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            Dedication

         
         
            For my two girls, Sally and Claire,

            because they keep bugging me

            to dedicate another book to them.

            You’re welcome.
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            Chapter One

         
         
            “The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever.”

            —Jacques-Yves Cousteau

         

         
            Off the coast of Newport, Rhode Island

            June 1895

         

         Mermaids existed.

         
         At least Andrew Talbot, the eighth Duke of Lockwood, was fairly certain of it. At the moment a creature with long limbs and
            red hair was most definitely splashing in the frothy waves near the beach. If not a mermaid then a naiad, perhaps.
         

         
         Though he hated the ocean, he’d come out after dark to swim in the chilly, murky water of the Atlantic, his body requiring
            the bloody exercise. He hadn’t expected to see anyone else. Who was out frolicking at this time of night, if not a mythical
            creature?
         

         
         Bare legs flashed in the surf. A shapely arm followed. He continued to tread water, unable to look away. Then a form rose up in the foam, and long red hair flipped backward. A woman. A naked woman. He was entranced.
         

         
         As if the moon pulled him toward her, he soon found himself in the surf, too. The water reached his waist, and he watched
            her tumble and roll in the waves, like a small child who’d been cooped up all day and finally had a taste of freedom.
         

         
         What did it feel like, such freedom?

         
         Lockwood had never experienced it, not truly. His life had been shaped and molded since birth. He was a line drawn on a family
            tree to future generations of the same. The weight of it all fell on his shoulders—the crumbling estates, the empty bank accounts,
            the judgment of long-dead ancestors—and there were days when he feared for his sanity. Not a soul would remember him, unless
            he was the one who failed.
         

         
         A terrible legacy, that.

         
         A splash snapped him out of his dark thoughts. Saint’s teeth, she was beautiful. In truth, he’d never seen a more captivating
            woman. The sight of her slim limbs, high breasts and incredible hair wound through him like vines, expanding and twisting,
            strangling him until he had no choice but to dive under the cool water.
         

         
         When he resurfaced, she was there, directly behind him.

         
         Long arms twined around his neck and she wrapped her legs around his hips. Bare flesh pressed soft and cool against his back. “About time you arrived,” her husky voice said in his ear, like a whisper of silk over his soul. 

         
         He shivered. The right thing to do would be to let her go. To put his hands up and acknowledge the mistake. His title as a
            gentleman demanded it.
         

         
         But he was tired of always doing the right thing.

         
         Couldn’t he act instead of think? Feel for once instead of strategize?

         
         Heavy breasts rubbed on his shoulder blades, and despite the cold water his cock responded, thickening and rising against
            her calf. His problematic heart thumped behind his ribs, the beat echoing between his legs. He couldn’t seem to move or speak.
            Frozen by sensation.
         

         
         Perhaps a shark would swim by and eat him. All his problems would be solved, then.

         
         Sadly, his third cousin would inherit the title. Tooter, as he preferred to be called, was a complete nincompoop. Lockwood
            would wrestle the bloody shark with his bare hands to prevent that travesty from coming to pass.
         

         
         “I thought you had forgotten about me,” she said, nibbling his earlobe.

         
         Say something. Tell her she’s mistaken you for someone else.

         
         Christ, she felt good.

         
         When her bare quim met his lower back, his mouth went dry, and he began contemplating the practicalities of naked depravity
            on a beach. Better if she remained on her hands and knees so that no one would find sand in unfortunate places . . .
         

         
         Now is the time to speak, before this goes too far.

         
         Keeping his hands at his sides, he cleared his throat. “Madam, I believe you have mistaken me for someone else.” He winced. Even to his own ears, he sounded stuffy and ridiculous. 

         
         She eased back to study him, her expression solemn. “Turn to your right. I cannot see your face.”

         
         He moved as instructed—and she gasped, releasing him as if he were engulfed in flames. “Damn and hell! Why did you not say
            something?”
         

         
         He could see her then, but he almost wished he hadn’t. No matter what else happened in his lifetime, he would never forget
            this face.
         

         
         She was simply stunning. Flawless skin and delicate features, with green eyes that glittered nearly gold in the moonlight.
            Her lips were full and lush, with a small bow in the center of the top one, and the lines surrounding her mouth meant she
            smiled a lot. “I couldn’t be certain you were real.”
         

         
         “What?” She bent her knees to hide her nakedness in the dark water. “Are you some sort of masher?”

         
         “I beg your pardon, but you accosted me. I was swimming and minding my own business when you wrapped around me like a limpet.”

         
         She splashed him with her hand. “I thought you were someone else.”

         
         “Obviously.”

         
         Her gaze traveled over his chest and shoulders encased in the thin bathing costume. He resisted the urge to flex his muscles.
            For some inane reason he wanted her to like what she saw. “You must swim a lot,” she finally said.
         

         
         “I do.” He hated every second of it, but he hadn’t a choice. Like so many other things in his life.

         
         “Why this late at night, though? What if you drowned?”

         
         That would be Tooter’s good fortune, then. “I don’t sleep well. I also prefer the quiet.”

         
         “Yes, I understand that. It’s peaceful out here at this time, before high tide rushes in.”

         
         “The perfect time for midnight trysts,” he teased.

         
         “Stop. I feel ridiculous enough as it is. Incidentally, I’m sorry for throwing myself at you.”

         
         “I didn’t mind.”

         
         “I suppose most men don’t mind when a naked woman swims up and clings to his very fit body.”

         
         Very fit? “I cannot speak for most men, only me, and I liked it. A lot.”

         
         “I noticed.” She smirked. “The water must not be all that cold.”

         
         He choked on a laugh. “My apologies. I wish I could control it, but alas.”

         
         “I’m quite fond of the organ myself. It’s temperamental but has a mind of its own. Sort of like a woman.”

         
         “I like that comparison.”

         
         “Well, fair warning, I can make it because I am a woman. You cannot.”

         
         He moved to his knees, so their faces were on a more even level. “Is that how it works?”

         
         “Yes. I love women and we have to band together as much as we can. Men are good for only one thing.”

         
         “Midnight trysts?”

         
         She grinned, showing him even, white teeth. “Precisely.” Then her grin fell as her gaze darted to the cliffs. “Though I suppose I’ve been stood up tonight.” 

         
         “My good fortune, then.”

         
         “Don’t get ahead of yourself, Poseidon. I don’t even know your name, only that you’re English.”

         
         Poseidon? He felt his lips twitch. In any other circumstance, he would introduce himself. Yet, he hesitated. The urge to remain
            anonymous with her, to forgo any and all reminders of his life on dry land, won out. Which meant he could not ask her name,
            either.
         

         
         He hooked a thumb in the direction of the open water. “Perhaps I fell over from one of Her Majesty’s ships out there and swam
            to shore.”
         

         
         “With that upper-crust accent?”

         
         “I might be an officer.”

         
         “That would explain the lack of scurvy.”

         
         He smiled. He wasn’t normally one to banter with women, but this was proving enjoyable. Indeed, when in recent memory had
            he felt this light, this happy? She was quick-witted and clearly no innocent, so a servant from one of the houses? Or perhaps
            the daughter of a local shopkeeper. “Would you believe I’ve been months at sea with other men, no contact from a woman in
            all that time?” It was partially true, anyway. He’d given up his mistress a year ago, unable to afford anything for himself
            beyond a basic necessity.
         

         
         “I might believe it, based on—oh, shit!” She threw herself at him, but not in lust. Her eyes were wide with terror.

         
         He caught her and stood up, cradling her close and definitely not thinking about her nudity. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

         
         “Something bumped against my leg. Something big. And do not tell me it was a plant because this was not a plant.” She tried
            to climb up his body, doing all she could to lift her legs out of the water.
         

         
         “There is nothing in this water but harmless fish and turtles,” he said, rubbing his hand down her back soothingly. “Furthermore,
            I am a much bigger target. If something decided to take a bite out of one of us, it would definitely be me.”
         

         
         “You can’t say for certain.” She stared down at the water as if expecting a shark to jump up and attack her.

         
         “I am absolutely confident you will not die out here. How about that?”

         
         “You’re laughing at me, but I don’t care. I might look foolish, but I’ll still be alive.”

         
         “You don’t look foolish,” he said with all due seriousness. “Indeed, you are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.”

         
         She leaned to see his face. It occurred then that he had an armful of naked, wet and lush woman, one who wasn’t mistaking
            him for anyone else. One who didn’t know he was a duke, but simply a man. When was the last time that had happened?
         

         
         He tightened his hold slightly, wanting to protect her. Wanting to keep her close and warm, and drive away anything that dared
            to scare her. He didn’t want to let her go.
         

         
         When she trembled, he eased her back under the water but stayed close. They floated together, bobbing up and down in the gentle waves. Was it his imagination or had her breathing picked up? “Have we ever met before?” she asked. “I feel as though I know you.” 

         
         “We have not been introduced. I definitely would have remembered a woman like you.”

         
         “A woman like me?” She stiffened and floated away, and he had to hurry to keep up. “Loud and brazen, I suppose. Scandalous.”
            She drew out the word, as if she heard it quite a bit.
         

         
         “Absolutely not. I was thinking clever and unafraid.”

         
         “Hmm. That is a very good answer, but I cannot tell if you’re genuine or not.”

         
         He slowly moved in closer, back to where they’d been a moment ago. “Why would I lie? We hardly know each other. There are
            no repercussions if I insult you.”
         

         
         She bobbed on the surface, letting him hold her hand, maintaining their connection. “You, sir, are very good for my confidence.
            Pray, continue.”
         

         
         “More compliments, then? Let’s see, you are gorgeous, but you likely know that. You curse like a sailor, which I find endearing.
            You have excellent taste in organs and possess the most remarkable laugh.”
         

         
         Moonlight sparkled across the surface of the water, illuminating her shocked expression. Then she dragged her fingertips along
            his collarbone. “Beauty, charm and brains. The female population must absolutely adore you.”
         

         
         “I could say the same about you and the male population.”

         
         “I do my best. I plan on sampling as many of them as possible before I’m done, after all.”

         
         “Before you marry, you mean.”

         
         “No, before I die. I will never marry.”

         
         She said this so casually, but with a note of finality in her voice, and he couldn’t help but say, “That’s a bloody shame.
            You should belong to someone. A lucky man who worships the ground beneath your feet.” Not him, unfortunately. The plans for
            his future had already been set. The ring was in his luggage, in fact.
         

         
         “I’d rather not belong to anyone. Novel idea, I know, but I’d like to retain my name, my worldly possessions and my control
            over my body.”
         

         
         “When you put it that way, I suppose the only appeal is children and regular bed sport.”

         
         “Both of which do not require marriage.”

         
         “What of disease?”

         
         “Shields.”

         
         He glanced around dramatically. “Have I traveled to the future, to a place where women have progressive ideas and independence?”

         
         “Perhaps you are stuck in the past.” She pulled her hand out of his and pushed off his stomach to swim away. Legs kicking,
            she dove beneath the water, then resurfaced and shook water off her face.
         

         
         “I thought you were afraid of the water.”

         
         “Not with you here to protect me. Though I suppose you’ll have to catch me first.” She angled away from him and began swimming,
            water churning around her as she performed a very competent breaststroke.
         

         
         She was no match for him, however.

         
         Lockwood dove in, kept his face in the water and started a hand-over stroke. It required a flutter kick as his arms rolled up and through the water, like a windmill. Every few strokes he rolled to the side and took a breath. 

         
         In seconds, he caught her.

         
         She laughed and fell into his arms like she’d always been there. “That is hardly fair. You swim like a god.”

         
         “I am a god, remember?”

         
         “How could I forget?” She pressed close and wrapped her arms around his neck. He could feel her warm breath on his cheek.
            There was no one else around for miles, as far as he was concerned. The water was their safe haven, the moon their only witness.
         

         
         It was magical, a world away from responsibilities and marriages.

         
         “Are you married?” she asked. “I sincerely hope the answer is no, that your wife isn’t staying at one of the cottages here.”

         
         “No wife. I am staying at the inn near the train station.” Real life began tomorrow. This was fantasy, a few stolen moments
            in the water with a beautiful stranger. So he made the offer without stopping to think of all the ways it would complicate
            his plans. “Would you like to come back to my room?”
         

         
         She sighed near his ear. “I can’t. My absence would be noticed.”

         
         Disappointment burned in his throat, but at least she hadn’t refused on the basis of being uninterested. “I see.”

         
         “It probably sounds silly but I’ve made a promise and must abide by it, even if it does ruin all my fun.”

         
         “And mine.” He cupped her face and dragged his thumb over her jaw. They were drifting away from the beach and into deeper water, but he didn’t care. He felt untethered by this woman, cast about from his moorings. Fitting they should make it literal, then. “This is quite probably wildly inappropriate,” he whispered, “especially as you have already refused my offer, but I should very much like to kiss you right now.” 

         
         “And here I was waiting for you to ask,” she murmured and moved to gently place her mouth on his.

         
         Oh, thank Christ. Relieved, he let her control the kiss, her lips soft and pliant as she explored him. It was a kiss full
            of curiosity and anticipation, a slow slide into the depths rather than tumbling in. He followed, content to let their breath
            mingle as the water rocked them into the deep. After a minute or two she shifted to wrap her arms and legs around him, and
            he held them above the surface, his body moving and straining to tread water as they continued to kiss.
         

         
         Suddenly, she broke off and swam backward toward the shore. When she crooked her finger at him, he was lost. Diving, he grabbed her and towed her closer to dry land, just until he could stand on the sandy bottom. This time he captured her mouth in a brutal kiss. He held nothing back, letting her feel how much he wanted her, and she returned the kiss with abandon. When he flicked at her lips with his tongue, she opened and he thrust inside that warm haven. Their mouths and tongues worked in tandem, the lapping of water against their sides, and she held on, lightly digging her nails into his scalp. 

         
         “Harder,” he said into her mouth, and her nails found purchase in his skin. The rush of pain made him feel alive, like he
            was sparkling inside, tiny crackles of energy and light in every vein. His balls were heavy and his cock throbbed. He bit
            her lip, sharing a bit of that dark energy, hoping she liked it even a fraction as much as he did.
         

         
         She gasped and clutched him tighter.

         
         Suddenly, he was ravenous, his mouth slanting over hers at a frenetic pace. She kept up, her hands pulling at him while little
            whimpers escaped her throat. He let his lips wander over her cheek, along her jaw. Down her neck and across her collarbone.
         

         
         He wanted to eat her alive.

         
         “Are you certain you won’t come back to my room?” He panted onto her wet skin and tried to regain a bit of his reasoning ability.
            He should not be asking, considering his pending commitments, but the words tumbled out before he could hold them back. One
            night. That was all he needed. One night with this woman before he settled into responsibility.
         

         
         “I can’t. I could meet you there tomorrow afternoon, however.”

         
         “I’ll have relocated by then. What about here on the beach?”

         
         “What time?”

         
         “Midnight. I swim every night when I can. Will you meet me?” His stomach clenched. He wasn’t certain what he would do if she
            said no.
         

         
         Looking up at him through her lashes, she whispered, “Another midnight tryst. I can hardly wait.”

         
         Then his mysterious redheaded siren hurried up the rocks, where she stopped to collect her things before blending into the
            darkness. It had only been minutes but he already craved her again.
         

         
         How was he going to survive the next twenty-four hours until he could have her?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The lemonade sparkled in Nellie’s glass, bright and shiny, pure like the debutantes crowding the tent. She contemplated spiking
            the drink with something strong. Bourbon, maybe. How else to make it through the day with her sanity complete?
         

         
         “Why are you frowning into your lemonade?” Maddie Webster, one of Nellie’s only two friends, arrived at Nellie’s side. “Has
            it offended you somehow?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Nellie said. “By being boring. Remind me why I’m here again?”

         
         “Because I need you. I’m hosting this house party to help match Harrison with one of these debutantes. You’re here to help
            keep things interesting.”
         

         
         “Interesting for whom, exactly? Because we all know Harrison is in love with you. This weekend is a waste of time.”

         
         “You know that isn’t true—and I hope to marry the duke.” Maddie moved away to talk to the other guests in a not-so-subtle
            ploy to avoid the conversation.
         

         
         It was a waste of time. Everyone could see that Maddie wasn’t meant to marry an English aristocrat. Nellie hadn’t met the Duke of Lockwood, Maddie’s matrimonial target for the past three months, but she knew the type. Stuffy and full of self-importance. Boring. Maddie deserved better. 

         
         Nellie’s midnight friend certainly hadn’t been boring. Even now, merely recalling the encounter had her tingling. The meeting in the ocean had been unexpected, fierce and—dared
            she say it?—romantic. Yes, the scandalous Nellie Young had allowed a man to sweep her away with sweet words and fiery kisses.
            In fact, the giddiness had stayed with her since she awoke.
         

         
         You are the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen.

         
         She held the cool glass to her forehead and took a few deep breaths. Katherine Delafield, Nellie’s other friend, sidled up.
            “Don’t you dare claim a fever,” Katie said. “You cannot abandon me today.”
         

         
         “This is a farce,” Nellie muttered. “And it’s too dashed hot for whatever Maddie has planned.”

         
         “My, someone is grumpy this morning. Were you up late with Robbie?”

         
         Katie knew about Nellie’s intended rendezvous with Robbie Chesterton, a nineteen-year-old polo player she’d flirted with two
            months ago. Thank God he hadn’t shown up last night.
         

         
         Her mystery man was leagues away from young men like Robbie, the kind who couldn’t find a clitoris even with a detailed map.
            Poseidon, with his talented mouth and tongue, would assuredly know how to pleasure a woman the correct way. Meaning, orally.
         

         
         “You have the weirdest look on your face right now,” Katie said. “What are you thinking about?”

         
         “Later.” Nellie tipped her head toward Maddie, who was currently talking to Harrison near the refreshment table. “Has she
            said what’s planned for this morning?”
         

         
         “An egg hunt.”

         
         Nellie groaned. “My God. I must really love you both an awful lot to suffer through this nonsense.”

         
         Katie slipped her arm through Nellie’s. “And we love you back, Eleanor Lucinda Young.”

         
         Nellie squeezed her friend closer, not about to let go just yet. “Besides, this party is a waste of time. She’s going to marry
            Harrison.”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” Katie said. “Maddie’s been chasing Lockwood all spring. She seems determined.”

         
         “Do we know if the duke returns her interest?” Shocking absolutely no one, Nellie’s invitations to society events had long
            dried up, so she knew little to nothing about Maddie’s intended beau.
         

         
         “I think so. He’s paid her quite a bit of attention, and they like all the same things. Sports and whatnot.”

         
         “Foxes and hounds and shooting, I suppose. How dreadful.”

         
         “I think more like golf and tennis.” Katie drank her lemonade. “Croquet, that sort of thing. For some reason I recall he also
            swims.”
         

         
         That reminded Nellie of Poseidon, and she took a sip of her drink to moisten her suddenly dry mouth. Though he was English,
            Poseidon was no prig. He liked pain, after all. Had even asked for it. Nellie hadn’t stopped to think why because it didn’t matter. 

         
         People liked what they liked in the bedroom. She’d heard tales over the years, such as men who asked ladies to walk on their
            backs while wearing heeled boots. Or others who liked to play with feathers, whips and paddles. Ice and melted wax. So her
            English stranger liked a bite of pain. She did, too, sometimes. A well-timed swat on her bottom during intimacies was not
            unappreciated now and again. Live and let live, she always said.
         

         
         The nape of Nellie’s neck suddenly crawled, disapproval hanging in the air like stale perfume. Glancing toward the chaperone
            table, she noticed two of the older women whispering back and forth while casting gazes full of condemnation her way.
         

         
         That’s right. I am unmarried and have no chaperone. Get over it.

         
         Nellie’s father hadn’t insisted on a chaperone in ages, not since Nellie’s first season. He didn’t like society any more than
            Nellie did, not after the Fifth Avenue matrons turned their backs on Nellie’s Irish mother. Cornelius Young hadn’t forgiven
            or forgotten the snub in all these years. And thank goodness, too, because his ambivalence for their rules allowed Nellie
            to do exactly as she pleased.
         

         
         She turned away from the sour chaperones and came face-to-face with Kit Ward, another guest and friend of Maddie’s. “Hello,
            Ward.”
         

         
         He eased between Katie and Nellie, as if trying to hide. “You two have the right idea. I think I’m better off over here.”

         
         “Were the heiresses eyeing you like a bowl of ice cream on a hot day?” Katie asked.

         
         He grimaced. “Yes, if I’m being honest.”

         
         Nellie put a heap of fake sympathy into her voice. “Poor Kit. It must feel truly awful to be ogled like that. But who knows?
            Harrison may not be the only man who finds a wife here this weekend.”
         

         
         “Bite your tongue,” he snapped, the horror in his voice making Katherine and Nellie chuckle. “And I’m not sure he’s all that
            interested in these debutantes.”
         

         
         “I knew it!” Nellie pointed at Katie. “Harrison wants Maddie.”

         
         “Good afternoon,” a clipped English voice said.

         
         “Oh, my goodness, Your Grace!” Maddie exclaimed. “I had no idea you were coming. Welcome to Newport.”

         
         Everyone looked in the direction of Maddie’s gaze. A tall, broad-chested man stood at the edge of the tent. He removed his
            hat and stepped in, giving Nellie a good gander at him.
         

         
         A jolt of recognition rooted her to the spot. Those shoulders . . . that jaw. That thick mess of golden-brown hair, now tamed
            with oil. Bright blue eyes that pierced your soul, made you feel important and seen. She knew him. Had kissed him. Had clung to him and dug her fingernails into his scalp.
         

         
         Jaysus, Mary and Joseph.

         
         It was Poseidon, here at the house party.

         
         Except he was now kissing Maddie’s cheek, looking down at Nellie’s friend as if she hung the moon. And she’d called him Your Grace.
         

         
         What on earth?

         
         “Oh, shit,” Kit muttered.

         
         Katie chuckled. “I hope Harrison is ready for some competition.”

         
         A sinking feeling came over Nellie, a portentous dread that had her bracing for bad news. “Wait, who is that man?”

         
         “That is the Duke of Lockwood,” Katie answered. “Maddie’s would-be fiancé.”

         
         The information felt like a blow right to Nellie’s heart. No, her stomach. She actually put a hand on it, hoping the eggs
            she’d ingested earlier wouldn’t make a sudden reappearance.
         

         
         Poseidon was the duke.

         
         The duke was Poseidon.

         
         No wonder he hadn’t introduced himself.

         
         Are you certain you won’t come back to my room?

         
         She had considered it—oh, how she’d considered it. And what a fool she’d been. The man was about to propose marriage to her
            best friend, for God’s sake. How could Nellie live with herself knowing she’d shared a kiss with her best friend’s husband?
            That she knew the size of his cock, even in cold water? That she knew he liked it when a woman dug her fingernails into his
            skin?
         

         
         Dizzy, she put a hand out to steady herself using one of the tent poles. This was a disaster. She would have to tell Maddie,
            of course. It was the right thing to do. Unfortunately, this would leave Nellie with just one remaining friend, not two, because
            Maddie would never forgive her. How on earth was this fair?
         

         
         And what the hell kind of man kissed strangers in the ocean when he was nearly engaged?

         
         Before she could wrangle her emotions into some semblance of order, Kit said, “Look out. She’s bringing him over here.”

         
         “Oh, shit,” Nellie echoed.

         
          

         The red-haired mermaid was here.

         
         Except she was not a mermaid but one of Madeline Webster’s friends, apparently. Lockwood could not believe his terrible luck.
            How had he erred this badly?
         

         
         He was normally so careful. Encounters with strangers were a terrible idea, one he resolutely avoided. Except that red hair
            had drawn him in like a beacon, while her smile and wit charmed him into staying. Now he was being introduced to her as if
            they’d never met.
         

         
         Maddie gestured. “And this is my best friend, Miss Young. Nellie, may I present the Duke of Lockwood?”

         
         Nellie. The name didn’t really suit her. He’d expected something worthy of a warrior queen. Elizabeth or Boudicca, perhaps. Nellie
            sounded too frivolous for this woman.
         

         
         Do something, you fool.

         
         From years of practice, Lockwood pushed his emotions deep, intent on staying polite and letting nothing slip. He inclined
            his head. “Miss Young. How do you do?”
         

         
         Eyes devoid of last night’s sparkling mischief, she merely nodded once.

         
         Had she recognized him? It seemed unlikely she wouldn’t, considering their proximity last evening, but it had been dark, after all. The introductions continued and he made all the correct responses by rote. He’d been doing this for as long as he could remember and was able to shut off that part of his brain with ease. How do you do? A pleasure to meet you. Yes, I am quite enjoying my stay in America. The outside of him appeared perfectly calm.
         

         
         The inside, however, was a different matter altogether. There he was tied up in knots, his stomach hollowed out like a rotten
            tree. Christ, he’d seen her naked. He’d kissed her, invited her to his rooms. She’d felt his cock, albeit unintentionally.
         

         
         Worse, he’d begged her to dig her nails into his scalp, then bit her in return. He winced, unable to prevent the outward reaction.

         
         Maddie noticed, lightly touching his arm. “Are you hurt, Your Grace? You haven’t twisted your ankle in the grass, have you?”

         
         “No, I’m perfectly well.” He shoved it all down, down, down. “What fun have you planned for this afternoon, Miss Webster?”

         
         She began explaining the activity to the group and he listened with half an ear. A distraction in the form of a redheaded
            vixen was nearby, and he could feel his skin prickling and heating. Even if he considered pursuing her, her thoughts on marriage
            had been made quite clear last night. Unfortunately, thanks to his father’s poor business sense, only one path remained open
            to Lockwood, and that was to marry an American heiress with all due haste.
         

         
         Madeline Webster was a fine choice. They got on well together, as well as could be expected in these situations, and there were no scandals attached to her name. He planned to propose during his visit here in Newport and a wedding would follow this autumn. After a few children, they would each live separate lives and carry on the Lockwood title for future generations. It was the very best outcome a man in his position could hope for. 

         
         Furthermore, he was running out of time. For many reasons this marriage needed to happen quickly.

         
         The brim of a hat hit the middle of his chest and Maddie grinned up at him. “Your Grace must play. I insist.”

         
         “And so I shall.” It was impossible to resist the request, considering he was going to marry her. He selected a slip of paper
            and forced his most charming smile.
         

         
         She moved on and he tried not to think about last night. Tried not to watch Nellie out of the corner of his eye as she nibbled
            on a fingernail. Why hadn’t he kept on swimming? Why had he gone in search of her, like Odysseus, full of hubris and longing?
         

         
         I plan on sampling as many of them as possible before I’m done, after all.

         
         He shook his head. This was absurd. The encounter would’ve meant nothing to her, a diversion from a boring house party. Why
            was he worrying over it? She’d mistaken him for another man, after all. Today he would get her alone, beg her forgiveness
            and ask for her discretion. Then he could propose to Maddie as planned and this secret would never, ever be revealed to his
            future wife.
         

         
         “Everyone, please look at your slips of paper,” Maddie instructed. “Your partner is the person with the same number. Form teams, please, then we shall begin hunting eggs!” 

         
         Lockwood inwardly sighed. Was this what he has been reduced to? An egg hunt like a child to secure a rich wife? He checked
            his paper and saw a number four. For some reason he instantly glanced over at Nellie. She was staring at the slip in his hand,
            a matching number on the paper dangling in her fingers.
         

         
         Excitement hummed beneath his skin before he could think better of it. Then he remembered the awkward conversation they needed
            to have, and he supposed now was as good a time as any.
         

         
         That man you were swimming with last night, the one who invited you to his rooms? That was me. We mustn’t ever tell anyone,
               especially your best friend, who will be my duchess. Have a nice life and all that.

         
         God, that sounded awful.

         
         The guests began filtering out of the tent and Nellie headed straight toward him, her eyes flat and chin set. She wore a straw
            hat atop her glorious red hair, and the cream-and-blue striped dress hugged her curves. He definitely did not glance in the
            direction of her bodice.
         

         
         When she was upon him, he bowed. “Miss Young, it appears—”

         
         “Stuff it,” she hissed under her breath. “Follow me.”

         
         Without waiting, she breezed out into the sunshine. So much for thinking she hadn’t recognized him.

         
         Throat dry, he followed slowly, his hands thrust deep into his pockets. He found her around the side, close to the house. Everyone else seemed to be going in the opposite direction. “This way,” she said, and led him away from the house, as if headed toward the street. 

         
         “Are there eggs over here?”

         
         Her expression was full of exasperation. “We are not hunting eggs, you idiot. We need to talk and I’d rather not be overheard.”

         
         He wasn’t certain about returning to the tent empty-handed. Wouldn’t that appear suspicious?

         
         She darted into a copse of trees. After checking no one else was around, he dodged a branch and went in after her. “Should
            we be in here? Someone may happen upon us.”
         

         
         “I know where all the eggs are hidden and there aren’t any even close to here. And we have bigger worries than eggs, Your Grace.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Why didn’t you tell me you were a duke? And worse, a duke who is thinking of marrying
            my best friend?”
         

         
         “I generally do not present myself as a duke when I’m half-naked and swimming in the middle of the night.”

         
         “I was fully naked and swimming in the middle of the night. What are you so embarrassed about?”
         

         
         Quite a lot, actually. Dukes were expected to be perfect. They were not expected to have defective hearts that required regular
            exercise. “You didn’t introduce yourself, either.”
         

         
         “I’m an unmarried woman having a tryst on a beach in the middle of the night. Of course I would not introduce myself.”

         
         That made sense. He waved his hand. “All of this is immaterial. We’ve now been introduced and must pretend last night never happened.” 

         
         He expected agreement, a pact to take the encounter with them to their graves. What he got, however, was a deep frown.

         
         “I don’t like lying to my friends, scant as they are, about men. Especially about men they might marry.”

         
         “Well, I should hope you’ll make an exception in this case, considering.”

         
         “For you? Not bloody likely.”

         
         A knot began to tighten between his shoulder blades. “Whatever is that supposed to mean?”

         
         “It means that you are courting my friend while kissing strangers in the middle of the night. I plan to tell her exactly what
            kind of man you really are.”
         

         
         “You absolutely mustn’t do something so foolish.”

         
         “Why? Worried it’ll ruin your chances at getting your hands on all that cold American cash?”

         
         Her green eyes were something to behold. He’d never seen anything like them, emerald rings with a sliver of gold just near
            the pupil. They were even more mesmerizing in the daytime.
         

         
         “Lockwood!” She clapped her hands in front of his face. “This is serious. Pay attention.”

         
         He had been paying attention to her—just not to her words. “You cannot tell her. Ever.”

         
         “Why not? She deserves to know.”

         
         “That we were attracted to each other? That we kissed while I held your naked body against my mostly naked body? That I asked
            you back to my rooms?” He scoffed. “Are you mad?”
         

         
         “Maybe, but she also deserves to know you were planning to meet me again tonight on the beach. You were going to sneak out of her home to meet with another woman, a complete stranger.” 

         
         Everything Nellie said was true. He had no defense, other than a temporary lapse in judgment brought on by red hair and green
            eyes. But this stopped here and now. “Hardly sneaking out. I swim every night. If you happen along, too, then I cannot prevent
            it.”
         

         
         “Oh, so it’s my fault?”

         
         “Don’t be a fool. She’ll hate us both if she finds out.”

         
         “You are underestimating Maddie,” she said, but he could see the doubt creep into her expression.

         
         He had to make her see reason. “Miss Young, I wish to marry Miss Webster. She is the perfect woman to become my duchess. Athletic
            and pretty, outgoing and kind. Most important, she is absolutely scandal free.”
         

         
         The words were out of his mouth before he realized how they sounded, yet he couldn’t take them back. They were true.

         
         Her jaw snapped closed. A bird fluttered nearby, its wings beating in a useless, steady rhythm, while Nellie stared up at
            him. Finally, she said, “I suppose that was a dig at me. Intended to put me in my place, just in case I was considering having
            a go at you myself.”
         

         
         Was that why he’d said it? Perhaps. Last evening had been fun, more fun than he’d experienced in quite some time. Maybe he was trying to remind himself of her unsuitability before he made a fool of himself. Again. “While I did not intend you any harm, I won’t deny that I must marry a woman who is beyond reproach. It’s how things are done.” 

         
         She gave a dry laugh containing no amusement. “You needn’t worry about me, Your Grace. I’ve no interest in becoming a duchess—or
            even a wife, for that matter.”
         

         
         “So that is settled.” The knot in his gut eased ever so slightly. “We’ll never speak of last night and I will propose to Maddie
            once the house party concludes.”
         

         
         “What makes you so certain she’ll accept?”

         
         Hadn’t she heard? Maddie had chased him around Manhattan for three months. Yes, he needed money, but America was crawling
            with heiresses. Every mother with a daughter of marriageable age had vied for his attention, desperate to have their daughter
            become a duchess. There had been a lot of them, too. He’d selected Maddie from that group because he believed they would best suit. “A man knows these things.”
         

         
         The side of her mouth twitched, as if she held a secret. “Oh, he does, does he? Indeed, then. I wish you luck in getting Maddie
            to marry you.” She started for the edge of the trees, her delicate shoulder blades shifting through the thin fabric of her
            shirtwaist.
         

         
         “Are you going to tell her?”

         
         She paused but didn’t turn around. “No, but not as a favor to you. I don’t want to hurt her. She will misunderstand last night’s
            encounter and wrongfully conclude that I like you.”
         

         
         “You liked me last night,” he stupidly said. Why was he making this harder? The woman had just agreed to keep their meeting a secret. He should be thanking the heavens, not baiting her for a reaction. 

         
         “Yes, but everything appears so much clearer in the daylight, doesn’t it? Good day, Your Grace.”

         
         He stood there a moment, the sting of her rejection like sour candy in his mouth. Why wasn’t he relieved?

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “The duke proposed.”

         
         Maddie’s words caused Nellie’s head to snap up. The rest of the guests were still outside on the lawn, playing croquet. Nellie
            left the game early, unable to take one minute more of Lockwood’s broad shoulders and chiseled jaw. She’d retired inside with
            a glass of lemonade laced with gin.
         

         
         Now she was staring at the Duke of Lockwood’s engagement ring sitting on Maddie’s finger. Her mouth tasted like that time
            she’d smoked four cigarettes right in a row. “I see. Congratulations, then.” Rising, she went to the sideboard for a refill.
            No way could she survive the afternoon without more alcohol.
         

         
         “Thank you.” Maddie stared at the ring. “I can’t believe it. I feel as if I’ve been working toward this goal all spring. Now
            that it’s happened . . .”
         

         
         “You’re realizing what it actually means?”

         
         “Yes, I suppose so.”

         
         Tell her, Nellie’s inner voice urged. Tell her now. You’ll have a good laugh over it and then she’ll forgive you.

         
         Nellie added more gin to her lemonade and stirred, thinking of how to actually say the words. Would Maddie forgive her? It seemed unlikely. Nellie had kissed and groped Maddie’s fiancé, for God’s sake. 

         
         When Nellie debuted, she’d gone into the gardens during a ball with Charlie Appleton, completely unaware that Charlie had
            an “understanding” with Mary Bishop. Though it had been an unintentional slight, the other girls branded Nellie a loose woman
            trying to steal all the men for herself.
         

         
         Which was ludicrous. She and Charlie hadn’t even kissed. When she complained of boredom, he’d offered a cocaine tablet to
            try. While Nellie didn’t care to repeat the experience, the buzz had helped her survive that awful ball, like when Mary and
            two of her friends cornered her in the women’s receiving room. You’re a whore, Nellie Young. Just like your Irish mother.

         
         She gulped gin and lemonade, trying to wash the taste of those horrible words from her brain.

         
         “You think this is a mistake,” Maddie said, misreading Nellie’s silence.

         
         “I think all marriage is a mistake,” she hedged, guilt sitting in her chest like a rock. “The question is what do you want?”
         

         
         “To be a duchess, obviously. And Lockwood is perfect. Beyond perfect, really. I mean, he’s utterly perfect.”

         
         “We get it,” Nellie snapped. “He’s perfect. But is he perfect for you?”
         

         
         “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t he be?”

         
         Because he likes to swim at midnight and kiss strange women in the ocean.

         
         Because he can be rough during intimacies.

         
         Because I actually liked him.

         
         Was she trying to poach a man from another woman? No, she would never. No man was worth losing a friend over. Therefore, she
            had to keep her mouth shut and let Maddie do as she pleased. If the marriage never happened, it wouldn’t be Nellie’s fault.
         

         
         She forced a smile. “Stop overthinking it, Maddie. Relax and have a drink with me.”

         
         Maddie’s brows rose as she eyed the glass in Nellie’s hand. “This isn’t like you, to drink so early in the day. And you acted
            very strangely yesterday. What’s going on?”
         

         
         A lump formed in Nellie’s throat, the truth burning to get out. It was awful, this feeling. She wished she’d never gone out
            to the beach that night. Once again, her recklessness had landed her in trouble. “Just tired,” she lied, and hated herself
            for it. Absolutely loathed herself.
         

         
         Tell her.

         
         Maddie had stuck by Nellie despite the snubs and scandals. Perhaps this one confession would not negatively affect their friendship.

         
         Now you are delusional.

         
         Still, she hated dishonesty. It went against everything in her nature.

         
         She said, “You should know—”

         
         The French doors flew open and the guests began streaming inside. Nellie closed her mouth with a snap, her eyes closing in
            misery. Shit, why hadn’t she told the truth earlier and gotten it over with?
         

         
         When her lids opened a second later, she saw the duke edge around the furniture and head into the house. He hadn’t even greeted his fiancée, the ass. Maddie didn’t seem to notice, as she was quickly removing the engagement ring and shoving it in her pocket before anyone—namely, Harrison Archer—saw it. 

         
         What a dashed mess.

         
         Nellie’s ears began ringing, the tips tingling. All of this was Lockwood’s fault. Every bit of it. Actually, he should be
            the one to tell Maddie everything. Why should Nellie suffer as the bearer of bad news?
         

         
         She threw back the rest of her gin and lemonade, then set the glass on the low table. “I’ll see you at dinner,” she said to
            Maddie, who was now watching Harrison from underneath her lashes. Her friend didn’t respond, so Nellie slipped from the room
            and went up the main stairs.
         

         
         The higher she climbed, the angrier she became. Lockwood never should have proposed. He should’ve confessed to Maddie, then
            found another heiress to marry. One who wasn’t Nellie’s best friend.
         

         
         The men were staying in the opposite wing from the ladies and chaperones, and it was deserted at the moment. She knocked on
            his door. More like pounded, actually.
         

         
         The wood flew open and Lockwood’s handsome face frowned down at her. “What on earth?” he asked.

         
         She pushed her way inside his bedchamber. “I need to talk to you.”

         
         He closed the door. “This isn’t a good idea. If we’re caught—”

         
         “We won’t be caught, and you have bigger problems on your hands right now.”

         
         “Bigger than causing a scandal with you at my fiancée’s house party?”

         
         He’d removed his sweater and was covered in just a lightweight linen shirt that did little to hide the ropes of muscle on
            his torso. It annoyed her that she noticed those muscles. “You need to tell her. You’re the one who acted dishonorably. Therefore,
            you should be the one to confess. I did nothing wrong.”
         

         
         “I did nothing dishonorable. I was not engaged at the time.” He folded his arms over his chest and braced his legs. “We shared
            a brief kiss in the moonlight. There is no need to make such a to-do out of something so trivial.”
         

         
         Trivial.

         
         The word dropped between them, echoing in her brain and piercing her pride. Fuck, that hurt. Why did that hurt?

         
         Nellie rubbed her forehead, cursing the gin for making her more emotional than usual. Normally, insults glanced right off
            her heart without a nick. Yet, he’d wounded her. Repeatedly. She hated him for it.
         

         
         “Trivial or not,” she gritted out, “Maddie deserves to know before she marries you.”

         
         “I won’t cause her unnecessary harm,” he said nobly, full of self-sacrifice. What a joke, when they both knew he was merely
            trying to save his own hide.
         

         
         “Does no one else see you for the monster you truly are?” She marched up to him and though he towered over her, she stared him down, unafraid. “Does that ducal charm and easy polite smile really fool everyone?” 

         
         A flash of something uncertain moved through his bright blue eyes, but he masked it quickly. “It does, actually.”

         
         They stood there, not even an arm’s length apart, and she imagined she could feel the heat from his big body. What a fool
            she’d been over this man, one who was undeserving of a kind and vivacious girl like Maddie. After they married, he would tuck
            her away in some Mayfair town house and visit his mistress every Tuesday afternoon like clockwork.
         

         
         Nellie would not allow it.

         
         “I loathe you,” she whispered. “And I will do everything in my power to see that she doesn’t marry you.”

         
         His right eye twitched, the lines of his face tightening into an almost sinister expression. “Too late. She’s already agreed.”

         
         “It’s only too late if you’ve repeated the vows. So prepare yourself, Poseidon, because I will not go down without a fight.”

         
          

         The room was deathly quiet. Lockwood and Mr. Webster were seated at the ornate desk, while Harrison Archer stood at the window,
            staring out at the lawn. The clock ticked ominously as they waited, and it was all Lockwood could do not to stand up and push
            Archer right through the glass.
         

         
         If what they’d just been told was true, everything had been ruined—and it was all Archer’s fault.

         
         Finally, the door creaked open and Lockwood’s fiancée appeared. He tried to see the truth of it on her face, but she merely
            seemed nervous. Understandable, considering the circumstances. But was she guilty? He couldn’t tell.
         

         
         Webster waved his daughter inside. “Madeline, close the door.”

         
         She did so, then asked, “What is this about?”

         
         “Mrs. Lusk asked to speak with Lockwood and me this morning,” her father said. “Apparently, she was up late last night and
            noted some inappropriate activities in the house.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Maddie glanced over at Lockwood, probably to gauge his reaction, but his face remained impassive.

         
         Webster cleared his throat. “Yes, she claims you and Mr. Archer came through the terrace doors together well after midnight,
            soaked to the bone. She also said that Mr. Archer returned your engagement ring and kissed you.”
         

         
         Maddie licked her lips. “That is certainly a tale. Are we sure she hadn’t been drinking?”

         
         “Madeline Jane.” Her father’s voice was sharp with disapproval. “Were you outside with Mr. Archer last night?”

         
         She peeked at Lockwood again, and he braced himself for the worst. He could see the truth in her eyes, the regret burning
            in her gaze. “Yes,” she whispered.
         

         
         Lockwood’s stomach plummeted toward the ground and he let out the breath he’d been holding. There it was, his utter humiliation. Everyone would soon learn of it and he’d be a laughingstock in this godforsaken country. Christ. He wanted to hit something. Or rather, someone.
         

         
         Webster sighed and nodded at Lockwood. “I’ll write you a check with enough zeroes that perhaps we might keep this quiet for
            a bit.”
         

         
         The money would help, but it didn’t solve all his problems. In fact, things were considerably worse, as he was now a jilted
            duke instead of a duke.
         

         
         He forced a polite nod. “Of course, Webster. I am sorry this didn’t work out.”

         
         “I feel the same. You have my deepest apologies.”

         
         Maddie edged forward, brow creasing as if trying to solve a puzzle. “What do you plan—?”

         
         “Not another word, young lady,” her father said, his voice low and harsh. “Sit and do not speak until I am ready for you.”

         
         Her mouth fell open, but Webster swiveled his chair toward the window and addressed the other party in the matter. “Well,
            Archer. Are you prepared to do the right thing?”
         

         
         With a head full of dark thoughts, Lockwood no longer cared about this conversation. His involvement had ended the moment
            his fiancée admitted to a rendezvous with another man. How had he chosen so poorly? Maddie had seemed a fine choice up until
            just now. She wasn’t reckless or improper, but rather had a good head on her shoulders. Or so he’d thought.
         

         
         How had he misjudged her so egregiously?

         
         She flew to her feet and put her palms out, as if to bring order to the room. “I haven’t been compromised. I went for a walk last night and Mr. Archer found me and assisted me inside.” 

         
         Lockwood nearly snorted. Not a soul alive would believe that tale. He kept quiet, however. His part in this little drama was
            over. She was Archer’s problem now.
         

         
         Lockwood had much bigger problems.

         
         Mr. Webster frowned at his daughter. “Mrs. Lusk saw you both and remarked—quite loudly, I might say—about the
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