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      LONDON – JUNE, 1891

      “I suppose you would all like to know why I called you here today,” Lord Christopher Rathborne-Paxton, Marquess of Vegas, addressed his sons in the gravest manner Samuel had ever seen.

      Samuel Rathborne-Paxton stood side by side with his brothers in their order of birth—Francis on his right, Dean on his left, and Joseph on Dean’s other side—the way their father had required them to line up for military-like inspections all throughout their childhood. Sam sent Francis a wary, sideways look that was returned with an equal sense of foreboding. Nothing good had ever come out of their father calling all four of them to stand before him in the stiff and formal private parlor at the back of their family’s London townhouse.

      They all knew the drill, though. All four of them stood with their backs ramrod straight, their expressions schooled to seriousness and piety. Sam rushed through a list of his grosser indiscretions as though he were about to enter a confessional with a particularly harsh priest, even though the family was not Catholic. No, their father was the staunchest, most vitriolic Church of England man that had ever walked the face of the earth—pious, self-righteous, and merciless with his sons when it came to upholding morality and God’s laws. Sam and his brothers had had virtue and dignity drilled into them—both through their father’s rigid example and through a rod that was not spared so that they were not spoiled—from the time they were boys.

      “Father, are you well?” Francis—the heir apparent and most commanding of the brothers—asked, his brow knit in concern when their father wavered rather than getting to the point. “You’ve gone positively pale.”

      “I….” Lord Vegas opened his mouth, but the sounds that issued forth were like words uttered from a particularly dusty tomb. That didn’t surprise Sam at all. Their father’s insistence on moral fortitude, thrift, godliness, and virtue was so devout that it was as though the man were already in the grave—and that he wished his sons to be there as well, what with the way he insisted on their absolute perfection and obedience as well.

      Not that they followed that insistence. Not at all.

      What Father didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

      “I am afraid….” Lord Vegas said, a pallor of actual fear spreading over his features.

      Sam frowned. Fear was the one thing his father never showed.

      “That is, I very much regret,” Lord Vegas tried again. He let out a small moan, then gestured for Samuel’s mother to come forward from the corner of the room—a corner that she’d been banished to for the past thirty years, since producing the heir. “Smelling salts,” Lord Vegas groaned.

      Sam was utterly unsurprised that his mother had the bottle on hand, tucked in a hidden pocket of her dowdy skirt. She produced it silently, handed it over without a word, then skittered back to her corner, like the mouse her husband had made her into.

      Sam saw red every time he considered the way his father had snuffed the light out of his mother with his moralizing and insistence on womanly virtue. She had been young and vibrant, funny even, when he was a boy. Now she was a mere shell of a woman.

      Lord Vegas took a long sniff from the bottle of smelling salts, coughed, winced, and groaned again. Then he pulled himself together to face the line of his sons.

      He took a deep breath, seemed to focus on a point on the wall behind Sam’s head, then said, “I very much regret to inform you that the Rathborne-Paxton family is utterly ruined.”

      There was a bone-deep silence as the statement sank in. Then Sam turned to his brothers, frowning, silently asking if any of them knew what this was about. They all ended up looking at Francis in the end.

      Francis cleared his throat and got right to the point, as he always did. “Father, I do not understand. Ruined?”

      Lord Vegas’s face pinched, as though he might cry. That was enough to have Sam’s back prickling with unease and his hands going numb with foreboding.

      “It’s gone,” Lord Vegas admitted with a hopeless shrug. “All of it. It’s gone. The money, the properties…everything.”

      “I beg your pardon, Father?” Joseph, the youngest and most serious of the sons, asked, looking genuinely worried.

      “Surely, you cannot mean everything,” Dean, the son between Sam and Joseph, said with a half laugh. For Dean, everything was a joke. Except perhaps this moment.

      Lord Vegas squeezed his eyes shut, then let out a breath that seemed to drain all the sanctimonious, self-righteous life force that defined him. “For many years now, I have…I have engaged in…in speculation.” He opened his eyes and addressed his sons.

      Sam shrugged. “That is nothing. You know full well that I speculate on the markets as a hobby myself.”

      Lord Vegas’s brow knit in a scowl, and he glared at Sam, demanding silence with his eyes and reminding Sam of the sort of all-powerful, tyrannical father he had been.

      His expression melted to woe a moment later as he shook his head and said, “I have not speculated on the markets. I have…I have engaged in wagers and…and gaming, of sorts. Bad sorts. With…with Montrose.”

      Sam sucked in a breath. His brothers reacted with the same sort of horror. Montrose was infamous among the noblemen living in London. He was the very devil. He was the sort of man who only needed a single name, his reputation was so notorious. No one was quite certain where Montrose had come from or how wealthy he was, but it was well-known that he had grown that wealth through the systematic squashing of noblemen of good name. But perhaps not good character.

      Montrose annihilated men. Once he fixed someone in his sights—something he did for reasons that only he knew—he pursued them until they were decimated. Sam could think of two men off the top of his head who had been driven to suicide by Montrose’s dealings. And while it was true that Montrose only dealt with noblemen whose reputations were already besmirched through their own, vile actions, driving men to take their own lives was beyond cruel. Montrose considered himself a sort of vigilante, but that did not⁠—

      Sam’s thoughts stopped cold. “You cannot mean that, Father,” he said, taking a half step forward. “Montrose only goes after those nobles he deems to be villains themselves.”

      Lord Vegas’s pale face splotched purple. He visibly shook as he dragged his eyes to meet Sam’s. He was never satisfied speaking to Sam, or any of his younger sons, though, so he turned his gaze to Francis and said, “I have gambled shamelessly over the years, putting up various properties and assets as collateral for far too many loans. And…and there has been other behavior that I am not proud of. Behavior which—” He paused and swallowed, then gripped his hands in front of him to steady their shaking. “Behavior which Montrose is now using as blackmail to twist me into signing over the lease to all of my country homes, save Paxton Manor—which, as you know, is entailed and cannot be sold or transferred.”

      Sam and his brothers gaped at their father in utter disbelief.

      “Are you saying that you have lost all of your money? All of our money?” Dean asked, his face a mask of shock.

      “No, Father, wait one moment.” Joseph held up his hand. “Are you saying that you have behaved in such a way that, if word of it should get out, you would be embarrassed, or worse?”

      To Sam’s utter surprise, his mother stepped forward from her corner. Her eyes were wide and she’d lost every bit of her color. “Say it isn’t so,” she demanded of him, her voice a hoarse whisper. “Say you did not—” She paused and gulped, pressing a hand to her stomach. “I asked you, years ago, if you…and you swore to me that you hadn’t…but it’s true, isn’t it?”

      Sam didn’t have the first idea what she was talking about, but he noticed the cold fire in his mother’s eyes and the sharp guilt in his father’s. All he knew was that his heart was in shreds for his dear, long-suffering mother. She would be ruined and impoverished by Lord Vegas’s dealings, which was a fate she most certainly did not deserve.

      “Muriel, we will discuss this later,” Lord Vegas said.

      For the first time in his entire life, Sam watched his mother’s back stiffen with rage. And unlike every other time his father had barked at her or put her down, this time she snapped back. “No, we will not,” she said. She then promptly marched out of the room.

      Sam’s heart swelled with pride for his mother. He exchanged a wide-eyed look with Francis as Lord Vegas shouted, “Muriel! You will come back here at once!” That astounded look grew more exaggerated when Lord Vegas went on to hiss, “Dammit all to hell.”

      Lord Vegas never swore.

      “Father, perhaps—” Joseph started, looking thoroughly out of his depth.

      “Quiet, you!” Lord Vegas hissed. He growled wordlessly, grasped his hands into fists at his sides, then said, “What is done is done, but all is not lost yet. I am destitute, without a single penny left to my name or yours, but Paxton Hall is entailed. It will be gutted and the furniture and adornments sold. Some of the land as well. But the money from those sales will go straight to Montrose to settle the debt. This house is safe as well, because I had the foresight to transfer it to Francis’s name. As Viscount Cathraiche, it belongs to him and therefore cannot be touched by Montrose. Yet. I would not put it past the bastard to go after you four, now that he has crushed me.”

      Sam had been aware of the transfer of ownership of Rathborne House six months ago. He’d asked Francis about it, since the move seemed incongruous on many levels, but Francis had been as baffled by the seeming act of charity as the rest of them were. Francis had his own estate in Hampshire that had come along with the viscountcy. Now they understood its intent.

      “Fortunately, we have it within our means to restore the family fortune and repair our name and standing in society,” Lord Vegas went on.

      Sam exchanged another look with Francis, then with Dean. “How can we do that, Father, particularly when you mentioned matters other than money?”

      “Matters Mother seems to know about,” Dean added in a low grumble.

      Sam nodded, standing straighter at Dean’s mention of their mother. Mother was his primary concern now. He would do anything to rescue her from the morass Lord Vegas had created.

      Lord Vegas ignored Dean. His usual fury and indignation at anything his sons said that crossed him had returned. “You leave those things to me. They are none of your concern. What is your concern is infusing the Rathborne-Paxton family with cash, and lots of it.”

      “How do you propose we do that, Father?” Joseph asked, equal parts frustration and anxiety in his voice.

      “By marrying,” Lord Vegas said. “Marrying rich, and marrying swiftly.”

      Sam and his brothers were stunned to stillness. Of course, as noblemen from a prominent family, he’d always known the four of them would—or at least should—marry. Frankly, he and Francis were getting a bit long in the tooth at ages thirty and twenty-eight. Francis continually hinted that he would get around to finding a bride eventually, but “eventually” had yet to come.

      Sam had envisioned other things for his life. Not every nobleman needed to marry, after all. Some merely enjoyed their family’s wealth and status, going into some sort of business or playing the markets to increase their worth. To Sam, the term “idle rich” was not derisive, it was aspirational. If asked when he planned to take a wife two years ago, he would have given a similar answer to Francis’s. But everything had changed after one blissful ferry journey from Belfast to Liverpool. Sam had one very good reason why he was in no hurry to rush into marital bliss—a reason with flame-red hair, emerald-green eyes, and a feisty sense of humor that kept him entertained in bed and out. As beautiful and delightful as that reason was to him, Alice Woodmont was as far from marriageable as it was possible for a woman to be.

      “You want us to marry wealthy women?” Francis asked, restating the order and shaking Sam from his thoughts again.

      “Yes,” Lord Vegas said. “By Christmas at the very latest. Sooner, if you can manage it. Otherwise, we will all be out on the street, without help or solace. Surely, there are dozens of heiresses wandering the streets of London, looking for suitable husbands. Go out and find them.” Before any of them could protest, Lord Vegas marched toward the door. “Now, you will excuse me while I deal with Lady Vegas.”

      “But, Father—” Joseph tried to snag Lord Vegas’s attention, but failed.

      The four of them were left alone in the parlor, stunned.

      “What do we do?” Dean asked, pushing a hand through his hair. As always, the mood relaxed considerably once the four of them were alone.

      “We marry, as Father ordered us,” Joseph said, scowling at the floor.

      Sam snorted. “You always were the dutiful one,” he said, though not unkindly.

      Joseph snapped a glare at Sam. “Just because Father stumbled somehow does not mean the rest of us should fall off the narrow path as well. He is our father. We must do as he says.”

      Sam winced slightly, moving to clap a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “I am sorry, Joe. I know that you have taken many of the things Father has thrown at us over the years to heart, but obeying that man now simply because he demands it is poppycock.”

      “You’re still young,” Dean added. “You’ll learn the truth of things soon enough.”

      Joseph looked as though he would lash out at them for a moment. Instead, he blew out a sigh and slumped, rubbing a hand over his face. Joseph was at the age where the structured ideals he’d adhered to as an adolescent were crumpling in the face of the temptations of the real world. They had all been there. Sam was grateful that enough of their father’s moralizing had stuck with them that they’d each avoided serious vice. Although, it could be argued that keeping a mistress like Alice Woodmont made Sam as vice-ridden as his father apparently was.

      “So, what do we do?” Dean asked, appealing to Francis.

      Sam and Joseph turned to Francis as well. Francis straightened his back and rubbed his neck, wincing. “First and foremost, we investigate Father’s finances and this Montrose person. If, in fact, Father truly did lose everything to the devil, then, to be honest, we might want to heed Father’s demands and marry money.”

      “Francis, no!” Sam protested, stung by the thought of upsetting a life that he enjoyed just the way it was. “I will not sacrifice myself and my life to save a father that has proven himself to be the worst sort of hypocrite. And from what we’ve heard tonight, I am quite certain Father has committed a myriad of sins we’ve yet to uncover.”

      Francis fixed him with a flat stare. “I agree, but you are forgetting Mother’s lot in all of this.”

      Sam deflated, knowing where Francis’s argument would go before his brother continued.

      “Father can go to hell, but Mother does not deserve to go along with him,” Francis said. “I have a very bad feeling that she will feel the devastation of this blow more keenly than the rest of us. Her reputation and her comfort are in danger. I believe she knows it as well, thus her reaction to Father’s announcement.”

      “Mama knows more than we do,” Joseph said, his expression deeply troubled.

      “We must protect Mother at all costs,” Francis continued. “If it takes marriage to a quartet of wealthy brides to have the money to establish her in a comfortable home of her own, we must do it. If respectable brides from lofty families are what is required for her to continue in society without being laughed at or denigrated, we must find those brides.”

      Sam’s heart squeezed hard in his chest at the thought of old friends and strangers turning their backs on his mother or causing her the least bit of embarrassment or harm. “We must,” he sighed.

      “There is nothing for it, then,” Francis said with a nod. “We should seek out as many invitations to social events where we might meet suitable heiresses as we can secure.”

      “It’s a shame the season is nearly at its end,” Dean grumbled.

      “You cannot be suggesting that we actually marry women we barely know simply for their money, can you?” Joseph spat.

      “What’s wrong, Joe?” Dean asked with a grin. “Does the idea of a wife terrify you?”

      “I did not say that,” Joseph stammered, taking a half step back. “I do believe we should honor Father’s demands, but….” He swallowed. “I did not think it would happen so immediately.”

      Dean clapped Joseph on the shoulder. “The time has come, Joe. Prepare to kiss your sweet virginity farewell.”

      Joseph blanched and whimpered. Dean and Francis laughed.

      Sam enjoyed the interplay between his brothers. They all got along splendidly with each other, even if their father was a tyrant and their mother a withered martyr. If marrying well was what it took for his mother to be redeemed and for his brothers to be happy and to remain financially secure, then Sam would do whatever was necessary for them.

      Alice wouldn’t be pleased at all.

      But if anyone would know who the eligible heiresses of the season were and whether they were inclined to marry into the Rathborne-Paxton family, it would be Alice.

      “Fratres, I think we know what we need to do,” Sam said, resting his hands on both Francis’s and Dean’s shoulders. “And as such, I hope you will excuse me. I believe I must consult with the lovely and talented Mrs. Woodmont on this matter at once.” He started for the door.

      “Tell Alice I say hello,” Dean laughed as Sam departed.

      Of course, all four of his brothers knew about Alice. They’d known almost from the moment his and Alice’s acquaintance began—on the ferry from Belfast two years before, when Alice had begun her new life after a spot of trouble in her homeland. His brothers knew the two of them were fast friends. They knew Alice had discreetly offered her services as a courtesan after moving out of the house of her close friends, the Earl and Countess of Carnlough, six months after arriving in London. And they had certainly put two and two together when it came to the nature of his relationship to Alice. It didn’t matter to Sam. Alice was delightful, and his brothers thought so too. If anyone knew what he should do about the predicament they were all in now, it would be Alice.

      

      Hyde Park was glorious in the warm light of April as Alice Woodmont walked along the Serpentine, arm in arm with her dearest friend, Maeve O’Shea, Countess of Carnlough.

      “I would feel much better about my investments if I could travel to South Africa to take a look at the mine myself,” Alice was in the middle of telling Maeve as the two of them enjoyed the afternoon.

      Maeve laughed. “I can imagine. And in truth, an adventure to South Africa would be terribly exciting.”

      “Wouldn’t it?” Alice grinned. “I’m certain Ryan would love it.” She glanced ahead, toward the edge of the water, where her six-year-old son was tugging on the string of the small, wooden boat Alice had bought him the week before, making it sail through the Serpentine’s waters. “Ryan loves a good adventure.”

      Maeve laughed. “He most certainly does. So much of his life has been an adventure already. I dare say he will be quite the role model for little Alonzo.” She glanced to the pram that her nanny pushed several yards ahead of them.

      Maeve and Avery had welcomed their son, Alonzo, into the world a year ago, and the boy was the apple of Maeve’s eye. Maeve had also found the very best nanny in London, Mrs. Cottrell, who adored Alonzo as though he were her very own. The care Mrs. Cottrell showed Alonzo made Maeve feel secure enough to spend an afternoon with her wayward friend now and then.

      Not that Maeve had any idea just how wayward Alice had become. That was a secret Alice had done a very good job of keeping from her friend, if she did say so herself.

      “The trouble is that I’ve heard nothing from Mr. Kalman for weeks now,” Alice went on, lamenting about her investment. “The last deposit to my bank account was made over two months ago, and I’m afraid I’m spread a bit thin at the moment.”

      “Oh?” Maeve’s face lit up, and Alice instantly regretted the topic of conversation. Because she knew Maeve would go on to say, “If you need a bit of pin money to see you through until Mr. Kalman and his diamonds come through, Avery and I would be more than amenable to giving you whatever you need.”

      Alice kept a smile on her face, but inwardly she winced. Maeve and Avery were the dearest friends she could possibly have, but accepting their charity came with strings that she wasn’t certain she wanted to be attached to.

      “It’s nothing to worry about yet,” she said, focusing on her son as Ryan found a playmate by the water’s edge. “I have many resources yet to tap.” Though not all of those resources were the sort she wanted to dip into at all.

      “Just know that Avery and I are at your disposal,” Maeve said with a smile.

      Alice was gladder than she could express for the friendship Maeve had shown her since they were girls. Maeve had been there when the nefarious Michael Feeney had spun her head, stolen her heart, and left her unmarried and with child before rushing off to America. She’d been loyal when Michael returned and tried to kidnap Ryan and use her darling to extort money from his own brother, Mr. Rory Feeney. And when Ryan’s parentage was revealed and Alice’s reputation ruined in Ireland, Maeve and Avery had graciously offered to bring Alice to London with them so that she could escape her ruin there.

      Of course, she’d leapt from one form of ruin to another within months of landing in London. She could have stayed as a ward of Maeve and Avery indefinitely, but to do so would have reduced her to the role of a child in someone else’s house. At first, Alice had looked for gainful employment in various shops or offices in London. But after receiving a shocking proposal from a charming gentleman at the theater one night, she’d realized there was a great deal of money to be made by doing something she’d already done for Michael.

      It had been surprisingly easy to slip into that sort of life, and without Maeve or Avery knowing it. As it turned out, her particular skills and ability to do whatever was necessary to give Ryan the life he deserved was quite lucrative. Particularly when one of her early lovers endowed her with shares in a diamond mine run by Mr. Kalman.

      But none of that would have succeeded or meant a thing to Alice were it not for Sam.

      She’d met Samuel Rathborne-Paxton on the ferry from Belfast to Liverpool at the very beginning of her new life. They’d formed a fast friendship during the journey to London, and once established there, the two of them had remained friends. More than friends, as it turned out. Once Alice’s scruples about how she spent her evenings were shed, Samuel was one of the first men she’d rushed to take to her bed. With Sam, it wasn’t entirely business. They were too good of friends for their interactions to be so callous. They enjoyed each other in every way. Sam had taught her about investing and speculation, and although she didn’t consider herself very good at it, his encouragement kept her hoping.

      And after the diamond mine had started producing enough profits, Alice had promptly bid goodbye to all of her lovers, except Sam. She considered the year in which she’d done what was necessary to support Ryan a lost year of her life, but now, with just Sam, she was back on the straight and narrow.

      The rest of the world did not see things as she did.

      “Gerald, no!” a harsh woman’s voice snapped Alice out of her thoughts. “Get away from that boy this instant.”

      “But nanny,” the boy playing with Ryan whined, “he’s my friend.”

      “A boy like that is most certainly not your friend,” the nanny huffed. She sent a narrow-eyed glance straight to Alice. “He is rubbish, and we do not play with rubbish.”

      “But, nanny,” young Gerald protested as his nanny marched down to the Serpentine and snatched him away.

      “Stay away from filth,” the nanny said, shaking poor Gerald.

      Alice’s heart sank as Ryan sadly collected his boat, then rushed up the slope to bury his face against Alice’s skirts.

      “I say,” Maeve gasped in horror. “I have never seen anything so rude in my life.”

      “It’s all right,” Alice sighed, petting Ryan’s head.

      The fact was, she had seen rudeness like that before. She saw it all the time, every day, from everyone who had heard the rumors about her reputation. They were rumors she couldn’t deny, because each and every one of them was true. She was a fallen woman with a soiled reputation, and she was treated as such.

      “I should speak to someone about that sort of behavior,” Maeve blustered on. “Perhaps Mrs. Cottrell knows what family that horrible woman is employed with.” Maeve marched off toward her own nanny.

      “No, Maeve, truly, you mustn’t,” Alice tried to stop her.

      A moment later, her heart caught in her chest and her depressed spirits improved drastically as she glanced past Maeve to the figure of Sam approaching along the path. Sam smiled broadly when their eyes met, and Alice knew that her day was about to get much brighter.
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      Sam burst into a smile at the sight of Alice. At last, something bright in his otherwise miserable day. Alice was the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Her flame-red hair caught the afternoon sunlight, even though it was styled fashionably and hidden by a pert hat with pheasant feathers in it. He liked the way Alice’s silky hair looked spread across the pillow when the two of them made love. He liked the alabaster glow of her skin and all of the perfect curves of her body as well. Even dressed in a conservative walking outfit of the sort she wore now, there was something undeniably sensual about Alice’s form. Sam supposed that was what made her such a devilishly good courtesan.

      Although as far as he knew, Alice wasn’t entertaining anyone other than him at the moment—a thought which sent a thrill through his heart, and lower, to organs he was a fool to relish.

      “Good afternoon, Mrs. Woodmont,” he greeted Alice with a tip of his hat. “And to you, Master Ryan.”

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton,” Alice returned the formal greeting with just as much formality.

      Ryan, on the other hand, continued to hide against Alice’s skirt, though he peeked up at Sam as he did.

      Alice laughed. “You’ll have to excuse Ryan,” she said, petting the smart young lad’s head affectionately. “We’ve just had a bit of an upsetting moment, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh?” Sam suddenly forgot all of his own concerns. He only cared whether Alice and Ryan were happy.

      His question was answered in the unlikely form of Lady Carnlough storming over to them from the side of the path, where her nanny minded the future Lord Carnlough. “Mrs. Cottrell says that the woman in question is named Agnes, and she’s nanny for Lord Manchester. I’ve half a mind to write to Lady Manchester and—oh! Hello, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton.” Lady Carnlough’s countenance went from horribly vexed to rosy and knowing as she glanced to Alice.

      “Good afternoon, Lady Carnlough,” Sam greeted Alice’s friend with another formal tip of his hat. He liked Lady Carnlough. Lord Carnlough too. The couple had been the very best of friends to Alice under extraordinary circumstances. That made them the very best of people in Sam’s eyes. “Out for a stroll on this lovely afternoon?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Lady Carnlough answered, her smile growing. She peeked to Alice. “It is a fine afternoon for it. Although I think perhaps it is time that Mrs. Cottrell and I take young Alonzo home.”

      “Oh, Maeve, truly, you don’t need to leave,” Alice said. Though when she stole another glance at Sam and likely saw how eager he was to speak with her, she changed her mind and said, “Though if it is getting on toward tea time….”

      “I will call on you tomorrow morning,” Lady Carnlough whispered, sending Alice the sort of look that only lifelong bosom friends shared with each other. “Good day, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton.”

      “Good day, Lady Carnlough.” Sam bowed to the woman, then waited with Alice as they watched the woman return to her nanny to gather her child.

      Once Sam and Alice were alone, Sam relaxed his posture a bit and bent over to address Ryan. “Now, my boy. What seems to be the trouble this afternoon?”

      Ryan peeled away from his mother’s skirts enough to say, “I was playing with my boat, and another boy came to play with me, but his nanny told him not to speak to me and that I was rubbish.” Ryan’s lower lip turned down in a pout.

      Sam instantly wanted to find the nanny in question and ask how she dared to speak of such a sweet child in that manner. Alice wasn’t the only one Sam had grown fond of in the last two years. He’d watched Ryan grow as well, and he quite enjoyed the young chap’s company.

      “What sort of a nanny is that?” he asked with real indignation that he tried to temper into something humorous for Ryan’s sake. “It sounds to me as though she doesn’t know much.”

      “I don’t think she does,” Ryan said.

      “Certainly not,” Sam agreed. “I think we should ignore her thoroughly and go home for tea.” He sent a questioning glance Alice’s way, hoping he could communicate with a look that he wished to speak with her about other matters, and he wished to do it in private.

      “Can we take the omnibus?” Ryan asked, his eyes lighting up.

      Sam broke into a smile. “Of course we can, my boy. Come along.”

      There were elements of London society who most likely thought it was scandalous of him to do something like taking the hand of a young boy who had been born under dubious circumstances to a woman of questionable character, but Sam had a suggestion of where anyone who would say that could go. He grasped one of Ryan’s hands and picked up the lad’s toy boat while Alice took Ryan’s other hand. Together, they headed for the closest omnibus stop that would take them to Marylebone. Alice had a charming set of rooms on Dorset Square that looked out over a beautifully kept garden. If ever there were a place to make Sam feel at ease while discussing one of the gravest matters of his life, Alice’s flat would be that place.

      “The way some people conduct themselves these days is reprehensible,” Sam complained on Alice and Ryan’s behalf as they took their seats on the omnibus. “That nanny should be sacked for her rudeness.”

      Alice sent Sam a sweet, though quelling, look. “You know full well why any woman who considers herself respectable would feel at liberty to say those sorts of things,” she told him. “Ryan, do be careful,” she cautioned her son as he turned to kneel on the seat between them so that he could watch London go by outside the omnibus’s window.

      “I understand,” Sam said with a sigh, “but I am scandalized all the same.”

      Alice laughed. “Others would be scandalized for an entirely opposite set of reasons,” she told him, one ginger eyebrow raised.

      “Then they would be wrong,” Sam insisted. “They do not know how lovely you are.”

      Alice blushed beautifully, which was half the point of Sam’s compliment. She truly was the most delightful creature in the world.

      But they were on a public conveyance, and more than a few people were watching them with interest, even though they hadn’t the slightest idea who they were.

      “How fares the diamond mine these days?” Sam asked instead of addressing the point of his visit. Alice enjoyed investing and speculation as much as he did, and from what he understood, she was a great deal more skilled at it than he was.

      “I haven’t heard from Mr. Kalman in months,” Alice answered with a frown. “I must confess, I’ve been too busy with my volunteer work at the Clerkenwell Ladies Home to seek out news of goings on in South Africa. Though I was just telling Lady Carnlough this morning that it would be such an adventure to travel to South Africa myself.”

      “That would be an adventure,” Sam said, his smile broadening. That was one of the things he loved about Alice. She did not restrict herself to thinking the sort of things that well-bred ladies of society thought they should think. She had much broader interests and tastes. “And the other investments?” he asked. “That shop you wanted to fund, for example.”

      Alice sighed and let her shoulders droop a bit. “I was hoping for more of a return on those investments,” she said.

      “Mama, look.” Ryan took that moment to point to something of interest outside of the omnibus.

      That was the end of the adult conversation for the moment. Sam wasn’t terribly keen on asking Alice for more details of her investments while there were so many ears around them that might get it into their heads that one or both of them were ripe for robbing once they departed the bus. He would wait to ask her more once they were at Dorset Square.

      Once they reached Dorset Square, however, Sam was distracted by other things.

      “Oh, Mrs. Woodmont,” Harriett, the maid of all work who also served as Ryan’s nursemaid greeted them when they stepped into the first of Alice’s two flats, “Mrs. Knox would like a word with you, when you have a moment.”

      “Thank you, Harriett,” Alice said with a smile, removing her hat and handing it near the door while Sam waited just inside the room. “We’ve had a bit of an upset at the park,” she went on, “so perhaps a bit of extra sugar in Ryan’s tea this evening.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Woodmont,” Harriett said with a smile for Alice and a look of deep sympathy for Ryan. “What seems to be the trouble, then, dearest?” Harriett went straight to Ryan, relieving Sam of the toy boat with a kind smile and a nod of deference for him. Harriett knew which way the wind blew when it came to Sam’s association with Alice.

      “A nanny called me rubbish,” Ryan reported as Harriett helped him off with his coat and ushered him over to the small table at one end of the flat’s main room.

      “What a horrible nanny,” Harriett said.

      “That’s what I told him,” Sam added.

      “You’re a good man, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton.” Harriett nodded to him.

      Sam was tempted to laugh. Things were quite different in Marylebone than they were in Mayfair, just a short distance away. The high and mighty lived in Mayfair, and more often than not, their mistresses and lovers lived in Marylebone. Sam rather liked being part of a place where people were more practical about the goings on of men and women, and where they took everything with a grain of salt instead of expecting everyone to live up to an impossible standard—his father’s standard.

      Although, as it turned out, his father’s standard wasn’t what he’d thought it was.

      Alice was gazing at Ryan with the tense sort of fondness in her eyes that hinted her love for the boy only barely outweighed her fear for his future. Sam found her to be a thousand times more beautiful for the way she worried about her son than any free and unencumbered society beauty. Alas, one of those unencumbered society ladies was exactly the sort he needed to engage himself to now.

      “I should probably tell you what I’ve come about,” he said in a quiet voice, cupping Alice’s elbow in a signal that he was ready to draw her away.

      Alice turned her anxious smile to him, slipping her hand into his. “Yes, of course.” To Harriett she said, “We’re just going down the hall.”

      “Yes, Mrs. Woodmont,” Harriett nodded to her.

      Alice led Sam out of the cozy, domestic little flat and out into the hall. To Sam’s mind, Alice had come up with the most ingenious living arrangement he could think of. The flat where she lived with Ryan was modest and respectably decorated. It had a bedroom for her, one for Ryan, a kitchen and a main parlor, and not much else. By all appearances, it was exactly the sort of place a widow—as Alice necessarily pretended to be—and her son should live.

      Across the hall and down one door, however, Alice kept another flat. Sam had the key to that one, and he unlocked it for them both and drew Alice inside. The second flat was entirely different and much more exotic. It was decorated in rich velvets and silks of red and burgundy. The furnishings were designed for reclining and entertaining of a different sort, and the artwork was certainly not suitable for children like Ryan. That flat was smaller, with one opulent main room, a small kitchen off to the side, and a large bedroom that looked out on the mews instead of the square. Where the other flat had a feeling of domesticity about it, this one sizzled with sin.

      Sam felt it through every part of him, and as soon as he had the door shut and locked behind him, he tugged Alice into his arms.

      “I am terribly sorry that you met with so much prejudice today,” he said in a low growl, smoothing his hands over Alice’s sides and bringing his mouth close to hers. “Anyone who doesn’t see you as a treasure is a fool.”

      Alice hummed in response, but Sam didn’t give her time to say anything more. He slanted his mouth over hers, kissing Alice with every bit of hunger he’d been saving up since the last time he’d come to see her, the day before yesterday.

      Kissing Alice was one of his favorite activities, right alongside hearing the news that one of his investments had borne fruit. Everything about Alice was marvelous, from the taste of her on his lips to the warmth of her curves as he stroked and traced the outline of her body. He’d wanted her almost from the moment they’d met, and when she gave herself
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