Samuel.” 

			Not to mention Samuel’s friend from the navy, Lieutenant Ruston—though Jane knew nothing of Yvette’s history with that blackguard. 

			Suddenly Yvette noticed Jane’s face clouding over, and she groaned. “I’m so sorry. I forgot entirely about how Samuel wronged you.”

			“It’s fine.”

			“It’s not fine,” Yvette protested. “My brother be­­haved abominably toward you and poor Nancy. You must have been terrified the whole time he had your cousin in his clutches. How awful for you!”

			“I just kept clinging to the hope that he would refrain from harming a woman he’d known since childhood. That he would come to his senses.” Jane gave a wry smile. “And when that didn’t work, I shot him in the leg.”

			“He’s lucky you didn’t shoot him elsewhere.” Yvette shook her head. “You do realize that the rest of the family washed their hands of him long ago, right?”

			“Even you?” Jane asked softly.

			Yvette sighed. “I keep trying. Even with his sentence of transportation, I find myself remembering—” She broke off with a pained smile. “It doesn’t matter. He’s headed to New South Wales now. We won’t see him for quite some time, if ever.”

			Thank the good Lord. After what her brother had dropped in her lap the last time she’d seen him, she could have throttled him. Just post the letter for me, and don’t ask any questions, all right? 

			Didn’t the fool know her at all? Of course she’d demanded answers. And of course the little he’d said had merely alarmed her and incited her to make things right. 

			Unfortunately, she couldn’t do that without help. And who would aid her in cleaning up another of Samuel’s messes? Certainly no one here, given what he’d done to Lord Rathmoor’s family. Even her eldest brother had refused, skeptical of whether they could even believe Samuel’s claims.

			Of course, Edwin didn’t know what Samuel had done to protect her in her youth. He didn’t know about the kernel of good that lay deep, albeit very deep, inside their brother.

			“Don’t let Samuel’s fecklessness keep you from finding a gentleman of your own,” Jane cautioned. “Not all men are like him and your father. Edwin is perfectly trustworthy. There must be more of his ilk around.”

			“Ah, but therein lies my problem. Trustworthy gentlemen frown on my lively speech and manners, and wish I weren’t quite so tall. It’s only the rogues who like me, precisely because I laugh at them and make them feel free to flirt shamelessly. They must sense the enjoyment I take in sparring with them.” And the foolish attraction she sometimes felt for them. 

			When Jane’s eyes narrowed, Yvette softened her arch tone. “It’s a conundrum, to be sure.”

			“Gentlemen come in more than two flavors, Yvette. Some trustworthy gentlemen actually do flirt. Some are tall. And some even have a sense of humor and enjoy lively speech, Edwin notwithstanding.”

			“I have yet to meet one. But I’m willing to keep looking, if only to prove you wrong.”

			Jane uttered an exasperated laugh. “Don’t you want to marry?” 

			“Not badly enough to settle for any dull gentleman willing to ask me.” 

			Oh, how she hoped to avoid that trap. Perhaps after the scandal about Samuel’s perfidy died down, things would be better. At twenty-four, she wasn’t getting any younger. Still, she refused to simper and hold her tongue to gain a husband. She was liable to burst into laughter if she even attempted it. 

			But Jane, who’d always been the perfect lady, wouldn’t understand that. 

			Yvette forced a shrug. “Besides, I’ve got a lovely fortune of my own and plenty to keep me busy. Why would I want a man underfoot?”

			“Because life is more than charity work and dabbling in dictionaries.”

			“Dabbling!” she said. “I’m not dabbling. Aside from attempting to add to Francis Grose’s deplorably out-of-date slang lexicon, I’m also compiling a list of new boxing words for Pierce Egan. He’s expanding his Boxiana, and I’ve already found several terms for him.” Something occurred to her. “I don’t suppose your new husband would spend some time with me, adding to my store of general street cant.”

			“Today?” Jane said incredulously.

			“Not at your wedding, silly. But soon. I’m sure he could give me dozens of new words.”

			“Hundreds, more like, though I doubt he knows any boxing slang specifically.” Jane smiled. “I’ll ask him. But it will be some time before we return from our honeymoon.” 

			Their hostess, the duchess, appeared at Jane’s side. “You must come, Jane. We need you and Dom to lead the first dance.”

			“I’ll be there straightaway,” Jane said. “First I simply have to go to the retiring room.”

			“Of course,” the duchess said. “I’ll tell the musicians to wait a few more minutes.”

			As Jane hurried off, Yvette’s spirits drooped. Jane was one of the last of her friends to marry. And though Yvette truly was happy for her and understood perfectly why Jane had jilted Edwin, she’d been looking forward to having a female friend in the household. 

			Now it was just her and Edwin again. And sometimes the thought of knocking about Stoke Towers with her gloomy eldest brother until they both died was more than she could bear. 

			As if her frustration had somehow conjured him up, Edwin spoke from behind her. “Yvette, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

			Good Lord. He’d been trying to cheer her up ever since they’d arrived, and he was very bad at it. Heaven only knew whom he thought might serve the purpose.

			Forcing a smile to her lips, she faced him and his companion—and her heart dropped into her stomach. 

			Standing beside Edwin was the most attractive man she’d ever seen: a golden-haired Adonis with eyes as deep a blue as the estate’s prize delphiniums. The man stared at her with an intensity that quite sucked the air from her lungs. 

			Heavenly day. He was tall, too, and dressed on the daring end of fashionable—in a brown tailcoat, a waistcoat of black cut velvet, and tattersall trousers, topped off with a bloodred pongee cravat. Interesting. And a decided improvement over the gentlemen Edwin usually foisted on her.

			“May I introduce my new friend, Mr. Jeremy Keane?” Edwin said.

			The man bowed. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintance, Lady Yvette.” 

			His deep voice resonated through her like delicious music. Even his accent was compelling. American, perhaps? Oh, she did like Americans. They were so refreshingly forthright. And used such fascinating slang, too. 

			She dipped her head. “The pleasure is mine, Mr. Keane.” But even as she said it, she put together the accent and the name. Oh, dear, he had to be that Mr. Keane. 

			As if to confirm her realization, the man raked her in a blatantly admiring glance. A rogue’s glance. 

			Not again. Why must she always attract scoundrels? And be attracted to them in turn? Hadn’t she learned her lesson with Lieutenant Ruston?

			Apparently not, for Mr. Keane’s glance was warming her most scandalously. Curse him. 

			Edwin went on. “Keane is an artist from—”

			“I know all about Mr. Keane.” When Edwin scowled, she caught herself. “From the exhibit of his works, of course.” 

			Mr. Keane’s warm gaze poured over her like honey. “I don’t recall ever seeing you at my exhibit. Trust me, I would have remembered.”

			A shiver danced down her spine before she could steel herself against reacting. Very nicely done. She’d have to be on her toes with this one. “We attended it in the morning. I daresay you were still lying foxed in some gaming hell or nunnery.”

			“Good God, here we go,” Edwin muttered under his breath, recognizing the vulgar slang for bawdy house.

			“I am rarely foxed and never in a nunnery,” Mr. Keane retorted, “for fear that it might tempt the ‘nuns’ to bite me.” 

			“I should love to know what you consider ‘rarely,’ ” Yvette said. “That you even know that ‘bite’ means ‘cheat’ in street cant shows how you must spend your days.”

			“And how you must spend yours,” he said with a gleam in his eye. “After all, you know the terms, too.”

			She stifled a laugh. Mustn’t encourage the fellow. Still, she was impressed. Rogues always fancied themselves wits, but seldom did she meet one who really was. 

			“Mr. Keane has kindly agreed to paint your portrait, Yvette,” Edwin cut in. “Assuming that your tart words haven’t changed his mind.”

			The scoundrel had the audacity to wink at her. “Actually, I like a little tart with my sweet.”

			“More than a little, I would say, having seen your paintings,” she shot back. 

			Suddenly he was all seriousness. “And what did you think?” 

			The question caught her off guard. “Are you fishing for compliments, sir?”

			“No. Just truthful opinions.”

			“That’s what everyone always says, though they never mean it.”

			“Are you calling me a liar, Lady Yvette?” he said in that deadly tone men use when their honor is questioned. 

			“Of course not,” she said hastily. A man’s honor was nothing to be trifled with. “As for your work, I would say that your idea of ‘tart’ borders on the ‘acidic.’ ”

			“It does indeed,” he drawled. “I prefer to call it ‘real life.’ ”

			“Then it’s no surprise you’ve taken up with Edwin. He considers real life to be acidic, too.”

			“Oh no, don’t drag me into this,” Edwin put in.

			Mr. Keane’s gaze searched her face. “And you, Lady Yvette? Do you consider real life acidic?”

			My, my. Quite the persistent fellow, wasn’t he? “It can be, I suppose. If one wants to dwell on that part. I’d rather dwell on happier aspects.” 

			A sudden disappointment swept his handsome features. “So you prefer paintings of bucolic cows in a field.”

			“I suppose. Or market scenes. Or children.”

			The mention of children sparked something bleak in the depths of his eyes. “Art should challenge viewers, not soothe them.”

			“I’ll try to remember that when confronted at my breakfast table by a picture of vultures devouring a dead deer. That is one of yours, isn’t it?”

			Mr. Keane blinked, then burst into laughter. “Blakeborough, you forgot to tell me that your sister is a wit.”

			“If I’d thought it would get you to agree to our transaction sooner,” Edwin said wearily, “I would have mentioned it.”

			“ ‘Transaction’?” She stared at her brother. “What transaction?” 

			Edwin turned wary. “I told you. Mr. Keane is going to paint your portrait. I figured that a well-done piece of art showing what a lovely woman you are . . . might . . . well . . .”

			“Oh, Lord.” So that was his reasoning. A pox on Edwin. And a pox on Mr. Keane, too, for agreeing to her brother’s idiocy. Clearly, the artist had been coerced. Mr. Keane was well-known for not doing formal portraits. Ever. 

			She fought to act nonchalant, though inside she was bleeding. Did Edwin really think her so unsightly that she needed a famous artist to make her look appealing?

			“Forgive my brother, sir,” she told Mr. Keane with a bland smile. “He’s set on gaining me a husband, no matter what the cost. But I’ve read the interview where you said you’d rather cut off your hands than paint another portrait, and I’d hate to be the cause of such a loss to the world.”

			Mr. Keane gazed steadily at her. “I sometimes exaggerate when speaking with the press, madam. But this particular portrait is one I am more than willing to execute, I assure you.”

			“Eager for the challenge, are you?” Such raw anger boiled up in her that it fairly choked her. “Eager to try your hand at painting me attractive enough to convince some hapless fellow in search of a wife to ignore the evidence of his eyes?” 

			Belatedly, her brother seemed to realize how she’d taken his words. “Yvette, that’s not what I was saying.”

			She ignored him. “Or perhaps it’s the money that entices you. How much did my brother offer in order to gain your compliance in such an onerous task? It must have been a great deal.”

			“I didn’t offer him money,” Edwin protested. “You misunderstand what I—”

			“I want to paint you,” Mr. Keane snapped even as he glared Edwin into silence.

			With betrayal stinging her, she gathered the remnants of her dignity about her. “Thank you, but I am not yet so . . . so desperate as to require your services.”

			She turned to leave, but Mr. Keane caught her by the arm. When she scowled at him, he released her . . . only to offer her his hand. “May I have this dance, Lady Yvette?”

			That took her by surprise. Only then did she notice the strains of a waltz being struck. She had half a mind to stalk off in a huff, but that would be childish. 

			Besides, other people had begun to notice their exchange, and she could not endure the idea of people gossiping about her making a scene at the wedding breakfast of her friend . . . who happened to have jilted her brother. 

			“Lady Yvette?” Mr. Keane prompted in a steely voice.

			She cast him the coolest smile she could muster. “Yes, of course, Mr. Keane. I would be delighted.”

			Then she took his hand and let him sweep her into a waltz.

			As soon as they were moving, he said, “You have every right to be angry with your brother.”

			“My feelings toward my brother are none of your concern.”

			“I was telling the truth about wanting to paint you.”

			She snorted. “I don’t know how much money—”

			“But not for a portrait.” He bent close enough to whisper in her ear, “Though he doesn’t know that.”

			That caught her so off guard that when Mr. Keane pulled back to fix her with a serious gaze, she couldn’t at first summon a single answer.

			“I see I finally have your attention,” he said. 

			“Oh, you always had my attention,” she said testily. “Just not the sort of fawning attention you probably prefer.”

			A faint smile crossed his lips. “Tell me, Lady Yvette, do you have something against artists in general? Or is it just I who rub you the wrong way?”

			“I don’t trust charming rogues, sir. I’ve encountered enough of your kind to know all your tricks.” 

			He arched one eyebrow. “I seriously doubt that.”

			When he then twirled her in a turn, she realized with a start that they’d been waltzing effortlessly all this time. That almost never happened with her. Few men knew how to deal with an ungainly Amazon like her on the dance floor. 

			That softened her toward him a little. A very little. “So what exactly do you want to paint me for, anyway?”

			“An entirely different work. And agreeing to your brother’s request seemed the only way to get close enough to you to arrange that.”

			She eyed him skeptically. 

			“Ask Blakeborough if you don’t believe me. Before I knew who he was, who you were, I wanted you to sit for me. I decided it the moment I saw you enter the room. I asked your brother who you were; he asked why I wanted to know, and I told him.”

			His gaze locked with hers, as sincere a one as she’d ever seen. But then, Lieutenant Ruston had seemed sincere at first, too. “Why on earth would you want to paint me?”

			“No clue. I never know why particular models intrigue me; just that they do. And I always follow my instincts.”

			Yvette blinked. He could have claimed it had something to do with her looks. The fact that he hadn’t lent more credence to his assertion. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.” And rather flattering.

			“It is ridiculous, isn’t it? But true, I swear.”

			“So what exactly are the terms of your ‘transaction’ with my brother?”

			He flinched. “Your brother is an ass.”

			“Not really. Just rather oblivious to other people’s feelings sometimes.” She cast him a hard stare. “Answer the question.”

			With a long-suffering sigh, he tightened his grip on her hand. “I am to paint your portrait. In exchange, he is to drum up some gentlemen who might be interested in courting my sister.”

			She gaped at him. “What a pair of nodcocks you are! Has it occurred to either of you that your sisters are perfectly capable of finding husbands on their own if they so choose? That perhaps we— Wait a minute. I thought your sister lived in America.”

			“She’s on her way here. She means to drag me home to help her with the family mills.” He cracked a smile. “I mean to fob some other fellow off on her who can go in my stead.”

			His look of boyish mischief seduced her. Until she put herself in his sister’s shoes. “First you abandon her to go flitting about Europe. And now that she has tired of waiting for your return, you think to get rid of her by marrying her off.” She shook her head. “Your poor sister.” 

			“Trust me, there is nothing ‘poor’ about my sister. Amanda can take care of herself.” His smile smoldered. “As, it appears, can you. Which is probably what made me want you for my painting in the first place.”

			She fought not to be intrigued. “What is this painting about, anyway?”

			“It’s allegorical, about the sacrifice of Art to Commerce.”

			That took her by surprise. “Something like Dela­croix’s paintings?”

			“You’re familiar with Delacroix?” 

			His voice held such astonishment that it scraped her nerves. “I do read books, you know. And attend exhibits and operas with my brother when I can drag him to town.”

			“Operas, eh? Better you than me. I can’t imagine anything more tedious than an evening of screeching.”

			“My point is that I’m not some ninnyhammer society chit who only keeps abreast of fashions.”

			“I didn’t think you were.” He bent close enough to say in a husky tone, “Unlike your brother, I am fully aware of your attractions.”

			The words melted over her skin like butter. And when he then tugged her slightly closer in the turn, she let him. 

			Not because of his devastating attractiveness, no. Or his deft ability to dance. Or the glint of awareness in his startling blue eyes. None of that had any effect on her. Certainly not.

			Fighting to keep her mind off the breathlessness that suddenly assailed her, she said, “So, which character would I play in this allegorical painting of yours?”

			One corner of his mouth tipped up. “Does that mean you agree to sit for it?”

			“Perhaps. It depends on your answers to certain questions.”

			The music was ending. Oh, dear, and just when the conversation was getting interesting. Unfortunately, it would be highly improper of him to ask her for another. 

			But apparently he’d thought of that, for he waltzed her toward a pair of doors that opened to reveal steps descending into the sunlit garden. And as the music ended, he offered her his arm.

			Curiosity prompted her to take it and she let him lead her outside, relieved to see that they weren’t the only people strolling about. At least she needn’t worry about rousing further gossip. 

			Besides, she was ready to be out of the stuffy ballroom. Here she could breathe at last. 

			“Now, then, madam,” he said. “Ask me whatever you wish.”

			“Who am I to play in your painting? What am I to wear? Will sitting for your picture ruin me for life? Is that why Edwin would only agree to a respectable portrait?”

			“That’s quite a lot of questions,” he said dryly. “Let’s start with the last. Your brother and I didn’t get as far as my describing the concept of my work. The minute I said I wished for you to model for me, he flat-out refused to let you be part of any painting that wasn’t dull as dirt, even though I told him you wouldn’t be recognized.”

			“Won’t I?” She felt a stab of disappointment at the thought that he didn’t really want to paint her as she was. And why did she care, anyway? “So I’m to be wearing a mask or a cloak or something?”

			“No, indeed. But you will be in a Greek costume quite different from your normal attire. I can even change your hair color if you wish. And you’ll only be in profile, anyway. I doubt anyone will realize it is you.”

			She gave a harsh laugh. “Right. Because no one will notice that the woman in your painting happens to have my ungainly proportions.”

			“Ungainly!” He shook his head. “More like queenly. Majestic.”

			The compliment came so unexpectedly that it startled her. She was used to being teased for her height, not praised. She had to turn her head so he wouldn’t see how very much the words pleased her. 

			She’d swear that he meant every word. Then again, she’d also believed Lieutenant Ruston’s compliments, though they’d been far less original and far more dubious. At least Mr. Keane wasn’t calling her “a great beauty” and “a delicate flower.” She couldn’t believe she’d fallen for that last one. She’d never been delicate a day in her life.

			“But your proportions are unlikely to signify, anyway,” he went on. “You’ll be lying down.”

			That arrested her. How had she forgotten he was a rogue? “Why would I be lying down?”

			He gazed at her as if she were witless. “Art sacrificed to Commerce? Were you even listening? Damn, woman, I can hardly show a sacrifice without laying you across an altar.”

			Stunned by his matter-of-fact tone, as if it were perfectly obvious to anyone with sense, she mumbled, “Oh, right, of course. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

			Actually, she did know. She thought him quite mad. When he spoke of his art, there was no trace of the rakehell in him. Was it by design? Was he trying to rattle her?

			Because he was certainly succeeding.

			“Will you do it?” he asked. “Assuming we can manage it?”

			“Managing it isn’t a problem,” she said, thinking aloud. “Artists doing portraits generally reside with the family during the process. So if you come to our estate for the portrait, we can arrange some way to meet for the painting you wish to do for yourself.” She slanted a glance at him. “If you’re willing to leave London for a bit, that is.”

			“Oh, I don’t know.” He stopped beside a marble fountain to smile teasingly at her. “It would take me away from all those gaming hells and nunneries. However will I survive?”

			“I’m sure you can find a sympathetic tavern maid or two nearby to tide you over.”

			“So, no nunneries in your neck of the woods?”

			“Believe me, if there had been, my other brother would have found them ages ago.”

			When he looked at her oddly, a blush rose in her cheeks. She didn’t know why she’d mentioned Samuel’s proclivities. She couldn’t seem to put his request out of her mind. 

			“I’ll be fine, I promise,” he said silkily. “Though you still haven’t given me your permission to paint you. For either work.”

			And suddenly it hit her—the solution to her problem with Samuel. She hadn’t sent the sealed letter, fearful that no one would call for it at the Covent Garden post office as promised, but perhaps she could still right Samuel’s wrong. 

			“I haven’t, have I?” She stared him down. “Tell me something, Mr. Keane. Are you as willing to make a bargain with me for your painting as you were to make a bargain with Edwin for my portrait?”

			His gaze turned wary. “It depends. What sort of bargain do you mean?”

			Avoiding his gaze, she stirred the water in the fountain with one finger. “I will sit for you—clothed, of course. You may draw as many pictures of me as you please.”

			“And in exchange?” he prodded. 

			“You will find some way to get me inside a Covent Garden nunnery.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Jeremy was shocked. Then intrigued. Then disturbed by the notion of Lady Yvette going anywhere near a den of iniquity. 

			Not that he would let her see it. He had a reputation to uphold, after all. “You don’t need my help for that. Covent Garden is known for its enthusiastic acquisition of . . . er . . . nuns. Just walk in, and I’m sure they’ll welcome you with open arms.”

			Her outraged gaze shot to him. “I’m not aiming to be a Covent Garden nun, you devil!”

			He’d figured that, of course. He’d just wanted to spark that intoxicating fire in her eyes again. “Then why go in a nunnery?”

			“I’m looking for a . . . a person.”

			“Ah,” he said, as if he understood. Which he certainly did not. “A friend of yours?”

			“Something like that.” Her rosy cheeks showed she wasn’t nearly as nonchalant about this as she let on. 

			“You have a friend in a whorehouse,” he said bluntly.

			She crossed her arms over her chest. “It doesn’t matter why I want to go into one, just that I do. And since you enter them all the time, I figure you’re the perfect person to sneak me in.”

			“I do have a bit of experience in that regard.” Not as much as everyone assumed, but enough to know his way around. “Indeed, it would probably be safer for your reputation if I entered alone. If you’d just give me the name of the person—”

			“I can’t. I don’t know for certain that my . . . er . . . friend is even there. This must be handled very discreetly. And it’s essential that I go with you. I can’t explain why.”

			This got more curious by the moment. “I assume that asking your brother to help you is out of the question?”

			She paled. “He cannot know I’m doing this. He mustn’t know.”

			“So if he finds out, he’ll throttle me.”

			“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of my brother.” 

			He bit back a smile. Her taunts were so transparent. “What can I say? I’m an artist, not a fighter. I’ve no great desire to have my nose bashed in.”

			“That would only happen if Edwin learned of it. Which he’s not going to.” She glanced away. “Our visits must be conducted in utter secrecy.”

			“You expect a notorious scoundrel like me to bring you into a brothel without having anyone remark upon it?”

			“I can wear a disguise.” She eyed him from beneath sooty lashes that made something tighten in his chest. And lower. “Or pretend to be your paramour, joining you for . . . whatever a paramour would do in a place like that.”

			Oh, he could think of several interesting things he could do with Lady Yvette in a whorehouse, none of them acceptable to a lady of her upbringing. Best to shove those ideas right out of his mind. “So how are we to visit a brothel when we’re to be closeted out at your country estate for the next few weeks while I paint your portrait?”

			She shrugged. “Preston isn’t that far from London. We come into town often enough. All you and I need do is attend some other social affair, find a way to keep Edwin busy, and then dart off for a bit to make our Covent Garden visit.”

			“Really? That’s ‘all you and I need do,’ is it?” 

			Ignoring his sarcasm, she tapped her chin with her finger. “We should go to the theater. It’s already situated in Covent Garden. Of course we’d have to find a way to occupy Edwin . . .”

			“A minor consideration,” he said tersely.

			This time his sarcasm registered, and he was rewarded with another lovely blush. “I’m sure we can manage it.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Do you want to paint me or not? Because the only way I’ll agree to sitting for either painting is if you do this for me.”

			If he had any sense, he would throw her bargain back in her face, and her brother’s, too, for that matter. He didn’t like being taken for a fool, especially by some secretive chit, no matter how clever and arresting.

			But his mind was already leaping ahead to how she would look robed in Roman white. Or maybe a knee-length Greek chiton. He already knew she’d have shapely calves to match the beautiful contours of her arms in those long, formfitting gloves she wore. And the image of her in something little better than a shift was rousing more than his artistic imagination. 

			He moved closer to the fountain, praying that the imposing marble bowl would hide his unwise attraction. 

			“Well?” she asked. 

			Her demanding tone wasn’t helping his arousal any. He found imperious women intoxicating. They tended to be honest in bed. Nothing more erotic than a woman, even a saucy innocent, who asked for exactly what she wanted. Just the thought of this particular innocent asking for what she wanted, what she needed, had him hardening even more. 

			Damn her. He had no desire to wed anyone again, especially some earl’s daughter harboring sordid secrets. And if he made advances toward her ladyship, that’s exactly what would happen. He would find himself leg-shackled faster than his apprentice could mix paints.
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