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“Anyone who loves romance must read Sabrina Jeffries!”

—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Kleypas

HELLIONS OF HALSTEAD HALL

“Another sparkling series with winning potential”

(Library Journal)

from New York Times and USA Today bestselling author

SABRINA JEFFRIES

Praise for

THE TRUTH ABOUT 
LORD STONEVILLE

“Jeffries pulls out all the stops with a story combining her hallmark humor, poignancy and sensuality to perfection.”

—Romantic Times

“The first in a captivating new Regency-set series by the always entertaining Jeffries, this tale has all of the author’s signature elements: delectably witty dialogue, subtly named characters, and scorching sexual chemistry between two perfectly matched protagonists.”

—Booklist

“Lively repartee, fast action, luscious sensuality, and an abundance of humor make the first installment of the Hellions of Halstead Hall essential for libraries.”

—Library Journal

“The Truth About Lord Stoneville has the special brand of wit and passion for which Sabrina Jeffries is recognized, where each enthralling scene will thoroughly capture your imagination.”

—singletitles.com

“Sabrina Jeffries excels in the historical romance genre, and The Truth About Lord Stoneville is no exception. . . . Starts another excellent series of books which will alternatively have you laughing, crying, and running the gamut of emotions. . . . Enjoy Oliver’s transformation from unreformed rake to devoted husband, and I guarantee you will have a tear in your eye.”

—Romance Reviews Today

More acclaim for Sabrina Jeffries and the “warm, wickedly witty” (Romantic Times) novels in her national bestselling series The School for Heiresses

WED HIM BEFORE 
YOU BED HIM

“Includes all the sweet, sexy charm and lively action readers have come to expect, and true love triumphs over all obstacles. . . . Bravo to Jeffries.”

—Library Journal

“An enchanting story brimming with touchingly sincere emotions and compelling scenarios. . . . An outstanding love story of emotional discoveries and soaring passions, with a delightful touch of humor plus suspense.”

—singletitles.com

DON’T BARGAIN WITH THE DEVIL

“The sexual tension crackles across the pages of this witty, deliciously sensual, secret-laden story. . . . Teases readers with hints of the long-awaited final chapter, Wed Him Before You Bed Him.”

—Library Journal

LET SLEEPING ROGUES LIE

“Consummate storyteller Jeffries pens another title in the School for Heiresses series that is destined to captivate readers with its sensuality and wonderfully enchanting plot.”

—Romantic Times (4 1/2 stars)

“Scandal, gossip, greed, and old enmities spice up the pot in this fast-paced sexy romp that bubbles over with Jeffries’s trademark humor and spirit. . . . Sparkling dialogue, stirring sexual chemistry, and an engrossing story.”

—Library Journal

BEWARE A SCOT’S REVENGE

“Irresistible. . . . Larger-than-life characters, sprightly dialogue, and a steamy romance will draw you into this delicious captive/captor tale.”

—Romantic Times (Top Pick)

“Exceptionally entertaining and splendidly sexy.”

—Booklist
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Dear Readers,

I do not mean to complain, but I have reached the end of my tether with my eldest granddaughter, Minerva. She insists upon writing her gothic novels under her real name!  She does it just to shock, without caring one whit that she is also shocking all her potential suitors.

Oh, I know that she says she does not wish to marry, but that is pure poppycock. I see how enviously she watches her newly married brothers when they are not looking. Although she is a trifle opinionated, she would still make some gentleman a good wife . . . and life would never be boring with Minerva.

But does she encourage this? No. Instead she writes about blood and villains and death. Perhaps I should find some dastardly spy to carry her off to a moldering castle. That might actually appeal to the chit, though it could give Gabe and Celia the wrong ideas about marriage.

Minerva’s latest scheme is to interview gentlemen as potential husbands, for which purpose she advertised in a ladies’ magazine! Clearly she only did that to try my hand, but she is in for a surprise. I am not budging in my resolve, no matter how many suitors find their way to our door.

I am a bit alarmed, however, that Mr. Giles Masters answered her advertisement. He seems bent on having her . . . and he is the only man I have ever seen her respond to with anything more than indifference. A pity that he is such a rascal, as her brothers have told me countless times.

Then again, my grandsons were thorough rascals until they married. Is it possible that Mr. Masters is cut of the same cloth? I do hope so for Minerva’s sake, because she certainly seems fascinated by him. I wonder if he has a moldering castle somewhere. That might just do the trick!

I shall have to monitor this situation very closely, but one way or the other, I mean to see my granddaughter happily married. Even if it ends up being to a rascal!

Yours truly, 
Hetty



Prologue

Halstead Hall, Ealing

1806

There were bugs on the boxwood leaves. Mama would be cross with the gardener.

Then tears flooded nine-year-old Minerva’s eyes. No, Mama couldn’t be cross. She was in that horrible casket in the chapel. Next to the one with Papa in it.

Huddled inside the maze, Minerva fought hard not to cry. Someone might hear her, and she couldn’t let anyone find her.

A voice drifted through the hedges. “How could the girl disappear so quickly?”

That was Desmond Plumtree, Mama’s first cousin.

“This funeral is a travesty,” his wife, Bertha, complained from very near her hiding place. “Not that I blame Prudence for shooting the whoring fellow. But to kill herself? Your Aunt Hetty should be grateful that the jury found Pru non compos mentis. Otherwise the Crown would be carting off the family’s assets this very minute.”

Shrinking beneath the hedge, Minerva prayed they didn’t come around the corner and see her.

“Well, they couldn’t find her anything else,” Desmond said. “She clearly wasn’t in her right mind.”

Minerva practically bit her tongue in half to keep from protesting. It had been an accident—an awful accident. Gran had said so.

“I suppose that’s why your aunt wants the children at the service,” Cousin Bertha said, “to show people she doesn’t care what they say about her daughter.”

Cousin Desmond snorted. “Actually, Aunt Hetty has some notion that the brats should say good-bye in person. Cursed woman never has a problem with flouting society when it suits her, no matter what it means for the rest of . . .”

As the voices moved away, Minerva scooted out of her hiding place to flee in the opposite direction. Unfortunately, when she darted around the corner of the maze, she ran right into a gentleman. She tried to scurry away, but the man caught her.

“Hold on now, moppet,” he cried as he struggled to restrain her. “I’m not going to hurt you. Be still, I say!”

She was on the verge of biting him when she caught sight of who it was—her brothers’ eighteen-year-old friend Giles Masters, who’d come for the funeral with his family. Cousin Desmond had wanted to keep the gathering small, on account of the scandal, but Gran had said that the children needed their friends at a time like this.

Perhaps since he wasn’t family, Minerva could convince him to help her. “Please let me go!” she begged. “And don’t tell anyone I’m here!”

“But everyone is waiting on you so they can start the service.”

She dropped her eyes, embarrassed by her cowardice. “I can’t go in there. I read what the paper said about . . . about . . . you know.” Mama shooting Papa and then herself. Her voice rose into hysteria. “I can’t bear to see Mama with a hole in her chest and Papa with . . . with . . .” No face. The very thought made her tremble again.

“Ah.” He squatted down. “You think they’ll be lying in the casket exactly as they were found.”

She bobbed her head.

“You needn’t worry about that, dear girl,” he said gently. “Your father’s casket is closed, and they’ve made your mother look pretty again. You won’t see the hole in her chest, I swear. There’s nothing to fear.”

She chewed on her lower lip, not sure if she should believe him. Sometimes her older brothers tried to trick her to get her to behave. And Gran always said Mr. Masters was a devilish scoundrel. “I don’t know, Mr. Masters—”

“Giles. We’re friends, aren’t we?”

“I-I suppose.”

“How about this?” he went on. “If you come with me into the chapel, I’ll hold your hand for the service. Whenever you get frightened, you can squeeze mine as hard as you like.”

Gathering her courage, she gazed into his face. He had kind eyes the color of forget-me-nots. Honest eyes, like Gran’s.

She swallowed. “You promise that Mama and Papa won’t look like . . . how the paper said?”

“I swear it.” He made an X over his chest with appropriate solemnity. “Cross my heart and hope to die.” Rising, he offered her his hand. “Will you come with me?”

Though her heart pounded in her chest, she let him take her hand. And when he led her into the chapel, she found he hadn’t lied. Papa’s casket was closed. Though she knew what must lay inside, she pretended that Papa was as he’d always been.

It helped that Mama looked like a sleeping, dressed-up version of herself. But what helped the most was Giles keeping hold of her hand. He clasped it throughout the service, even when Cousin Desmond’s bratty son, Ned, snickered. Every time she got scared or sad, she squeezed Giles’s hand, and he squeezed back to show that she wasn’t alone. Somehow that made everything tolerable. He didn’t release her hand until the caskets were in the ground and everyone was walking away.

That was the day she fell in love with Giles Masters.

London 
1816

BY HER NINETEENTH birthday, Minerva was still in love. She knew everything about Giles. He hadn’t married, hadn’t even courted anyone seriously. Like her brothers, he lived a rogue’s life. But unlike her brothers, he had a profession—he’d been called to the bar just last year. So surely if he was to rise as a barrister, his rogue’s life would have to end soon. Then he’d need a wife.

Why shouldn’t it be her? She was pretty enough—everyone said so. She was clever, too, which a man like him would surely appreciate. And he wouldn’t snub her for her family’s scandalous behavior, like the narrow-minded gentlemen she met in society now that she’d had her come-out. He’d been dealing with a scandal of his own ever since four months ago, when his father had killed himself. She and Giles had that in common.

But as she gazed about at her birthday party guests—none of whom were Giles, though he’d been invited—she felt a stab of disappointment. How could she get him to see her as anything but the younger sister of his friends, when she never saw him?

After the party was over, she went to the garden to soothe her lowered spirits and overheard her brothers talking as they smoked cigars in the mews.

“The lads told me that the party at Newmarsh’s house starts at ten,” Oliver said. “I’ll meet you two out here around then. It’s close enough to walk, thank God, so we won’t have to mention it to the servants. You know how they are—they tell Gran everything, and she’ll lecture us about going off somewhere on Minerva’s birthday.”

“Gran’s bound to notice us slipping out wearing costumes,” Jarret said.

“We’ll come out one at a time to stash them in the garden until we can leave. Just be careful not to let Minerva see. No point in hurting her feelings.”

She was on the verge of giving them a piece of her mind for going to a party without her on her birthday, when it dawned on her. If they were attending a party with “the lads,” then Giles would be there! And since it was a masquerade, she could attend without anyone being the wiser. She knew exactly what to wear, too. She and her younger sister Celia had once come across a stash of Gran’s clothes from over thirty years ago—that would be perfect.

At nine, she slipped into the garden shed with fourteen-year-old Celia, who’d promised to help, in exchange for a full account of what Minerva saw at the ball. They fitted her into one of the old-style corsets and two modest panniers. Then she donned the elaborate gown of gold satin that Gran had worn to their parents’ wedding.

Giggling the whole time, they stuffed her light brown hair under a powdered wig piled high in white curls. Then they covered her face with a mask and attached a patch to one cheek. The final touch was an old-fashioned blue cameo of Gran’s.

“Do I look like Marie Antoinette?” Minerva asked, careful to keep her voice low. Her brothers hadn’t made an appearance in the garden yet, but she was taking no chances.

“You look splendid,” Celia whispered. “And very exotic.”

Exotic was Celia’s new favorite word, though Minerva suspected that it actually meant “seductive.” The bodice was cut shamelessly low.

Then again, she did want to entice Giles. “Go on now,” she said to Celia. “Before they come down.”

Celia hurried out. Minerva then had to wait until after her brothers dressed in the gardens and headed off down the mews before she could follow them.

Fortunately lots of people were going the same way, so she merged with the crowd on the street once her brothers had entered the house. Though she didn’t have an invitation, it proved oddly easy to get inside. Finding Giles might be difficult, since she had to avoid her brothers, so she bribed the butler to tell her what costume her quarry was wearing.

“Mr. Masters isn’t here, love,” the servant said with shocking familiarity. “He declined the invitation on account of having to be in the country, seeing to his mother.”

She didn’t know whether to be glad that he’d not come to her party because of his other engagement, or disappointed that she wouldn’t get her chance with him.

“But if you’re seeking a protector,” the butler went on helpfully, “you ought to aim a bit higher. Mr. Masters is only a second son.”

A protector? Why on earth would she be seeking a protector?

That’s when she took a closer look at the assembly. In an instant, she realized this was no ordinary masquerade. Her “exotic” costume looked downright angelic compared to those of the other women.

Grecian gowns and Roman togas abounded, with slits in indecent places. There was a milkmaid with a gown cut lower than any real milkmaid would wear, and a woman who wore only feathers in strategic positions. Across the room, her brother Jarret danced with a Maid Marian who was no maid, his hand slipping down her back to rest on her—

Minerva turned away, blood heating her cheeks. Good Lord. This was a Cyprian’s Ball. She’d heard of such affairs, where women came to find protectors and men came to enjoy . . . the women. If anyone found her here, it would be disaster!

Before she could escape, a fellow dressed as a French courtier clasped her about the waist and hauled her up against him. “Well, if it isn’t the Queen of Queans!”

He laughed at his little jest, and she gaped at him. Had he just called her a whore?

To her disgust, he pressed his mouth to her ear and thrust his tongue inside. “Why don’t you come upstairs, sweet, so we can play our roles in private?”

Before she could stomp on his foot, she was jerked from him by another fellow, who said, “Bugger off, Lansing. I saw her first.” A knight in shining cloth draped an arm about her shoulders with a lascivious grin.

Lansing? Could that be the Earl of Lansing? Why, she knew his wife—a sweet young thing, though a trifle plump. He attended the same church as Gran, for pity’s sake!

“Come now, Hartley, give over,” Lansing said peevishly. “I’m dressed the part.”

Hartley must be the highly esteemed Viscount Hartley, whose own wife had a frosty beauty only matched by her frosty manner. Hartley and Lansing were grand friends. And Minerva had always assumed they were decent fellows, too . . . until now.

She was still reeling from the realization of their true characters when Lansing grabbed her arm.

“We could share her,” he said without an ounce of conscience. “Done it before.”

Share her! As if she would go off willingly to a room with two drunken buffoons.

She wriggled free. “I beg your pardon, but I already have an assignation with Lord Stoneville.” Oliver outranked them both, so perhaps that would put them off.

But Hartley just chuckled and flicked his finger toward the far corner of the room. “Stoneville’s busy right now, dearie.”

Minerva glanced over to find her brother sprawled in a chair, watching a woman dressed as Cleopatra dancing to entice him. He was as bad as Jarret, for pity’s sake . . . as bad as these profligate lords.

Very well, she would teach him a lesson—and rid herself of these fools in the process. Planting her hands on her hips, she flashed him an exasperated look. “How dare that little weasel flirt with another woman after giving me the pox?”

That did it. Hartley and Lansing couldn’t flee her fast enough.

Freed of her pesky admirers, she threaded her way through the crowd, heading for the door. A wicked smile crossed her lips. She hoped word got around about Marie Antoinette’s “affliction” and who’d given it to her. It would serve Oliver right for consorting with such awful men.

The other guests were just as dreadful. As she went past kings and paupers, she heard things no maiden should ever hear, spoken in the familiar voices of men she knew. Some were young rascals like her brothers, sowing their wild oats, but several were married men. Good Lord, did all men have Papa’s roving eye?

No, not all men. Not Giles. The very fact that he’d chosen to comfort his mother rather than come here proved that he was already mending his rogue’s ways.

She finally pushed her way out of the room, then paused in the dark hall to gain her bearings. She didn’t want to stumble into any more trouble than she already had.

Suddenly a door at the end of the hall opened and a man dressed as a priest came toward her, carrying a candle. Blood pounding, she melted behind some curtains and prayed he hadn’t spotted her. The curtains weren’t thick—she could see him too plainly for comfort—but she didn’t think he could see her with the candle in his hand.

He paused nearby and cocked his head, as if listening. The light fell full on his profile . . . and on the mole below his ear.

She swallowed a gasp. She knew that profile only too well; she’d memorized every line of it. Giles was here. But what was he doing sneaking down the hall?

When he hurried into a nearby room, it came to her. He must be having an assignation with a tart! Curse him to hell, how could he? He was as bad as her brothers!

Unless she’d been mistaken. After all, the butler had said he wasn’t in attendance.

She slid out from behind the curtains. How could she leave without knowing for sure if Giles was here consorting with some doxy? Oh, she couldn’t bear it if he was, but she had to know.

Creeping down the hall, she came to the door he’d disappeared through, gathered her courage, and slipped inside. The man she’d followed was half-turned away from the door, too intent on rifling the desk to notice her silent entrance. Frozen, she watched as he methodically searched each drawer. If this was Giles, what on earth was he doing?

It certainly looked like Giles. He moved with the same subtle grace, the same leashed control, and his hair was the same wavy, walnut brown, from what she could see of it under his wide-brimmed hat. He pulled out a file, opened it, then held its contents closer to the candle. Cursing, he removed his mask to examine the papers better.

Her heart hammered in her chest. It was Giles. What was he up to? And why?

After thumbing through everything in the file, he shoved the entire thing under his priest’s robes, then quickly turned, and spotted her. Without missing a beat, he pasted a charming smile to his lips and casually slid his mask back into place. “I believe you’re lost, madam. The party is in the ballroom.”

She should have played dumb, but she just couldn’t. “If I’m lost, so are you, Giles Masters.”

He sucked in a breath. In a flash he was across the room, lifting the mask from her face. “Minerva? What the hell—”

“I’m the one who ought to be asking questions. What are you stealing? Why are you here? I thought you were in the country with your mother.”

His eyes glittered beneath the mask. “As far as anyone is concerned, I am.” He scanned her with a critical eye. “And how did you get an invitation to a party thrown by the likes of Newmarsh, anyway?”

When she fumbled for an explanation, he shook his head. “You snuck in, didn’t you? And it was just my rotten luck that you found me.”

That really hurt. “I wasn’t trying to find you,” she lied. “I merely came here on a lark after I heard my brothers talking about it. I happened to see you, and—”

“Your curiosity got the better of your good sense.” He gripped both her arms, as if to shake her. “Bloody little fool—what if I’d been some unscrupulous fellow who might stick a knife between your ribs for your meddling?”

“How do I know you aren’t?” she snapped, annoyed at being called a fool. “You still haven’t said why you’re stealing.”

“It’s none of your concern, Miss Nosy Britches.”

“Oh, for goodness sake, don’t treat me like a child. I’m not nine anymore.”

“Could have fooled me,” he muttered as he tugged her mask back into place and propelled her toward the door. “I would leave you to the tender mercies of your brothers, but no one must know I’m here. And I daresay you don’t want anyone to know you’re here, either. So I’m taking you home before you get into more trouble.”

She would have given him a blistering retort, except that they were now in the hallway, too near the ballroom to risk it. Besides, at the moment they had the same goal—to escape without being unmasked. But once he got her out of here, she would give him a piece of her mind. Miss Nosy Britches, indeed. And he hadn’t even noticed her costume! Was he always going to see her as a little girl?

He led her through a dizzying warren of rooms and halls, which made her realize he’d been here before, probably for one of these parties. Unless he made a habit of stealing things? No, there must be a good explanation for that.

But he gave her no chance to ask. As soon as he got them outside and into the mews where they wouldn’t be seen, he tore off his mask. “Who the hell are you supposed to be, anyway?”

“Marie Antoinette.”

“Good God. Do you realize what could have happened if anyone had recognized you?” With purposeful steps, he hurried her down the lane toward Gran’s town house. “It would have been the end of your future. After being discovered at one of Newmarsh’s affairs, the scandal would have destroyed your reputation for good. No decent man would marry—”

“What decent man will marry me anyway?” As irritated as he, she jerked off her mask. “My family is mired in scandal, and the only men who’ve been sniffing around me during my season are fortune hunters and wastrels.”

Besides, I want only you.

He shot her a sidelong glance. “If that’s true, then you shouldn’t be so eager to heap more scandal upon yourself. We both know how society repays those who flout its rules. You should be trying to redeem your family name.”

Coming from him, that was infuriating. “Like my brothers are doing?” she said bitterly. “Like you are?” They’d reached the back garden of the Plumtree town house, so she had to get the truth out of him now. “Why were you stealing those papers, Giles? What are they for?”

A muscle worked in his jaw as he faced her. “You shouldn’t have seen that. And I hope you’ll have the good sense to keep quiet about it.”

“And what if I don’t? What will you do to me?” Her tone thickened with sarcasm. “Stick a knife between my ribs?”

“Very amusing.” His eyes turned calculating in the faint moonlight. “But if you tell anyone about my being there, you’ll have to reveal that you were there, and I daresay that’s not something you wish to do. Especially when you’re dressed like . . . like . . .”

When his voice trailed off and his eyes dropped to the cameo resting right in the center of her partially bared bosom, she caught her breath. At last he was seeing her as a woman. “Like what?” she asked, her voice as low and seductive as she knew to make it.

His gaze snapped back to hers. “Like some blowsy tart,” he said tersely. “You don’t want to be caught dressed like that here.”

A tart! He thought she looked like a tart? And a blowsy one, at that. “Why not? Because it might destroy my reputation? I doubt it’s even possible to make my situation any worse.”

“You have a dowry—”

“Which only ensures that the wrong sort of men seek me out.” She tipped up her chin. “Besides, you wouldn’t ruin my reputation for spite. I know you wouldn’t. You’re too much a gentleman for that.”

He lifted one eyebrow. “And you wouldn’t watch me hang for stealing. I know you wouldn’t. You’re too much a friend for that.”

If he was trying to soften her up, he was doing a good job. “Ah, but I could mention it to your brother, the viscount,” she pointed out. “I doubt he would approve.”

That seemed to give Giles pause. “And I could mention your little adventure to your brothers. I know for a fact that they wouldn’t approve.”

“Go ahead,” she bluffed. “I don’t care what they think.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “So you see, you have only one choice, and that’s to tell me the truth.”

“I have a better idea.” He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Name your price, Minerva. I don’t earn much as a barrister yet, but I can afford to buy your silence.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” When his lips curved up in a sly smile, she realized he’d only been goading her with his talk of money and prices. “So you absolutely refuse to tell me what you were doing and why.”

He shrugged. “I prefer to keep my secrets.”

And he knew she would keep them, too, drat him, if he asked it. But that didn’t mean she had to roll over and play dead. “Very well, here’s my price. A kiss.”

That clearly startled him. “A what?”

“A kiss.” Her tone turned sarcastic. “You know, like the ones you and my brothers bestow willy-nilly on every taproom maid, doxy, and opera dancer in your acquaintance. One kiss. To buy my silence.” Perhaps then he would see her as a woman he could trust, could court . . . could love.

He raked her body with a long, slow glance, rousing warm feelings in places she’d never felt warm before and setting her pulse racing. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Whyever not?”

“For one thing,” he said drily, “your brothers would skin me alive if they heard of it.”

“Then let’s not tell them.” When he just stood there, she added, “It’s my nineteenth birthday, and I just had a loathsome experience at a scandalous party where two gentlemen discussed sharing me between them.”

At the stormy look that came over his face, she added hastily, “Although I escaped their disgusting advances before they could do anything, I need something nice to help me forget I nearly became a rogue sandwich. And I’m asking you to provide it.”

“What makes you think that a kiss from me would be nice?” he asked in a rough murmur that sent delicious shivers skittering down her spine.

She fought to sound as worldly as he. “It had better be, if you want me to keep your secrets.”

To her surprise, he laughed. “Fine, you infernal minx. I’ll meet your price.”

He bent forward and pressed his lips to hers in a kiss that was as brief and disappointing as it was chaste.

When he drew back, she scowled. “Perhaps I should have clarified. By ‘nice,’ I meant ‘satisfying.’ I didn’t mean the sort of kiss you give your grandmother.”

He stared at her. Then an unholy light gleamed in his eyes, and without warning, he cupped her head in his hands and took her mouth again. Except this time his kiss was hard, unforgiving, overpowering. He parted her lips with his tongue, then delved inside her mouth over and over, until her head spun and her knees turned to mush.

In one fell swoop, he shattered her girlishly romantic dreams, replacing them with a wild, seething wanting unlike anything she’d ever known.

It shocked her.

It intoxicated her.

Without thinking, she lifted her arms to twine about his neck. He muttered some curse against her lips, then dragged her flush against him so his mouth could explore hers more thoroughly.

His stubbled chin scraped her cheek, and he smelled of candle smoke and brandy, the combination oddly enticing. This was everything she’d dreamed of. And when his hands then swept up her ribs, he made her yearn for more . . . more caresses, more kisses . . . more of him.

It was several moments before he drew back to say in a choked voice, “Does that suit your notion of a nice kiss?”

Still reeling from the wonder of his mouth on hers, she gazed up into his handsome face with a dreamy smile. “It was absolutely perfect, Giles.”

He blinked. Then a look of pure alarm crossed his face, and he set her roughly from him. “So I’ve met my obligation?”

Too stunned by that response to do more than nod, she gaped at him, hoping for something to soften the cold word obligation.

“Good.”

As she watched dumbfounded, he turned to walk away. Then he paused to glance back at her, his eyes now as lazy as his tone was careless. “Do be careful, my dear, next time you decide to act like a doxy. Some men don’t take kindly to blackmail. You might find yourself on your back in an alley. And I doubt you’d enjoy playing the tart in truth.”

The crude words slapped at her pride. He’d seen their kiss as her playing a doxy? Hadn’t he felt the passion sparking between them, the thrill of two souls joining as one? Had he felt nothing from the kiss that had changed her forever from a girl into a woman?

Apparently not. He’d thrust his knife deeply enough to pierce her heart.

Somehow she held herself together as he sauntered off down the mews. But once he was out of sight, she burst into tears.

That was the night she fell out of love with Giles Masters.



Chapter One

London

1825

Shortly after dawn, Giles watched from the trees as the Viscount Ravenswood, undersecretary to the Home Office, entered the boathouse on the Serpentine River in Hyde Park. When fifteen minutes had passed and no one else had come along, Giles crossed to the boathouse himself and went inside.

After he and Ravenswood exchanged the usual pleasantries, the viscount said, “I hear you’re being considered for a King’s Counsel.”

Giles tensed. He should have known Ravenswood would find that out. The man had eyes in the back of his head. “So they tell me.”

“I suppose that if you’re selected, you won’t be able to continue your efforts for me.”

“King’s Counsel is a demanding position,” Giles said warily. He hadn’t expected to have this conversation quite so soon.

“And a very prestigious one for a barrister. Not to mention highly political. So pretending to be a scapegrace while you gather information for me won’t be very convenient anymore.”

“Exactly.” He searched Ravenswood’s face, unable to read his stoic expression. “To be honest, whether they choose me as King’s Counsel or not, I’ve decided to stop my work for you. Things are quieter now, and I doubt I would be—”

“No need to explain, Masters. I’m surprised you continued with it this long. You’ve served your country well, with little benefit and even less pay, when you could have focused on your more lucrative position as a barrister. I don’t blame you for thinking that it’s time you consider your own career. You’re what, thirty-seven now? Certainly you’re old enough to want more out of life than doing this. And I’ll support your decision as much as possible.”

Giles released a long breath. He’d been dreading this conversation. But he should have known that Ravenswood would remain his friend no matter what.

He and the viscount had first met at Eton. Though the other man was three years older than Giles, they’d forged an unusual friendship, considering that Ravenswood had been sober and industrious and Giles wild and adventurous.

So it was Ravenswood, already being groomed for politics, whom Giles had turned to nine years ago when he’d burned to see justice done. Ravenswood had taken the documents Giles had stolen from Newmarsh and made good use of them. Thus had begun Giles’s covert association with the Home Office and its role as keeper of the peace.

It had proved fruitful for them both. From time to time, Giles had passed information on to the undersecretary that the man wouldn’t have learned any other way. Men in the stews let all sorts of juicy details slip out around the profligate Giles Masters. After the war, the Home Office had been swamped with cases of fraud, forgery, and even treason, and with different parts of the country on the verge of revolution, it had needed all the help it could get.

Occasionally Giles had actively sought out information, even from fellow noblemen. In return, Ravenswood had given him a reason for living after his father’s suicide. A way to make up for the sins of his youth. But he’d been paying for those sins quite a while now.

“I suppose I don’t need to tell you that your activities must be kept secret even after you’ve . . . er . . . retired,” Ravenswood cautioned him. “You can never discuss it with anyone, never reveal—”

“I know my duty,” Giles broke in.

That was the trouble. It was hard to have a real life when he kept secrets from everyone he knew. He was tired of keeping secrets. Tired of playing the role of hard-living rogue that had suited him once, but didn’t anymore. If he stopped his work for the government now, no one would ever be the wiser, and he could start being more himself. People would assume he’d finally grown up. He could put these days of being an informant for the government behind him.

“This will be my last report,” Giles said. “Will that leave you in any kind of difficulty?”

“As you might imagine, we’ll regret the loss of you. But we’ll manage. And as you say, things are quieter now.”

“Which is why I don’t have much to report.” Giles told him of a magistrate he suspected of taking bribes and of a problem he feared was brewing with investments in South American mining companies.

Ravenswood scribbled notes, asking questions where it was pertinent. When Giles paused, he asked, “Is that all?”

“Almost. There’s that favor I asked of you last month,” Giles said.

“Ah, yes, the one for your friend Jarret Sharpe.” Ravenswood thrust his notebook in his coat pocket. “Thus far, none of my other informants have the sort of knowledge concerning Desmond Plumtree that you’re looking for. Is it possible that your friend is mistaken in his suspicions?”

Ever since Jarret and Oliver had married, they’d been looking into the deaths of their parents. Jarret had asked Giles for legal advice concerning the matter, and the situation had piqued Giles’s interest.

“As far as I can ascertain from Mrs. Plumtree’s will,” Giles admitted, “Desmond Plumtree had nothing to gain by killing them.”

“Yet that answer doesn’t satisfy you.”

“I can’t explain it, but Plumtree has always rubbed me wrong. If I could suspect anyone of murdering the Sharpes, it would be him.” And Giles hadn’t risen as far as he had in his career as a barrister without paying heed to his instincts.

“Well, I’ll let you know if anyone comes across anything pertinent. Sorry I can’t be of more help than that.” With a sudden twinkle in his eye, Ravenswood reached into his coat and pulled out a newspaper. “On a lighter note, with all your recent interest in the Sharpe family, I couldn’t resist bringing you this.”

Giles took the paper from him, then cast his friend a quizzical glance. “The Ladies Magazine?”

“It’s my wife’s. Just came out yesterday. She read something to me from it that I thought you’d find amusing. Look at the bottom of page twenty-six.”

He flipped through, then sucked in a breath as he realized that it was the first chapter of Minerva’s latest gothic novel. He hadn’t known it was going to be serialized. “Can I keep this?”

“Certainly. Abby’s already done with it.” Ravenswood eyed him closely. “Have you ever read her novels?”

Giles went on the alert. “Have you?”

“I read what’s in there. It was very interesting. There’s a character in her book who rather reminds me of you.”

“Is there?” he said, trying to sound bored. Damn it all to hell. If even Ravenswood noticed . . .

As soon as he got home, he’d have to read every word.

Unbidden, an image from nine years ago rose in his mind—of the pretty young woman wearing a Marie Antoinette costume with such sweetness, it made his teeth ache to remember it. By the age of nineteen, she’d grown into a classic beauty—bow-shaped lips, thick lashes, high cheekbones. But beyond her looks, there’d been nothing classic about Minerva.

He still couldn’t believe the saucy wench had plagued him about what he was doing at Newmarsh’s and then had blackmailed him into kissing her. He still couldn’t believe what had happened when he’d given her the kind of kiss meant to teach her a lesson about the dangers of tempting a rogue.

Somehow he’d forgotten she was his best friend’s sister. That he was a dissipated second son at the beginning of a shaky career, in no condition to take on a sweetheart, much less a wife. Somehow the kiss had become bigger, more dangerous . . . more intoxicating. She’d made him want and yearn and think the unthinkable.

She still did.

A pity that she hated him now. She’d made that perfectly clear in her books, laying him out on the pages in the guise of fiction, skewering him even as she circled ever nearer to his secrets.

He’d first been alerted to the problem at the Valentine’s Ball they’d both attended a few months ago. Until then, he’d never read her novels. He’d had enough trouble putting their kiss behind him without having her voice in his head.

But the dance they’d shared had stoked the fire anew. They’d danced around each other in their conversation, layering innuendo upon innuendo until his blood ran hot and her remarks grew sharper, and he’d feared he might be reckless enough to do something foolish. Like whisk her out onto a balcony and kiss her senseless.

After it was over, he’d been left aroused, angry, and confused. Until that night he’d assumed that she’d forgotten about him, that his callous remarks when they’d kissed had squelched anything she might have felt. Discovering that they hadn’t had sent him to her books. And that’s when he’d discovered what Minerva was up to.

He’d put off doing something about it, hoping that her grandmother’s recent demands might keep her too occupied to write anymore.

But here was a new installment. He could no longer ignore the problem of Minerva. What if she started including allusions to his activities that night at Newmarsh’s town house? Anyone in the judicial system who connected him to the theft would realize he’d been the one to inform upon Newmarsh and his partner, Sir John Sully. Then it wouldn’t take much to connect him to other cases for the Home Office, and those he’d informed upon would set out to ruin him. They’d start by ending his chance of becoming King’s Counsel.

“You haven’t even reached the pertinent part yet,” Ravenswood said, jolting him from his thoughts. “Go to the page I told you.”

Giles found it and immediately noticed the two paragraphs in a different font at the bottom. The first was about Lady Minerva’s connection to the Sharpe family, something that only she would have the audacity to include. The bloody woman refused to take a pseudonym—it was a bone of contention between her and her grandmother.

But it was the next paragraph that left him staring in shock:

Dear Readers,

If you wish to read future installments of this book, you must help me with a troublesome domestic situation that has arisen in my life. I suddenly find myself in dire need of a husband, preferably one who possesses a tolerance for authoresses of gothic fiction. To that end, I ask that you send any of your unmarried brothers, cousins, or acquaintances to Halstead Hall on June 20, where I will be conducting interviews for the position of husband. I thank you for your support.

Regards, 
Lady Minerva Sharpe

The twentieth of June? That was today, damn it!

“Amusing, isn’t it?” Ravenswood said. “My wife laughed for a full ten minutes. What a clever joke.”

“Not a joke,” Giles retorted. “Her grandmother laid down an ultimatum earlier this year—the Sharpe siblings must all marry or they all lose their inheritance. Knowing Lady Minerva, this is her way of irritating her grandmother.”

Ravenswood gaped at him. “You mean the woman is seriously interviewing husbands?”

“I don’t know how serious she is, but the interviewing is undoubtedly real.”

The chit was mad if she thought this would gain her anything. He could only imagine how Oliver and Jarret would react, not to mention Mrs. Plumtree. The old woman had a spine of steel—she wouldn’t tolerate Minerva’s nonsense for one moment. She certainly wouldn’t change her mind about her plans.

He tucked the magazine under his arm. “I have to go.”

“Planning to show up for the interview, are you?” Ravenswood joked.

“It’s a thought,” he said tersely.

“You and Lady Minerva? That’s interesting.”

“You have no idea.”

An hour later, after he’d read Minerva’s first chapter, he was furious. Damn her to hell. She’d gone too far this time.

So she wanted to interview men for a husband, did she? Fine. She was about to have one hell of an interview.

MINERVA PACED THE Chinese drawing room at Halstead Hall, her spirits falling lower by the moment. How was she to get Gran to rescind her ultimatum if no one showed up?

She’d envisioned scores of young fools and fortune hunters clamoring for her attention, overrunning Halstead Hall and making such a to-do in the press that Gran would have to give up. Or cut her off completely. And since Minerva refused to believe that Gran would make her siblings suffer for one grandchild’s indiscretions, that was the outcome she was hoping for. Then she could find a small cottage somewhere and write what she pleased, free of any husband.

Hard to believe that she’d once considered marriage a good idea. Her parents’ marriage had been disastrous. And through the years, she’d seen that men had no respect for the institution. There’d been the publishers she’d approached to sell her book who’d made colorful suggestions about what she could do to gain their “favor.” And the legions of fortune hunters who were never far from her door. Respectable gentlemen wouldn’t have her, since she wrote novels under her own name.

Not that she wanted a respectable gentleman anymore—they were the worst. She’d had a few as suitors and she’d even kissed a couple. But as soon as they’d learned what she was really like, they’d run as far and as fast as they could. Men didn’t particularly like women who spoke their minds.

Even her brothers were no great endorsement of respectable gentlemen, with their wild living and autocratic behavior toward their sisters. Perhaps Oliver and Jarret had been domesticated a bit, now that they were married, but would it last? And what if it didn’t? Their wives would be trapped.

Women were always trapped. Minerva would never forgive Gran for trapping her with the cursed demand that they all marry. And Oliver and Jarret—how dare they betray their siblings by going over to Gran’s side? Six months ago, they would have been leading the charge. Now, if they realized what she was up to and why, they would scuttle her plans at once.

Her eyes narrowed on the door. Was that why no gentlemen had shown up? Had her brothers—or Gran—found out that she was being outrageous again?

No, how could they? She’d purposely put her advertisement in The Ladies Magazine because it was delivered in the evening and no one in the family read it. Celia was too much a tomboy for such things, Gran only read the Times, her brothers wouldn’t be caught dead even opening the thing, and—

Their wives. Drat it all. They had wives now. And while Jarret’s wife, Annabel, didn’t seem the sort to read a lady’s magazine, Oliver’s wife, Maria, was an avid supporter of Minerva’s books. She wouldn’t have missed the first installment of the latest one.

Minerva cursed under her breath as she headed for the door. How could she have forgotten about Maria? So help her, if Maria had done something to—

A man entered the room. But he wasn’t one of her brothers, and he certainly wasn’t anyone who’d come to be interviewed.

He was the last, but not the least, of her reasons for not marrying. Giles Masters, her weakness . . . and the focus of a most unhealthy obsession. What a pity that she still found him more devastatingly attractive than any other man, even after all these years. And far more interesting.

Not that she would ever let him know it. “Good morning, Mr. Masters,” she said in her frostiest voice.

“Same to you, my lady.” He dragged his gaze down her person in a roguish glance. “You’re looking well today.”

So was he, unfortunately. Giles had always known how to dress. Today he was resplendent in a well-tailored riding coat of cobalt superfine, a figured waistcoat of sky blue marcella, white doeskin trousers, and highly polished black Hessians. He looked perfectly at home amid the Ming vases and gilt dragons meant to intimidate her would-be suitors and keep them in line.

Somehow she knew they wouldn’t intimidate him. And no one ever kept Giles in line unless he wanted to be there.

She strove to appear nonchalant. “If you’re here to see Jarret—”

“I’m here to see you.” He tossed something onto the golden silk chair nearest her. “I’ve come to be interviewed.”

When she saw The Ladies Magazine lying open, a pounding began in her chest. How much had he read? Just the advertisement? Or the chapter of her book, too? “You subscribe to The Ladies Magazine?” she asked with what she hoped was just the right dollop of condescension. “How droll.”

“Apparently I’m not the only one, judging from the horde on your lawn.”

She blinked at him. “What horde?”

“You didn’t know?” He let out a sharp laugh. “But of course you didn’t. You would have been out there railing at Gabe and Oliver by now if you’d known they were turning gentlemen away as fast as they arrive.”

“Why, those arrogant, meddling—What about Jarret? Isn’t he out there, too?”

“Apparently he’d already left for the brewery by the time they mustered the troops. But they’ve sent for him, so I’m sure he’ll join the fray as soon as he gets here.” Giles leaned against the doorway with a smirk. “I don’t think you’ll be interviewing any other gentlemen today.”

She glared at him. “Yet they let you in.”

“They think I’m here to visit Jarret. I chose not to disabuse them of the notion. I’m supposedly cooling my heels in the study while I wait for his return.”

She headed for the door. “Well, you can cool your heels in here if you like, but I’m going to give my brothers—”

“Not so fast, my dear.” He pushed off from the doorway to block her path. “You and I have some unfinished business.” Without taking his eyes from her, he shut the door behind him.

An uneasiness rose in her that she fought to hide. “You know perfectly well it’s improper for you to be alone with me with the door closed.”

“Since when do you care about propriety, Minerva?” he drawled.

“And I haven’t given you leave to call me by my Christian name, either.”

His cold smile gave her pause. “I haven’t given you leave to use me in your books, but that hasn’t stopped you.”

Oh, Lord. Steady, Minerva. He might just be fishing for information. “Are you saying that you’ve read my novels?”

“Is that so hard to believe?”

“Frankly, yes. Even my brothers don’t bother.”

“Your brothers haven’t been vilified in them.”

Though her unease exploded into alarm, she forced a smile. “If you’re insinuating that—”

“I’m not insinuating anything—I’m stating it flat out.” He circled her like a shark seeking to intimidate his prey. “You’ve made me into your favorite villain: the Marquess of Rockton.”

Drat it all. He really had read her novels.

She tried to brazen it out. “You’re confused. Everyone knows that Rockton is based on Oliver.”

“Right. That’s why Rockton has blue eyes and dark brown hair.”

“I couldn’t make him be exactly like Oliver, for goodness sake. I had to change a few details.”

“Is that why Rockton has a father rather than a mother who committed suicide?” he went on, those blue eyes gleaming. “How clever of you to anticipate that people would assume you changed that detail, too. Your little personal joke.”

She colored. Never in a million years had she thought he would read her books. “You’re making absurd assumptions.”

“Really? What about the lines in The Stranger of the Lake where the hapless Lady Victoria falls in love with Rockton and throws herself at him?” He stopped in front of her. “What was it he says? Ah, yes. ‘Do be careful, my dear, next time you decide to act like a doxy. Some men don’t take kindly to blackmail.’ Sound familiar?”

That one she really couldn’t get around.

“But the passage that settles it is the one I read this morning.” With a blatant confidence that rubbed her raw, he strolled over to where he’d left The Ladies Magazine and picked it up to read aloud:

“Lady Anne pushed her way through the crowds at the masquerade, praying that her Marie Antoinette costume was innocuous enough to keep her from being noticed by Lord Rockton’s loathsome friends. As she burst into the study, relieved to have escaped unscathed, she realized she was not alone. Rockton himself stood by the fireplace in his priest costume.”

He tossed the magazine back onto the chair. “The chapter ends there. What comes next? Rockton helping himself to the files in the study?”

She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “All right, so I used some of our . . . encounter at Lord Newmarsh’s party in my novels. I don’t see how—”

“You swore to keep quiet about that night.” He strode up until he stood so close that she could smell the spicy scent of Guard’s Bouquet on him. “You exacted a price for it, as I recall, and I paid your damned price.”

“I did keep quiet—about your stealing, at least. You ought to be glad that I have, considering that a brief explanation from you might have prevented my being interested in the first place.”

“Or enticed you to write about it all the more. You’d probably even embellish the incident to make it worse. You made Rockton a spy for the French, for God’s sake! Why would you put that in there?”

“Because I’m a writer. I invent things. It’s called fiction.”

He narrowed his eyes on her. “Not when you use real people as characters.”

“You’re missing the point. First of all, Rockton isn’t you or Oliver or anyone. Just because I took a bit of what happened between us and—”

“A bit?” His gaze bore into her. “You put our kiss in the very first novel where Rockton appears. Rockton accosts the heroine in the mews and forces a kiss on her. She slaps him for not being ‘nice,’ and he says, ‘What made you think that a kiss from me would be nice?’ ” His gaze dropped to her mouth. “You know perfectly well where you got that line.”

“You read that book, too?” she squeaked. “How many of my novels have you read, anyway?”

“Since I found out that you’re putting me in them? All ten. Imagine my surprise to discover that you’ve been flaying me alive in your ‘fiction’ for the last three.”

He was right, though she’d never admit it to him. His rejection that night had stung her pride and wounded her heart, so she’d taken her anger out on him in her novels. But she’d honestly never believed he would read a word of it. Or that anyone would recognize him in it.

She had certainly never believed he’d be angry about it. Giles didn’t get angry. He didn’t seem to feel deep emotion of any kind. He joked and gambled and flirted his way through life without a care in the world. It surprised her to see him showing this much passion.

“I don’t understand why you’re so annoyed,” she said. “No one knows that Rockton is . . . partly you. No one has even guessed.”

“Only because you haven’t given them enough hints,” he bit out. “It’s very clever of you to use me. Anybody else would sue you for libel, but you know I won’t because I don’t want people looking too closely into my secrets. So you think you can put whatever you want about me in your books with impunity.”

“You’re making a mountain out of a molehill, Mr. Masters.”

“Am I? When were you planning to put the theft into your books? The next chapter, perhaps?”

“I promised to keep silent about that, and I will.”

“Why should I believe you? You haven’t kept silent about any of the rest of it.”

She glared up at him. “What do you want from me?”

There was a subtle change in his manner, from anger to something far more disturbing. Awareness of her as a woman, one he could seduce. It was just like that night at the Valentine’s Ball when they’d danced, when his flirtations had heated her blood while leaving him unmoved. Curse him for that.

He cast her a veiled glance. “What I want is to know why. Why you decided to put me in your books as the villain. Why you decided to make me a central character in your most recent novels.”
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