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            Chapter One

         
         
            Splashing about in the sea is for fish, not respectable young ladies.

            —Mrs. Oliver’s Rules for Young Ladies

         

         “I wish you wouldn’t go out today. I have a dreadful feeling that something bad will happen if you do.”

         
         “I’ll be quite safe, Mama.” Sandrine Oliver adjusted the cushions behind her mother’s back and gave her a reassuring smile.
            “I’m only going to the bookshop and then to gather some lavender for your soothing compress.”
         

         
         Her mother suffered from various unspecified and undiagnosed nervous ailments and rarely left their cottage except to attend
            church.
         

         
         “The bookshop!” She pronounced the words as though Sandrine had announced she planned to visit the backroom of the Squalton
            Squire where the village men gathered to smoke, drink, and gamble. “Pray do not climb any of those ladders. Dangerous death
            traps! You’ll go crashing into a crumpled heap on the floor and suffer an agonizing demise. Or be crippled for life.”
         

         
         “I shan’t climb the ladders.”

         
         “Are your bonnet strings tied securely? Bend down, my dear, and let me see.”

         
         Sandrine bent forward and her mother undid and retied her silk bonnet strings. “There, that’s secure now. I wouldn’t want your strings to come untied and be caught in a carriage wheel and have you dragged to your death.” 

         
         “I shall endeavor to avoid a tragic death by bonnet-string strangulation,” Sandrine promised, attempting to maintain a serious
            expression.
         

         
         Mrs. Oliver clicked her tongue. “Are you making light of my motherly concern? Reverend Pilkington wouldn’t approve.”

         
         The subject of what the town vicar approved and disapproved of was dear to her mother’s heart and made Sandrine want to scream.
            “Of course not, Mama.”
         

         
         “Speaking of Mr. Pilkington, if you should happen to meet that most eligible of gentlemen on your perambulation you must smile
            prettily and be civil and make complimentary references to his address last Sunday.” Her mother was determined that her daughter
            would marry the vicar. Which also made Sandrine want to scream.
         

         
         “I’ll be sure to smile,” she replied brightly. Right before I cross the street and hurry in the opposite direction. She was fervently hoping to avoid Mr. Ernest Pilkington and his admonishing lectures on the perils and punishments awaiting
            young ladies who strayed from the straight and narrow path of righteousness.
         

         
         She heard more than enough about that from her mother.

         
         Her mother’s life was ruled by fear. Every day, every hour, every minute contained the potential for calamity. Sandrine had been raised on harrowing tales of young girls who were seduced by handsome strangers and led into a life of degradation and destitution. Or stories about good, honest country-bred men who contracted unspeakable diseases while visiting that most vile and immoral of cities, London. 

         
         “And don’t walk too close to the sea on your way home. Remember the sudden wave that swept poor Miss Milburn to her death.”

         
         How could she forget? She was reminded almost daily of the accident that had happened a decade before she was born. Her mother
            had a horror of sea bathing, and Sandrine was the only girl in the village who wasn’t allowed to go for a swim on a calm and
            sunny day such as today.
         

         
         “I won’t venture too close to the water.”

         
         “And keep your pelisse buttoned tightly, even if the sun grows hot. And keep your eyes modestly upon the ground if you should
            be approached by any man other than Mr. Pilkington. And heaven forbid you should speak with a stranger! A glimpse of unprotected
            throat, or an innocent smile, can transform a man into a ravening beast.”
         

         
         “I shan’t invite any bestial ravishment,” Sandrine promised solemnly. “I should leave now. I want to see if the history book
            that I ordered has arrived. I’ll be back in an hour,” she called over her shoulder, making a hasty retreat before any more
            dire warnings could be issued.
         

         
         As she left their little cottage and walked down the stone steps toward the village square, she pondered the necessity of her mother’s warnings. In Sandrine’s twenty years of life experience nothing shocking, or even particularly noteworthy, had ever happened in the sleepy village of Squalton-on-Sea. 

         
         She’d been keeping a list of unpredictable and thrilling occurrences in a journal since she was a small girl. The list was
            laughably short.
         

         
         There’d been the one journey she’d taken to Brighton with her father before his death where she’d marveled at the magnificent
            Royal Pavilion built by the Prince of Wales as a discreet location in which to entertain his scandalous companion, Maria Fitzherbert.
         

         
         And there’d been the time that the schoolmaster had accidentally set the schoolhouse on fire attempting to demonstrate a chemical
            reaction.
         

         
         But lately the only entries were about an escaped bull overturning a vegetable cart (unpredictable but hardly thrilling) and
            the harrowing tale of Mrs. Harbottle’s cook attempting to retrieve a haunch of beef from cold storage only to have it fall
            upon her head, which everyone agreed could have proven fatal but which luckily resulted in only a small bruise and a faint
            ringing in her ears.
         

         
         Not the stuff of which extraordinary adventures were made.

         
         Though, there wasn’t much chance of anything too thrilling happening in a town called Squalton-on-Sea. The name Brighton called to mind sunshine sparkling on blue waters, while Squalton reminded one of squalls of wind, or a baby squalling, or squalor, none of which was likely to attract fashionable seaside revelers. 

         
         But worse than the unfortunate name were the abandoned and empty buildings. She looked back at the once grandiose and now
            decrepit Squalton Manor, its mullioned windows dark and sightless, chimneys crumbling, and doors choked by vines.
         

         
         It was as though the neglected manor house on a steep promontory overlooking the sea set the tone for the entire village.
            No matter how tidy people kept their homes, or how freshly painted, no matter how many colorful flowers they planted in window
            boxes, there was a general air of dereliction and neglect.
         

         
         As secretary of the Squalton Historical Preservation and Improvement Society, Sandrine had penned countless petitions and
            letters to the owner of the manor, the Duke of Rydell, pleading with him to lease or bestow the manor to the historical society
            for renovation and use as a museum, attraction for travelers, and venue for charitable events.
         

         
         She longed to see the vines trimmed and the windows sparkle. She pictured elegant assembly rooms that could be used for charitable-fundraising
            events. Perhaps a small tea shop serving baked goods that would also sell copies of the pamphlet she was drafting: an entertaining
            account of Squalton Manor’s long and interesting history.
         

         
         Visitors would flock to Squalton. Her museum pamphlet would be so popular that people would beg her to write an actual history of the house . . . 

         
         Take your head out of the clouds, her mother always said. No more silly flights of fancy that will never come to pass. The current Duke of Rydell, like generations of his ancestors, always turned a deaf ear, preferring to allow the manor house
            to molder in perpetuation of some long-forgotten grudge against the original owner of the property, the first Earl of Amberly,
            Sandrine’s distant relation on her father’s side.
         

         
         The little bell mounted over the bookshop door rang merrily to announce her arrival. To Sandrine, the sound of that bell was
            one of the happiest noises in all the world. Books were one of her only escapes from her mother’s carefully regulated version
            of her life.
         

         
         “It’s arrived, Miss Oliver,” said Mr. Dunlop, handing her a handsome, crimson book. “Memoirs of the Court of Queen Elizabeth, by Miss Lucy Aikin, still crisp from the presses.”
         

         
         Sandrine hugged the book to her chest. “Thank you, thank you, Mr. Dunlop! I shall begin reading it immediately.”

         
         “I’ve never seen anyone so excited about historical tomes. It does my old heart good.”

         
         “And this one is doubly intriguing because it’s by a female historian and biographer about the most illustrious of female
            sovereigns. It promises to be a domestic history of Queen Elizabeth’s reign. I’m hoping some light will be shed on why the
            queen decided to gift Squalton Manor to the Earl of Amberly.”
         

         
         “For your pamphlet about the history of the manor house.”

         
         “Exactly. I want to have every detail perfectly correct.”

         
         “I very much look forward to reading and distributing your historical pamphlet, Miss Oliver.”

         
         She left the shop, walking along the promenade and down onto the beach, reading the introduction of the book and dreaming
            about life in Queen Elizabeth’s court. She’d stay out in the fresh air with her new book for as long as possible before climbing
            the steep hillside to collect lavender from the manor’s herb gardens, which had gone wild and unkempt from disuse.
         

         
         The moments away from her mother’s control were precious and few. Sandrine knew her mother loved her, but sometimes she felt
            like a fish trapped in a net of maternal anxiety, flopping this way and that and only succeeding in tightening her snare.
         

         
         She followed the progress of a distant ship, tossed on the waves, dancing gaily, sails filled with wind.

         
         She didn’t want to marry Mr. Pilkington and be swallowed by the butter churn of village life, pounded into the kind of proper
            young lady that was pleasing to her mother and to the vicar.
         

         
         She yearned for more. One or two interesting occurrences pertaining directly to her, to record in her journal.

         
         Just one small adventure beyond the predictable story her mother had already written for her life.

         
         Mr. Pilkington was considered pleasing by the other village ladies, being tall with a somber, long face, elegant hands, and a willowy figure. The vicarage was a handsome one, with an ample living, and she knew she could hope for no better. 

         
         She’d been raised to believe that, as a girl with no fortune, her purpose in life was to marry as well as was possible. Her
            mother was fast friends with Mr. Pilkington, and they shared the same beliefs, which meant that marrying him would double
            the lectures she received. Her mother would live with them at the vicarage, and the two of them would rule her life.
         

         
         Sandrine didn’t want to marry him. She didn’t love him, and he didn’t love her, but everyone expected him to propose any day
            now, and she was a dutiful daughter who’d never crossed her mother in any way, never broken any rules.
         

         
         She would take comfort in the thought that she wanted a large family, and she would find joy in raising her children with
            kindness and love, sending them off into the world as stout branches of a flourishing family tree.
         

         
         But was that enough? To walk the predictable path. To never have a glimpse of life outside of Squalton. To marry the man her
            mother chose for her.
         

         
         She was never allowed to walk around the promontory because once she rounded the bend she would be out of sight of both the village and her mother’s cottage. She half turned to walk back on the familiar path but then her feet continued walking. 

         
         It’s up to me to do something out of the ordinary.

         
         The thought seized her mind and kept her feet moving around the promontory and into a beautiful, sheltered cove. It had been
            used by smugglers in times past, and some said there were shipwrecks with buried treasures nearby.
         

         
         The sun sparkled and danced over the waves. She selected a smooth round pebble and flung it into the sea where it skipped
            once and fell. What was it like to float in the sea? To be weightless, to feel the sun on your face and be supported by the
            gently lapping waves?
         

         
         She scraped a line in the wet sand with a sharp piece of driftwood. This was the line her mother had drawn, the strict boundary
            she must never cross. Sandrine never disobeyed her mother’s rules. What would happen if she did?
         

         
         What would happen if she dipped her toes into the water? It would only be a small, harmless act of disobedience, a safe little
            detour from the approved path.
         

         
         With the toe of her boot, she scuffed at the edge of the line she’d drawn. She was completely shielded from view. Her mother
            would never have to know.
         

         
         Her heart pounding, she set her book and herb basket down a safe distance from the sea and began unbuttoning her pelisse. Then she unlaced her boots and removed them. Next, she unfastened her garters and slid her stockings down, folding them carefully and placing a rock on top of them to ensure they came to no harm. 

         
         She hiked up her skirts and tucked them into her sash, staring down at the line still etched into the sand. Did she dare?
            She took a quick, sharp breath, leaped over the line, and ran toward the water.
         

         
         Cold seawater swirled around her ankles. No thunderbolts from on high arrived to smite her.

         
         How she longed to float for a few seconds, as she’d seen other young ladies do, their bathing costumes filling with water
            and belling out around them. She’d heard them giggling and exclaiming about how wonderful it felt and how healthful it was
            for one’s constitution.
         

         
         She ventured ankle-deep into the water. Mud squished between her toes, and the occasional sharp rock impeded her progress.
            A mad idea gripped her. Why shouldn’t she go out far enough to lift her feet and float for a few seconds? There was no one
            to see, no one to report back to her mother. No current to speak of in this sheltered cove.
         

         
         If she kept walking . . . but she’d ruin her gown. Get seaweed in her hair. Her mother would discover what she’d done and
            chastise her most heartily.
         

         
         It wasn’t like Sandrine was planning to flout her mother’s rules in any consequential way. She was still the dutiful daughter,
            devoted to caring for her mother, likely marrying the man her mother chose for her, and living the rest of her life in this
            sleepy little village.
         

         
         It was only a small rebellion, and if she left her gown on the beach and dried her hair and chemise in the hot August sun, her mother need never know. She wouldn’t go far. She’d still feel the bottom beneath her toes. 

         
         Her feet carried her to shore, and she was unbuttoning her gown before she had time to compose objections. And then she was
            in the water up to her calves . . . her thighs . . . wading deeper until she let herself go. Allowed herself to float. Toes
            level with her head. Wisps of happy clouds above, and blue-green water cradling her body.
         

         
         Bobbing about in the bracing water with the sun on her face and gulls wheeling overhead. Weightless and giddy with forbidden
            freedom.
         

         
         Delicious, unpredictable freedom.

         
          

         Dane was parched from riding his horse for hours in the hot sun. He needed a dark room and a cold pint. He scratched between
            the ears of his new stallion, Gladiator. “You’re thirsty too, aren’t you?”
         

         
         Gladiator whinnied a response, which was clearly a demand for a dark stall and a pail of cold water. As he led him by the
            bridle through the bumpy cobblestone streets, gathering stares from the good townsfolk and frightening small children, Dane
            noticed that Squalton-on-Sea was hardly a prosperous seaside resort. Most of the shops were shuttered, and the ones that weren’t
            displayed more dust than merchandise.
         

         
         He hadn’t inherited much when his father, the Duke of Rydell, died a year earlier. When the will had been read, he’d learned the surprising news that he’d been bequeathed the titles to several properties in Squalton that an ancestor had won in a game of cards from his foe, the Earl of Amberly. 

         
         Dane’s much older brother, Roman, had inherited the title, the fortune, a vast number of properties, and all the tiresome
            and weighty responsibilities of the dukedom.
         

         
         He was welcome to all of it.

         
         Dane preferred to be wild and free. As the spare, he could be.

         
         He and his disreputable friends had founded the Thunderbolt Club, a group of youngbloods who ruled the London demimonde and
            excelled at riding fast horses, racing jaunty carriages, and making beautiful women swoon. None of which came cheap.
         

         
         Roman, a humorless and moralizing man with a cruel streak, kept a tight hold on the family purse strings. You’ll only squander it. Your very birth was a mistake. You killed our mother by being born. You caused father to grow bitter
               and angry. You’ll never do anything but make mistakes.

         
         Dane was here to see whether there was some profit to be had by selling the unentailed Squalton properties to the highest
            bidder.
         

         
         He stopped in front of the Squalton Squire, the lease of which he now held.

         
         The building had seen better days. The wooden sign hung at a precarious angle, the whitewashed walls were coated with soot, and the roof was missing half its tiles. Still, one would hope the ale on tap would be decent, and that was all that mattered. Dale was only here for a quick pint before viewing the highlight of his inheritance, Squalton Manor, and returning to Brighton, where he’d left his carriage. 

         
         When Gladiator was settled in a stall and munching contentedly on sweet meadow hay, Dane found the taproom and approached
            the bar.
         

         
         “Charming village you have here,” he remarked to the barkeep after his pint was poured.

         
         The man grunted. “If you say so.”

         
         “Charming, ha!” an older man with worn and patched trousers said. “It’s a village that time forgot. Nothing round here but
            dead dreams and dross.”
         

         
         “More like the village the duke forgot,” said another grizzled fellow.

         
         “Dukes. Greedy, rotten scoundrels, the lot of ’em,” said the first man. “Bloody blasted Duke of Rydell.”

         
         All the men in the place raised their mugs, as if this were a prearranged signal.

         
         “Bloody blasted Duke of Rydell. May ’e damn well rot in ’ell,” they all chanted in unison, lifting their mugs and glowering
            at a portrait hung behind the bar, which, upon closer inspection, was identical to one of the portraits hanging in the gallery
            at Rydell House in London.
         

         
         Dane shifted lower in his seat, hoping they didn’t notice the resemblance between him and the portrait. He was getting the
            distinct feeling that he, and all his kin, weren’t very welcome here.
         

         
         “What’s the Duke of Rydell done to you?” he had to ask. Probably should have kept his mouth shut, but he’d never been much good at that. 

         
         “It’s not what ’e’s done, it’s what ’e hasn’t. Left this town to rot. Don’t care if the manor house falls into a pile of rubble,
            nor if there’s rain dripping into our ale.” The man with the patched pants glanced up at the ceiling through which daylight
            could be seen. “He’s too high-and-mighty to give a damn about the likes of us.”
         

         
         Sounded like his father hadn’t been the most solicitous of landlords.

         
         “Poor, sweet Miss Oliver,” said the barkeep. “Always writing ’im letters, and ’e never replies. The pretty little thing thinks
            she can melt a duke’s cold, cold heart, but of course, ’e don’t care about her precious historical society and all that muck
            about preservation and enrichment she’s always going on about.”
         

         
         “I can’t say as I understand her historical lectures, though I do love to watch her talk,” said a younger man with work-roughened
            hands and a wind-chapped nose.
         

         
         “Aye,” agreed the barkeep. “She’s lovely, she is. She could sell sand at the beach, and we’d all line up to buy it.”

         
         Good thing he wasn’t staying overnight. If no one found out he was brother to the Duke of Rydell, and their new landlord,
            he might escape being chased out of town by a mob of pitchfork-wielding villagers.
         

         
         The groom from the stables approached him at the bar. “Sir, I’m sorry to tell you, but your horse needs to be reshod. There’s a stone lodged between the shoe and the frog.” 

         
         “I didn’t notice any limp.”

         
         “Just happened, most like. But he’s limping now, and he’ll be lame if you don’t attend to it.”

         
         “Fetch a new shoe, then. I’ll do it myself.”

         
         “We don’t have any extra.”

         
         “You’ve a farrier in this town?”

         
         “Aye. Big Harold is both smithy and farrier.”

         
         “And can he make me a new shoe?”

         
         “Oh, aye.”

         
         “In the next few hours?”

         
         The barkeep doubled over with laughter, slapping his hand on his thigh as if this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard.

         
         “’Ere, Big Harold,” the barkeep shouted when he was able to talk, “can you make this fellow a new horseshoe within the hour?”

         
         A huge giant of a man who’d been snoring with his head resting on his elbows grunted and raised his head. “Wassat?”

         
         “This fine gentleman wants a horseshoe.”

         
         The farrier rose unsteadily, propping himself up by one enormous hand on the table. “I’m not feeling well,” he announced and
            lurched from the room.
         

         
         “Don’t think you’ll be getting that shoe within the hour, my fine fellow.” The barkeep smirked. “Maybe tomorrow.”

         
         Splendid. Stuck in Squalton overnight. “Is there a hotel around here?”

         
         That made the barkeep laugh even harder. “A hotel?” He wiped his eyes with his apron. “This ain’t bleedin’ Brighton. I let a few rooms upstairs. You can have one for the night. What’s your name, then?” 

         
         Lord Dane Walker, second in line to the dukedom of Rydell and leaseholder of this grubby, ill-favored public house. That would go over swimmingly.
         

         
         He tossed a few coins onto the bar. “Danny . . . Smith.” He couldn’t admit to being the bloody Duke of Rydell’s brother, also
            known as the town villain. He’d be made to answer for his sins, even if those sins were not of his making.
         

         
         The sight of the coins made the barkeep stand up straighter. “Right, then, Mr. Smith. We’ll sober up old Harold under the
            pump, and you’ll have your horseshoe by tomorrow morning.”
         

         
         Dane threw his traveling bag into a wretched little room under the eaves, inspected Gladiator’s injured hoof and gave him
            some soothing ointment, and set off to view Squalton Manor.
         

         
         One hour later, he understood why his disapproving father had bequeathed him the Squalton properties. It hadn’t been a gift,
            it had been a curse. The manor house was a rambling, derelict eyesore that any buyer would have to tear down completely. No
            quick profit to be made here. Though, the view from the manor house was stunning.
         

         
         He shaded his eyes with his hat brim and looked out across the bright blue sea. The house sat on a cliff overlooking a small, sheltered cove. He started down the overgrown wooden stairs to the sea, thinking to have a closer look at the boundaries of the property. He was halfway down when he saw something yellow and pink out in the water. An escaped parasol bobbing about on the waves? 

         
         Not a parasol. A girl. Knocked back and forth by a sudden wave. Flailing her arms about in distress. She was going to drown.

         
         He raced down the rest of the stairs two at a time, flung his hat to the sand, and ripped off his coat. “Hold fast, miss.
            I’ll save you!”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            When conversing with gentlemen keep your gaze modestly lowered and your ankles crossed.

            —Mrs. Oliver’s Rules for Young Ladies

         

         The voice was low-pitched and male, bellowing something about saving her. Sandrine paddled her hands and kicked her feet until
            she was facing shore.
         

         
         “I’m quite all right,” she called to the man on the shore. “Please go away,” she added, conscious that she was clad only in
            her shift—her bonnet, gown, and boots a heap of white and blue on the sparkling sand. So far away.
         

         
         Her mother was going to murder her. She’d been caught swimming in the sea by a stranger. A tall, well-built stranger. She
            couldn’t see his features clearly, but he looked young. And maybe he was . . . handsome?
         

         
         Sandrine was absolutely forbidden from speaking to strange men. But this one appeared to believe that she needed rescuing.

         
         He performed an awkward dance to divest himself of his boots and loped toward the sea.

         
         “I’ll save you!” he shouted again, crashing into the water.

         
         “I don’t need saving, my feet reach the bottom,” she shouted back. “See?” She righted herself, walking toward him, but he paid her no heed, diving into the waves and heading straight toward her. 

         
         Goodness! The huge dark shape of him bore down upon her. Did he mean to run her right over? She scrambled about, attempting
            to flee the impending collision. She reached a deeper spot, and suddenly her feet had nowhere to land.
         

         
         A wave splashed over her head and she sputtered, flailing her arms a little, only because she was surprised, not because she
            was drowning. She was nearly back to the shallower part when he was upon her in a great churning of powerful arms and a rearing
            of broad shoulders.
         

         
         He clasped hold of her waist with one strong arm, his face looming in front of her. She could only see parts of him through
            the wet hair plastered to her brow and cheeks. An angular jaw. A deep cleft in the middle of his chin. Dark eyebrows over
            deep blue eyes.
         

         
         “I’ve got you now, don’t panic. We’ll be on shore in no time,” he said in a husky growl.

         
         “I wasn’t panicking at all until you—” she attempted to explain, but her words turned into gurgles as he hauled her through
            the water by her waist where she bobbed up and down, tucked under his arm like a piece of driftwood. She struggled to free
            herself but only succeeded in swallowing more seawater, which made her cough, only adding credence to his misguided belief
            that he was rescuing a helpless, drowning damsel.
         

         
         There was no reasoning with or stopping him. Rescue her he would. She was obliged to twist out from under his arm and clamp her legs around his waist like a limpet clinging to a rock so that her head remained above water. She was finally able to draw enough breath to speak. 

         
         “I wasn’t drowning,” she sputtered, the erratic motion of his striding jostling her tighter against his hard body.

         
         “Stay calm,” he instructed. “We’re nearly there.”

         
         He half dragged, half carried her up the beach and deposited her beside the heap of her clothing, dripping water onto her
            book.
         

         
         He was breathing heavily, his chest heaving, the sodden fabric of his dark-colored shirt clinging to his wide chest and muscular
            shoulders. She could see the outlines of his body through his wet clothing. His leather riding breeches were plastered to
            his thick, powerful thighs, and the visible bulge between.
         

         
         He loomed over her, blocking out the sun.

         
         The sight made her feel light-headed. Or maybe it was all the seawater she’d swallowed.

         
         And if she could see his every outline . . . she glanced down. Her shift was transparent. He could see everything.
         

         
         She heard her mother’s voice ringing in her mind. Keep your gaze modestly lowered and your ankles crossed. But really, was there any point in attempting modesty when one was already so thoroughly exposed? Everything about this encounter was completely forbidden. She squeezed her eyes shut, trembling a little from the breeze on her wet flesh, but mostly because of the handsome stranger still looming over her. 

         
         He dropped to his knees and wiped hair out of her eyes. “Don’t die on me now.” His fingers closed around her wrist, feeling
            for a pulse. “You’re shaking, poor thing,” he muttered. He rubbed her hands with his, blowing on them with hot breath. “We’ll
            have you warm in no time. The sun is high.” Gently, he rolled her over until she lay on her back. She kept her eyes squeezed
            shut. His fingers hovered over her mouth, his thumb brushing her lower lip.
         

         
         “Still breathing,” he said hoarsely. “That’s a good sign.”

         
         She peeped at him from under her lashes, watching for signs that he’d been transformed into a ravening beast at the sight
            of her exposed flesh.
         

         
         He appeared genuinely concerned about her welfare. Although, she did notice his gaze lingering on her bosom for a brief, heart-pounding
            moment.
         

         
         He really was undeniably good-looking. Sandrine noted this while keeping her eyes mostly closed and lying still. She was attempting
            to catch her breath and make some sense of what had just happened. She also needed to formulate a plan whereby she obtained
            his solemn promise never to mention any of this to her mother.
         

         
         The longer she lay still, the more agitated he became. Which was rather satisfying, given the distress he’d so recently caused
            her.
         

         
         “You’ll catch a cold,” he muttered. He left for a moment and then was back with his coat. He lifted her by the shoulders, wrapping his coat about her and cradling her against his chest. “Wake up, miss.” 

         
         There was a lovely scent about his jawline despite his seawater dunking, as though he’d shaved with expensive soap scented
            with manly things like cedarwood and leather. She fit perfectly against his wide chest, enclosed in the safety of his strong
            arms.
         

         
         Her breathing quieted as he stroked her back and wrapped her in warmth. His lips had a sensual fullness about them and on
            closer inspection the cleft in the center of his chin was a deep dimple.
         

         
         Could it be that she was the one undergoing the beastly transformation? She did feel an unprecedented stirring in her bosom.
            Her mother was always warning her about the danger of carnal cravings. Perhaps this was what she meant. She had the strangest
            urge to pull his head down to her level and kiss those finely sculpted lips.
         

         
         He reached around her, wrestling something out of his coat pocket with one hand. Something cold and hard pressed against her
            lips, opening them.
         

         
         Molten fire burned down her throat, and her eyes flew open as she sat up and wiped her lips. “What was that?”

         
         “Brandy.” He screwed the lid back onto a silver flask. “Works wonders for reviving fainting young ladies. Though, I did notice
            you peeping at me from under your lashes.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t! And I’m forbidden by my mother to taste strong spirits. Oh dear, I’m breaking so many of her rules today.” The taste of it lingered on her tongue, heavy and spiced with forbidden vice. 

         
         She’d never tasted strong spirits. Or dipped so much as a toe into the sea. Never allowed her feet to leave the earth and
            her arms to spread wide in a cradle of water. Never worn a wet shift in front of a man. Or been clasped in a man’s embrace,
            or felt his thumb brush her lips.
         

         
         His eyes were a clear blue, and dark wet hair curled over his brow. She’d have to remember every detail. How he’d held her
            so solicitously. How, when he laughed at her, his lips quirked to one side and his eyes sparked with devilry.
         

         
         She was up to at least six unpredictable and thrilling occurrences by now—and she’d broken so many of her mother’s rules that
            she’d lost count.
         

         
         “I should leave. We can’t be seen together.”

         
         “Stay a moment and dry yourself in the sun. There’s no one about. We’re quite sheltered.”

         
         She twisted her hair and squeezed it until seawater dripped onto the sand. “My mother is going to be livid when I come home
            wet and bedraggled. ‘Splashing about in the ocean is for fish, not respectable young ladies,’ she always says to me. And if
            she knew that a man had witnessed me bathing, she would surely faint dead away. She can never, ever know about any of this.”
         

         
         “You were drowning, and I did the only chivalrous—”

         
         “I wasn’t drowning.”

         
         “You were in distress.”

         
         “I wasn’t. I was delightfully bobbing about in complete control of everything before you descended upon me and half drowned
            me dragging me to shore.”
         

         
         “What was I supposed to think? Young ladies don’t go swimming unchaperoned and without a bathing machine in which to change
            into their costume. At least none of my acquaintance do.”
         

         
         “I can assure you I don’t make a habit of it! This was my first—and last—foray into the sea.”

         
         “What made you decide to bathe today?”

         
         “I was driven to an act of disobedience by an impending marriage proposal from Mr. Pilkington, the village vicar.”

         
         He frowned. “You were attempting to drown yourself to escape marriage?”

         
         “No, no, nothing of the sort. I only wanted . . . well, it seems silly now. I wanted to do something out of the ordinary.”

         
         “So this was an act of rebellion.”

         
         “And I was promptly punished.”

         
         “It’s not so terrible to have been rescued by me.” His teasing smile did something odd to her heart.

         
         “Once again, I didn’t need rescuing.” She fluffed her wet hair over her shoulders in the hopes that it would dry in the sun.

         
         “Use my coat as a towel to dry yourself.”

         
         “If you’ll turn around, Mr. . . . ?”

         
         “Smith. Of course.” He helped her rise, and then he turned away, staring out to sea as she used the fine black cotton of his coat to dry herself and take some of the water from her hair. She noticed that it was a very well-cut coat with the name of a London tailor stitched inside. 

         
         She drew a sharp, shuddering breath. Could Mr. Smith be one of the remorseless and wicked London rakes her mother was always
            warning her about?
         

         
         “Where have you come from, Mr. Smith?”

         
         “Brighton.”

         
         “And where did you grow up?”

         
         “Oh, here and there. I was raised in the countryside, mostly.”

         
         She breathed a sigh of relief. A country-bred man, then, not a London rake roaming the streets in packs like wolves, searching
            for maidens to defile.
         

         
         Not that it would matter to her mother. A stranger was a stranger.

         
         She slid her dress over her head and fastened it, taking care to wrap her shawl over her shoulders so that her damp hair wouldn’t
            get her dress wet.
         

         
         “Thank you, Mr. Smith,” she said when she was restored to a semblance of order.

         
         “Quite all right, Miss . . . ?”

         
         “Sandrine Oliver.”

         
          

         Poor, sweet Miss Sandrine Oliver who thought she could melt a duke’s cold, cold heart.

         
         Those blighters at the pub had been dead-on about one thing: Miss Oliver was extremely pretty, with a heart-shaped face and aquamarine eyes the color of a sunlit sea. When her long hair had been tangled and spilling over her shoulders, she’d looked like a bewitching sea nymph. 

         
         And then there’d been the sight of her wet, transparent shift clinging to the soft, swooping curves of her breasts, belly,
            and thighs.
         

         
         If he were an honorable gentleman, he would have promptly turned away from the sight. But he was a depraved rake, and so he’d
            looked his fill at the undeniably arousing sight.
         

         
         “You have some seaweed in your hair,” he said gruffly, forcing himself to look only at her face and forget about the lush
            body he’d glimpsed.
         

         
         If she knew who he was and what he’d inherited, she’d pester him with historical lectures and outrageous demands. And if she
            knew of his dreadful reputation . . .
         

         
         Women in spectacles wrote pamphlets warning their sex about him and his ilk. Everywhere he went, daughters were pulled inside
            doorways, and other men gave him envious stares.
         

         
         His curricle was custom-built in France, he bedded only the most coveted of courtesans, wore only the finest leather, raced
            carriages and horses with his rakehell friends in the Thunderbolt Club, and generally lived a thrill-seeking life of pleasure,
            the scandalous details of which would send Miss Oliver running back home to her overprotective mother.
         

         
         “What brings you to Squalton, Mr. Smith?”

         
         “Just passing through your town, Miss Oliver, on my way back to Brighton.” He wasn’t supposed to engage in conversation with the villagers. The less they knew about him and the quicker he left, the better. “There, you’re quite restored. None shall be the wiser.” 

         
         “Upon that point, Mr. Smith, if you should happen to encounter my mother, Mrs. Barbara Oliver, during your stay in our little
            village—not that you would, for she’s a very reclusive and anxious sort of mother—but if you should encounter her, I beg of
            you not to mention anything about our meeting.”
         

         
         “I shall feign complete and utter ignorance of your acquaintance, Miss Oliver.”

         
         “Thank you. You can’t know what a relief that is. My mother is very opinionated about what constitutes proper conduct, and
            chief among her rules is that I must never speak to strange men. Not that I normally have much chance of that.”
         

         
         “You don’t have many visitors in Squalton?”

         
         “We do not, though I hope to change that by petitioning the Duke of Rydell to lease or gift the town manor house to our historical
            society for use as a museum to attract visitors. The manor has a most fascinating history. I have just collected this book
            about the reign of Queen Elizabeth to better understand the role she played in gifting the manor to my distant ancestor, the
            Earl of Amberly. He lost the house to the Duke of Rydell in a game of cards. They were bitter enemies. The duke left the manor
            house to rack and ruin out of pure spite.”
         

         
         “Bloody blasted Duke of Rydell, may he damn well rot in hell.”

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “And I yours.” He bowed. “I was repeating something I overheard in the public house.”

         
         This just got better and better. Miss Oliver was related to the Earl of Amberly. Which made him her sworn enemy, historically
            speaking.
         

         
         Miss Oliver glanced at the sky. “Gracious, it’s getting late. I promised my mother I wouldn’t be gone long. She’ll have invented
            fifty horrifying outcomes for me by now.”
         

         
         “Then run along home, Miss Sandrine Oliver, whom I’ve never met before in my life.”

         
         The hint of a smile tugged at her lips. “I do hope you enjoy your brief visit to Squalton, Mr. Smith. And if you happen to
            return, bring your friends to enjoy the seashore and the beautiful sights.”
         

         
         She collected her book and rushed away, the wind catching her bonnet ribbons, rippling them behind her as though slender threads
            of blue sky followed wherever she went.
         

         
         He could do more exploring around Squalton, but he was quite certain that he’d already beheld the most beautiful sight on
            offer.
         

         
         The luscious Miss Sandrine Oliver in a wet, transparent shift.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Be constantly on guard against the temptation to stray from the narrow path of righteousness.

            —Mrs. Oliver’s Rules for Young Ladies

         

         Had Mr. Pilkington looked directly at her as he read the ninth commandment in sepulchral tones, long face stern, one elegant
            finger lifted?
         

         
         Miss Oliver, thou shalt not bear false witness.

         
         Sandrine squirmed in her seat, face hot and palms itching. This was the first secret she’d ever kept from her mother. How
            could she have told her the truth about why her gown was damp and bedraggled about the hem and her hair tangled when she arrived
            home yesterday? She’d been forced to tell a lie. She’d said that she’d been splashed by sea spray because she’d stumbled and
            fallen.
         

         
         All night long she’d tossed and turned, thinking about Mr. Smith in his wet shirt and clinging breeches looming over her.
            Dropping to his knees to caress her. The brush of his thumb over her lips. Thinking about it gave her palpitations and tinglings
            and all manner of alarming symptoms.
         

         
         When she’d finally drifted off to sleep, her dreams had been filled with him. And they hadn’t been tethered to reality. In her dreams, he’d laid her down on the shore and lowered his body on top of hers to keep her warm. He’d been forced to kiss her to revive her. He’d had to rip off her chemise to warm her so she didn’t catch a chill. 

         
         And then . . . and then he’d sprouted horns and cloven hooves, transforming into a hulking half beast, half man, and defiled
            her right there on the beach! Although her sleeping mind had been rather hazy on what, precisely, constituted defilement.
            It had involved lots of grunting, that much she remembered. And a most agreeable melting sensation in her most secret places.
         

         
         Miss Oliver, thou shalt not imagine handsome strangers transforming into beasts and doing unspeakable things to you while
               you sit in church!

         
         Her breath caught. Thank heavens. She’d only imagined Mr. Pilkington speaking those words. If he knew . . . if her mother
            knew . . . but they didn’t know. And Mr. Smith had promised not to tell anyone. He was probably already gone.
         

         
         What on earth had she been thinking? To remove her gown in daylight, to go so far out from the shore? Why, she could have
            been swept out to sea and lost forever. Perhaps, in a way, she had been. The sinfully attractive Mr. Smith with his teasing
            words and admiring gaze had obviously been thrown in her path to illustrate the storms and temptations of life that her mother
            was always going on about.
         

         
         Mr. Pilkington’s brow creased, and his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he warmed to his topic. “I know some of you are thinking, ‘It’s only a little lie. And I told it for good reason.’ But small lies beget larger ones. Small sins become bigger ones. The Great Deceiver knows our weaknesses. He tempts us when we are most vulnerable. He lures us down a crooked path that leads to immorality. One spark can ignite the conflagration that consumes the moral integrity of our soul.” 

         
         Mr. Smith had been the spark that ignited the conflagration of carnal cravings.

         
         She inhaled deeply and rubbed her temples with her fingers, which usually made her feel more centered.

         
         “Stop fidgeting,” her mother whispered without turning her head.

         
         She mustn’t betray the turbulence of her emotions. She’d most likely never see Mr. Smith again. But then, there was the possibility
            that he might decide to stay longer. What would she do, what would she say, if she encountered him again? Especially after
            the dream version of him had debased her in such a thoroughly debauched, yet undeniably delicious, manner?
         

         
         Her mother turned and stared at her. “What is the matter with you?” she whispered.

         
         Mr. Pilkington cleared his throat, and her mother snapped back to attention.

         
         “And thus sayeth the scripture, Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that leadeth to destruction . . .”
         

         
         Sandrine only made it through the rest of the service by counting the stitches on the hem of her handkerchief. Finally, they were released into the warm sun. 

         
         She searched the churchyard for any sight of Mr. Smith, but of course he’d said he was just passing through and could be already
            gone.
         

         
         Why on earth was that prospect so thoroughly disappointing?

         
          

         Later that afternoon Sandrine walked to the cottage of the widowed Mrs. McGovern and her companion Miss Dodie Hodwell to read
            to them as she did every Sunday. Her mother allowed such outings because reading to elderly parishioners was a charitable
            endeavor. She had no idea how much fun Sandrine had with the ladies, who kept her in stitches with their opinionated conversation.
         

         
         As she entered through the garden gate, a deep male voice sounded from the open front door. She paused, listening intently.
            If Mr. Pilkington was paying them a visit, she’d have to miss today’s reading. But it wasn’t Mr. Pilkington’s voice. A maid
            ushered her into the parlor where Mrs. McGovern was holding court in her usual elegant fashion, with upright posture, her
            hair dressed in elaborate curls, a double strand of pearls about her neck, and a fresh white carnation pinned to the bodice
            of her gray gown.
         

         
         Miss Hodwell sat next to her eating almond macaroons and sipping tea, with her unruly white hair sticking out from under her
            lace cap and her lace hem unraveling. Were her slippers mismatched? Dear old thing.
         

         
         The man speaking with them had his back turned, but as Sandrine entered the room she froze, tempted to run back the way she came. 

         
         It couldn’t be. But it was.

         
         Mr. Smith, balancing on a spindly white chair that looked far too dainty to support his tall, muscular frame.

         
         “Miss Oliver, there you are! We’ve been waiting for you,” cried Miss Hodwell.

         
         “Miss Oliver comes to read to us every Sunday afternoon,” Mrs. McGovern explained. “Mr. Smith, allow me to introduce Miss
            Sandrine Oliver.”
         

         
         Mr. Smith rose and turned to face her. He was fully clothed, of course, but all Sandrine could see was a wet shirt clinging
            to a sculpted chest. The glimpse of dark hair disappearing into his trousers. His thumb brushing her lower lip and that trembling
            sensation deep within her.
         

         
         “Miss Oliver,” he said with a glint in his eyes that said he knew exactly what she was picturing. “Whom I have never met before
            and have only laid eyes on just this very moment.”
         

         
         Miss Hodwell quirked her head.

         
         Sandrine willed herself not to blush, but telltale heat crept up her neck. “Mr. Smith, whom I have likewise never met. How
            do you do?”
         

         
         He captured her hand and bowed over it, winking at her. “Such a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

         
         Sandrine’s pulse quickened. How could he destroy her composure so thoroughly with just one word? Pleasure. Yes, please and thank you.
         

         
         The maid brought in another tea setting for Sandrine, gawking at Mr. Smith all the while. He was quite a sight. Dark hair
            gleaming, an almost too-handsome face, broad shoulders, narrow hips encased in tight buff-colored breeches, and shiny black
            leather riding boots.
         

         
         Sandrine gulped her tea. “What brings you to our village, Mr. Smith?”

         
         “I’m only passing through, Miss Oliver. Seeing the sights. Enjoying the seashore. Collecting shells and such. Sometimes the
            most astonishingly beautiful things wash up from the sea, do they not?” The words he spoke were innocent enough and addressed
            to all three ladies, but Sandrine knew they were aimed at her.
         

         
         “Do you know, I was walking along the shore yesterday, and I could have sworn I saw a mermaid.”

         
         Miss Hodwell laughed. “Probably a piece of driftwood.”

         
         “Oh no, this was no driftwood. This was something shapely, curvaceous even, with hair streaming down around a heart-shaped
            face and—”
         

         
         “You must have been out too long in the hot sun, Mr. Smith,” Sandrine said curtly. He’d promised not to speak of their encounter.

         
         “Perhaps. But I prefer to believe that mermaids are real. And this one quite stole my breath away.”

         
         “Mr. Smith is staying at the Squire while his horse is being reshod.” Mrs. McGovern took a small, measured bite of a macaroon,
            while Miss Hodwell popped a whole one into her mouth.
         

         
         “We’ve been extolling the healthful virtues of life by the seashore and the beauties of Squalton,” said Miss Hodwell, when she could speak again. 

         
          

         The beauties of Squalton. Did Miss Oliver have a sister? Dane didn’t think his heart could stand such a thing.

         
         “I believe I have all the beauties of Squalton assembled in this parlor, Miss Hodwell.”

         
         “Scoundrel,” she giggled, swatting the air with sugar-coated fingers.

         
         Today’s Miss Oliver was a
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