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        London, 1843

      

      

      Lady Jane Shillington was not the sort of lady gentlemen hovered about. No one jostled to claim her as a supper partner or lingered over her at routs or musicales. At two and twenty, she had never even been kissed…until last night.

      Now she sat very still in her own bed and touched her fingertips to her mouth.

      Lord Keery slept beside her, sprawled on his back with the sheet low on his hips, one powerful arm flung above his head as though he had every right in the world to be there.

      Jane ought to have been horrified.

      Instead, heat stirred through her all over again.

      She could still see him as he had been the night before, filling the doorway in the dim light, coat half unbuttoned, hair disordered, mouth soft with drink. She had watched from beneath lowered lashes while he stripped away coat, boots, and breeches with sleepy, careless efficiency. By the time the last of his garments had fallen aside, her pulse had turned wild.

      Then he had climbed into bed, gathered her close, and kissed her as though he meant to devour her.

      Jane pressed her knees together beneath the coverlet.

      His mouth had been warm and thorough. His hands had learned her with shocking ease. Even now, remembering the slide of his palm beneath her chemise and the wicked skill of his lips upon her breast, she had to bite the inside of her cheek not to make a sound.

      She had not known she could feel so much at once—alarm and wonder and bold, hungry curiosity, all tangled together until she could not tell where one ended and the next began.

      And then the wretch had fallen asleep.

      She turned her head and glared at him.

      A soft snore answered her.

      The scent of port still clung faintly to him; he must have mistaken her chamber for another’s. No doubt some fair-haired widow or practiced beauty had been meant to receive him—someone far more suited to a rakehell than the forgotten daughter of a forgettable house.

      That last thought stung more than it ought.

      Jane had spent enough seasons at the edge of ballrooms to know precisely what place she occupied in the marriage mart. She was the young lady asked to fill an uneven supper table, the sister politely acknowledged on a caller’s way to someone prettier, the woman older matrons praised for good sense when beauty could not honestly be praised instead.

      Yet there he was.

      In her bed.

      And if disappointment sat in her chest like a stone, she would not examine it too closely.

      Propped on one elbow, Jane let her gaze travel over him. Mussed dark-blond hair. Thick lashes. A straight nose that might have looked severe on another face and did not on his. A hard chest dusted with gold. The sheet rose in a careless ridge over his hips and fell again.

      She swallowed.

      If she were careful—very careful—she might see a little more.

      Her breath turned shallow. Inch by inch, she edged nearer. Last night’s darkness had hidden too much. She had seen enough to lose sleep over, but not enough to satisfy the curiosity that had plagued her since dawn.

      His snoring did not change.

      Jane slid trembling fingers beneath the linen and lifted.

      Only a little more.

      Merciful heaven.

      Her eyes widened. She forgot to breathe. The sight of him sent a hot, astonished rush through her. As she stared, he stirred—grew harder beneath her gaze.

      Jane leaned closer before caution could reassert itself.

      Without quite deciding to do so, she touched him.

      He was hot. Silken. Firm beneath her exploring fingers.

      She drew the faintest breath.

      Then his hand clamped over hers.

      “Stroke me,” he said, voice thick with sleep.

      Jane jerked, nearly yanking free. “W…what?”

      His grip tightened just enough to guide her hand once.

      She stared at him, dazed.

      The next moment he went rigid.

      He released her as though burned and sat bolt upright. “How the bloody hell…?”

      Jane scrambled backward, her heart thundering.

      He looked wildly about the room, seized his shirt, and held it across his lap as if modesty had only just occurred to him. His dark eyes flew to her face.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      For one stunned beat she could only blink.

      Then outrage snapped through her so hard it drove her out of bed.

      “Me?” Barefoot and in her night rail, she marched around the bed and planted herself before him. “This is my chamber. You, Lord Keery, are the intruder.”

      His gaze dropped—briefly, insultingly—to the thin lawn of her chemise before returning to her face. “It seems you were not averse to receiving me.”

      The coldness of it struck harder than the words.

      A moment before she had been flushed, foolish, and far too aware of the man in her bed. Now humiliation burned through her so fiercely she could scarcely breathe. To be looked at like that—after what had passed between them, after she had let herself wonder if there had been something in his touch that belonged to her rather than to mistake—was unbearable.

      Jane jabbed a finger into his chest. “That is an invitation you shall never receive from me, you odious man.”

      “If so, it is fortunate there are no ladies present.” He dragged his shirt over his head.

      She stared at him. Then snatched up his breeches from the floor and hurled them at him. “And no gentlemen either, apparently.”

      The door flew open.

      Jane spun.

      Her brother stood on the threshold, his wife at his shoulder. Behind them, in the hall, the Countess of Bailey stared in with parted lips and bright, horrified interest.

      Jane’s stomach dropped so sharply she had to catch the bedpost.

      “Explain yourself,” Henry said.

      Claudia pressed a hand to her breast.

      Jane opened her mouth. Closed it. What explanation could survive the sight before them? She stood in her chemise with a half-dressed man in her bedchamber and the kingdom’s most eager gossip looking on.

      The room seemed to tilt.

      Claudia reached back at once and pushed the door nearly shut, blocking the countess from further view. “Do lower your voice, Henry. Must the entire house hear?”

      “Keery has done enough already.” Henry’s gaze never left the marquess. “You took advantage of my sister. Have you nothing to say for yourself?”

      Jane stepped forward. “It is not as it appears.”

      Henry did not even look at her. “Jane. Not one word.”

      Her throat tightened. Because it was not as it appeared. Not wholly. And yet every piece of it had happened. Caleb had come to her. She had let him stay. She had kissed him back.

      That was perhaps the worst part. She was not merely trapped in scandal. She was trapped in her own complicity, in the dreadful knowledge that no denial would ever sound innocent when she herself knew how eagerly she had answered him.

      Henry stripped off one glove and slapped it across Keery’s cheek.

      “I challenge you.”

      Lord Keery did not flinch. He leaned one hip against the dressing table as though duels before breakfast were an ordinary inconvenience. “There will be no need for that. I mean to do right by your sister.”

      Jane’s fingers curled into her palms.

      No. She rounded on him. “I will not marry this scoundrel if he is the last man in England.”

      “You lost the privilege of choosing,” Henry said, voice like iron, “the instant he entered your room.”

      Keery shook out his wrinkled breeches with infuriating calm. “I shall fetch a special license. As soon as I locate the rest of my clothing.”

      Heat flooded Jane’s face. She snatched up his discarded garments and shoved them against his chest. “Do not trouble yourself. I refuse.”

      Even as she said it, the words rang hollow. Refusal would not restore her reputation. It would not silence the countess. It would not spare Henry and Claudia from the stain of scandal.

      And it would not alter the fact that by luncheon the story would likely be halfway across Mayfair, embroidered with every indecency the countess’s imagination could devise. Men might laugh over such tales. Women were buried beneath them.

      Henry caught her by the arm. “Enough. You will marry him, Jane. I shall hear no further protest unless it is spoken before the clergyman.”

      Keery crossed toward the door, gathering his clothing beneath one arm. At the threshold he paused and glanced back, that wicked mouth curving.

      “It appears we are fixed with one another, my lady.”

      Jane could only stare.

      He had ruined her, offered marriage as though tossing a coin to a beggar, and meant to walk into the corridor half clothed besides.

      “Surely,” she said, finding her voice again, “you do not intend to go out like that.”

      His smile deepened. “Whyever not, when you are already compromised?”

      And with that, he went.

      Jane stood frozen where he had left her, one hand still caught in Henry’s grasp, while the future she had once imagined for herself seemed to shut like a door.

      No courtship. No choosing. No shy hope nursed in secret over a season’s worth of dances and glances. Only scandal, haste, and a marriage made necessary before it had ever been wanted.

      If this was the husband fate meant to give her, fate might at least have had the decency to arrive with less mockery.
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      Caleb, sixth Marquess of Keery, strode down the corridor with his coat and cravat slung over one shoulder and ignored the countess’s avid stare as if he had not noticed it at all.

      He noticed it. He noticed everything this morning, chiefly because he had blundered into catastrophe before breakfast.

      The Countess of Bailey stood half concealed behind Lady Hartwell’s maid and looked ready to burst if denied the pleasure of carrying the tale through three counties by luncheon. Two footmen farther down the passage were taking great pains not to look at him and failing miserably. A housemaid had gone pink to the ears at the sight of him bareheaded, waistcoat undone, carrying the remains of his dignity beneath one arm.

      Excellent.

      He had always known ruin would come for him one day; he had merely expected it to arrive in more entertaining company.

      Married men, he had long believed, were made one of two ways: by design or by idiocy. He had just proved himself an idiot.

      Worse, he had not been snared by one of the practiced beauties who had spent years trying to coax him to the altar. No. He had stumbled half-drunk into the bedchamber of Lady Jane Shillington, quiet, dark-eyed, unfashionably reserved Jane Shillington, and woken to find her hand wrapped around his cock.

      He shut his eyes briefly.

      He could still feel it.

      “Damn it.”

      The corridor bent toward his chamber. He took the turn at a brisk pace.

      His head throbbed behind one temple with the dull persistence of too much port and too little sleep. Beneath the ache lived another, more dangerous sensation entirely: the memory of Jane in her night rail, cheeks flushed, dark hair disordered from sleep, fury and desire and humiliation all warring in her face at once. He had known her for years by sight and had thought very little of her beyond the fact that she was Henry Shillington, Viscount Hartwell’s quiet sister.

      That, plainly, had been a failure of observation.

      He could still recall the warmth of her mouth from the night before. The softness of her beneath his hands. The sharp, incredulous outrage in her voice when he asked what the devil she was doing in her own bedchamber.

      He swore again under his breath.

      His memory of entering her room was a muddle of lamplight and red wine fog. He remembered a corridor. A door not properly latched. A bed. Softness. Willingness. Then darkness. If he tried hard enough, another fragment surfaced: a woman’s scent, not the perfume he associated with Dahlia or Sonya or any of the widows who had drifted through his life, but something cleaner, warmer, touched faintly by lavender and sleep.

      Jane.

      Not Sonya. Not any practiced lady expecting him in secret.

      Jane.

      Marriage was the last thing he had ever meant for himself. He had reasons enough. A mother who had made a mockery of the title she married into. A father who had frozen into bitterness. A childhood that had taught him affection was unreliable and marriage worse.

      And Maggie.

      At the thought of his sister, something tightened under his ribs.

      He had been seventeen when he lost her. Old enough to know better, old enough to have kept a closer watch, old enough to hear his father say afterward—in a voice quiet enough to scar—that had Caleb acted sooner, Maggie might yet have lived.

      Perhaps that was not what the old duke had intended to say.

      It was what Caleb had heard all the same.

      He lengthened his stride.

      What was done was done. He would secure the license, stand up in church, install Lady Jane in his London house, and keep the thing decent, orderly, and as free of feeling as possible. A sensible arrangement. A quiet household. No entanglements of the heart.

      He reached his chamber just as a familiar voice called, “Keery.”

      Luvington sauntered toward him, easy as Sunday and already far too amused for decent society. “You look devilish rough.”

      “I have not time for you.”

      “Then this must be excellent.” His friend’s grin widened as he took in Caleb’s appearance. “Was the lady disappointing, or were you merely overserved?”

      “Go to the devil.”

      Luvington laughed and followed him through the bedchamber door before Caleb could shut him out.

      “There is always a lady at the bottom of a man’s misery,” Caleb muttered, tossing his coat across a chair. “At least in part.”
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