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Prologue







Lady Georgina Halley burst through the drawing room doors. Did you hear what that man did this time?


Lucinda Barrett and Evelyn Ruddick exchanged glances that Georgiana could have read from a mile away. Of course they knew precisely whom she was discussing. How could they not, when he was the worst man in England?


What now? Lucinda asked, putting down the cards shed been shuffling.


Shaking raindrops from the hem of her gown, Georgiana plunked herself into the third chair at the gaming table. Elinor Blythem and her maid got caught in the rain this morning. They were walking home when that man drove by in his coach at full tilt and sent a cascade of street water straight at them. She pulled off her gloves and slapped them onto the table. Its fortunate the rain had just begun, or he might have drowned her!


He didnt even stop? Evelyn poured her a hot cup of tea.


And get wet himself? Heavens, no. Georgiana dropped a lump of sugar into the tea and stirred vigorously. Men were so maddening! If the morning had been dry, he would have stopped to let Elinor and her maid ride with him, but for most men, nobility is not a state of mind or of station. It is a state of comfort.


A state of monetary comfort, Lucinda amended. Dont spill.


Evie refilled her own cup. While you two are entirely too cynical, I have to agree that society seems to forgive arrogance when a gentleman has money and power. True nobility has all but vanished. In the days of King Arthur, inspiring a womans admiration was at least as important as the ability to slay a dragon.


In Miss Ruddicks optimistic imagination, nearly everything tied into tales of chivalrybut this time she had a point. Yes, exactly, Georgiana said. When did the dragons become more important than the maidens?


Dragons guard treasure, Lucinda said, jumping on the analogy, which is why females with large dowries can rate almost as highly as dragons.


It should be we who are the treasures, dowries or not, Georgiana insisted. I think the difficulty is that were more complicated than wagering or horse races. Understanding a female is utterly beyond the capacity of most men.


Lucinda bit into a chocolate tea cake. I agree. It certainly takes more than a sword swinging in my direction to get my attention. She chuckled.


Lucinda! Blushing bright red, Evie fanned her face. For heavens sake!


Georgiana sat forward. No. Luce is right. A gentleman cant win a females heart the same way he wins aa boat race on the Thames. They need to know there are different rules involved. For instance, I wouldnt want anything to do with a gentleman who makes a habit of breaking ladies hearts, no matter how handsome he was or how much wealth and power he had.


And a gentleman should realize that a lady has a mind of her own, for goodness sake. Evelyn set down her teacup with a clatter as an exclamation point.


Lucinda stood and went to the desk at the other end of the room. We should write these down, she said, pulling several sheets of paper from a drawer and returning to distribute them. The three of us wield a great deal of influence, particularly with the so-called gentlemen to whom these rules would apply.


And we would be doing other ladies a service, Georgiana said, her anger ebbing as the plan began to take shape.


But a list wont do anything for anyone but ourselves. Evelyn took the pencil Lucinda handed her. If that.


Oh, yes it willwhen we put our rules into practice, Georgiana countered. I propose that we each choose some man and teach him what he needs to know to properly impress a lady.


Yes, by God. Lucinda thumped her hand on the table in agreement.


As she began writing, Georgiana chuckled darkly. We could get our rules published. Lessons in Love, by Three Ladies of Distinction.





Georgianas List




	Never break a ladys heart


	Always tell the truth, no matter what you think a lady wants to hear


	Never make a wager over a ladys affections


	Flowers are nice; but make sure theyre the ladys favorite kind. Lilies are especially lovely.













Chapter 1







By the pricking of my thumbs,


Something wicked this way comes.


Macbeth, Act IV, Scene i




Lady Georgiana Halley watched Dare enter the ballroom and wondered why the soles of his boots didnt smoke, he was so well traveled on the path to Hell. The rest of him certainly smoldered, dark and devilishly seductive, as he made his way toward the gaming rooms. He didnt even notice when Elinor Blythem turned her back on him.


I really do hate that man, she murmured.


Beg pardon? Lord Luxley loped by her, the country dance sending him leaping in a circle with her at the center.


Nothing, my lord. Im only thinking aloud.


Well, share your thoughts with me, Lady Georgiana. He touched her hand, turned, and vanished for a moment behind Miss Partrey as they wound through the line again. Nothing pleases me so much as the sound of your voice.


Except, perhaps, for the gold clinking in my purse. Georgiana sighed. She was becoming far too jaded. You are too kind, my lord.


That is an impossibility where you are concerned.


They circled around again, and Georgiana scowled at Dares broad back as the scoundrel strolled out of sight, probably to go smoke a cheroot and drink with his blackguard friends. The evening had been so pleasant before Dare had intruded. Her aunt was hosting the soiree, so she couldnt imagine that anyone had even invited him.


Her dance partner joined her again, and she favored the handsome, golden-haired baron with a determined smile. She would just have to put that devil Dare out of her thoughts. You are energetic tonight, Lord Luxley.


You inspire me, he said, sounding winded.


The dance came to a close. While the baron dug in his waistcoat for a handkerchief, Georgiana caught sight of Lucinda Barrett and Evelyn Ruddick, standing with their heads together at the refreshment table. Thank you, my lord, she said to her partner, curtsying before he could offer to take her on a stroll around the room. Youve exhausted me beyond recall. If youll excuse me?


Oh. Iof course, my lady.


Luxley? Lucinda exclaimed from behind her ivory-ribbed fan as Georgiana joined them. How did that happen?


Georgiana gave in to a genuine smile. He wanted to recite the poem hed written in my honor, and the only way to stop him after the first stanza was to agree to a dance.


He wrote you a poem? Evelyn looped her hand around Georgianas arm and led the way to the chairs lining one side of the room.


He did. Grateful to see Luxley select one of the debutantes as his next victim, Georgiana accepted a glass of Madeira from one of the footman. After three hours of quadrilles, waltzes, and country dances, her feet ached. And you know what rhymes with Georgiana, dont you?


Evelyn wrinkled her brow, her gray eyes twinkling. No, what?


Nothing. He just put iana after every ending word. In iambic trimeter, yet. Oh, Georgiana, your beauty is my sunlightiana, your hair is finer than goldiana, your


Lucinda made a choking sound. Dear Lord, stop that at once. Georgie, you have the most astounding ability to make gentlemen do and say the most ridiculous things.


Georgiana shook her head, pushing a goldiana curl out of her eyes as it came loose from one of its ivory clips. My money has that ability. Not me.


You shouldnt be so cynical. After all, he did go to the effort of writing you a poem, awful or not, Evelyn said.


Yes, youre right. Its very sad that Ive become so jaded at a mere four-and-twenty, isnt it?


Are you going to choose Luxley for your lesson? Evelyn asked. It seems to me, he could stand to learn a few thingsnamely about how dim women arent.


Taking a sip of sweet Madeira, Georgiana smiled. To be honest, Im not sure hed be worth the effort. In fact A movement by the stairs caught her attention and Dare reentered the ballroom, a woman on his arm. Not just any woman, she noted with a slight scowl: Amelia Johns.


In fact what? Lucinda followed her gaze. Oh, dear. Who invited Dare?


Not me; thats for certain. Miss Johns couldnt be above eighteen years olda good twelve years younger than Dare. In years of sin though, he surpassed her by centuries. Georgiana had heard rumors that the viscount was courting someone, and with her familys money and her pert brunette innocence, Amelia was no doubt the target, the poor thing.


Dare took both of Amelias hands in his, and Georgiana gritted her teeth. The viscount said something brief and, with a jaunty grin, released the girl and strolled away. Amelias face flushed, then paled, and she hurried from the room.


Well, that blasted well made one thing clear. Georgiana stood, facing her friends again. No, not Luxley, she stated, surprised at her calm determination. I have a different student in mindone in serious need of a good lesson.


Evies eyes widened. Youre not thinking about Lord Dare, are you? You hate him. You barely speak to him.


Across the room Dares deep laugh sounded, and Georgianas blood heated to near boiling. Obviously he didnt care a fig that hed wounded a young girls feelingsor worse, broken another heart. Oh, yes, he badly needed a lesson. He was the reason theyd made the lists in the first place. And she knew the exact lesson she intended to teach him. In fact, she could think of no one better qualified to deliver it than she. Yes, Dare. And, obviously, Ill have to break his heart to do it, though Im not certain he even has one. But


Shh, Evelyn hissed, making a cutting gesture with her hands.


Who has one what?


Her spine stiffening at the low drawl, Georgiana turned around. I wasnt talking to you, my lord.


Tristan Carroway, Viscount Dare, looked down at her, his light blue eyes amused. He couldnt have a heart, if he was able to smile that charming, sensuous smile right after reducing another woman to tears and flight.


And here I was, he said, only approaching to tell you how remarkably lovely you look this evening, Lady Georgiana.


She smiled, seething inside. Now he was complimenting her, while poor Amelia was without a doubt in some dark corner, weeping. I did choose this ensemble with you in mind, my lord, she said, smoothing her silk burgundy skirt. Do you truly like it?


The viscount was no fool, and though his expression didnt change, he took a half step back. She hadnt brought her fan along tonightthough Lucindas was in easy reach if she changed her mind about rapping him across the knuckles.


I do, my lady. His sweeping glance took her in from head to toe, leaving her with the unsettling sensation that he knew whether her shift was silk or cotton.


Then this is the one Ill wear to your funeral, she said with a sweet smile.


Georgie, Lucinda murmured, taking her arm.


Dare lifted an eyebrow. Who says youll be invited? With a devilish grin, he turned on his heel. Good evening, ladies.


Oh, did he ever need to be taught a lesson! How are your aunts? Georgiana asked his backside.


He stopped and, with a slight hesitation, turned around. My aunts?


Yes. I dont see them this evening. How are they?


Aunt Edwina is quite well, he said, his expression wary. Aunt Milly is recovering, though not as quickly as she would like. Why?


Ha. She had no intention of explaining the reason behind her question. Let him wonder until she had the details of her plan figured out. No reason. Please give them my compliments.


I will. Ladies.


Lord Dare.


As soon as he was out of sight, Lucinda released Georgianas arm. So thats how you make a gentleman fall in love with you. Id wondered what Id been doing wrong.


Oh, hush. I cant simply fall into his arms. He would know something was afoot.


How are you going to accomplish it, then? Even the usually optimistic Evelyn was skeptical.


Before I do anything else, I need to speak with someone. Ill tell you what I can tomorrow.


That said, Georgiana went in search of Amelia Johns. Dare had vanished, but she kept an eye out for his tall form anyway. One of his more annoying traits was that one never knew when or where he might turn up.


Drat. That reminded her that shed forgotten to ask him whether hed been invited this evening or had bullied his way into her aunts party.


A thorough search revealed no sign of the pretty young debutante, and with a preoccupied frown Georgiana went to find her aunt and resume her hostess duties. Being Aunt Fredericas live-in companion came with both certain privileges and responsibilities, and spending the evening being charming when she would rather have gone upstairs to plot was one of the latter.


Making Tristan Carroway fall in love with her was risky for more than one reason, but it was a lesson he badly needed to learn. Hed toyed with one heart too many, and she would make certain he never did it again. Ever.













Chapter 2









Fair is foul, and foul is fair.


Macbeth, Act I, Scene i




Tristan Carroway, Viscount Dare, looked up from the London Times as the brass knocker banged against his front door. The price of barley was falling again, just two months short of when Dares summer crop would be ripe.


He sighed. The losses would probably wipe out the profit hed managed to wring from the late-spring harvest. It was time for another meeting with his solicitor, Beacham, about selling to the American market.


The knocker sounded again. Dawkins, the door, Tristan called, taking a swallow of hot, strong coffee. At least one good thing had come out of the Colonies. And with the prices he paid for their coffee and tobacco, they should be able to afford his damned barley.


As the rapping sounded once more, he folded the paper and stood. Dawkinss eccentricities were amusing, but the butler had best be polishing the silver somewhere and not sleeping in one of the sitting rooms, as the old fellow had an alarming tendency to do. As for the rest of the servants, they no doubt had their hands full with his entire family in residence. Either that, or theyd all fled without bothering to give notice.


With the way his luck had been running lately, a herd of solicitors and dunners probably waited at the door to take him into custody for unpaid bills. Yes? he said, pulling it open. What


Good morning, Lord Dare. Lady Georgiana Halley curtsied, the skirt of her dark green morning dress flowing around her and a matching bonnet framing her sun golden hair.


Tristan snapped his jaw shut. Ordinarily, a woman so lovely standing on his doorstep would be a good thing. There was nothing the least bit ordinary, however, about Georgiana Halley. What the devil are you doing here? he asked, noting that her maid waited a few steps behind her. Youre not armed, are you?


Only with my wits, she returned.


Hed been wounded by her wits on more than one occasion. And I repeat, why are you here?


Because I wish to call on your aunts. Please stand aside. Gathering her skirt, she brushed past him into the foyer.


Her skin smelled of lavender. Wont you come in? he asked belatedly.


Youre a very poor butler, you know, she said over her shoulder. Show me to your aunts, if you please.


Folding his arms across his chest, Tristan leaned against the doorframe. Since Im a poor butler, I suggest you go find them yourself.


In truth, he blazed with curiosity to discover why she had chosen to call at Carroway House. Shed known its location for years, yet today was the first time shed deigned to darken his doorstep.


Has anyone ever told you that youre unbearably rude? she returned, facing him again.


Why, yes. You have on several occasions, as I recall. If you care to apologize for that, however, Ill be happy to escort you wherever you wish to go.


A flush crept up her cheeks, coloring her delicate, ivory skin. I will never apologize to you, she snapped. And you may go straight to Hades.


He hadnt expected her to apologize, yet he couldnt help suggesting it every so often. Very well. Upstairs, first door on the left. Ill be in Hades, if you should require my services. Turning on his heel, Tristan exited the hallway for the breakfast room and his newspaper.


As her footfalls receded up the stairs, he could hear her cursing him under her breath. He allowed himself a small smile as he sat back, the paper unopened before him. Georgiana Halley had come across Mayfair to call on his aunts, though shed seen them at her own home less than a fortnight earlier, just before Aunt Millys latest attack of gout.


What the devil is she up to? he murmured.


Given their past, he didnt trust her as far as he could throw her. Tristan stood again, leaving the remains of his breakfast on the table in case one of his servants should decide to make an appearance and clear it away. Damnation, where was everyone this morning?


Aunt Milly? he called, topping the stairs and angling to the left. When hed invited his aunts to live with him three years before, hed given up the domain of the morning room, and they and every imaginable foot of bombazine and lace had taken full advantage of that fact. Aunt Edwina? He pushed into the bright, frilly room. Why, I hadnt realized you had a visitor this morning. And who might this charming young lady be?


Oh, shut up. Georgiana sniffed, and turned her back on him.


Millicent Carroway, garbed in a frighteningly bright-colored version of an Oriental kimono that clashed with every other hue in the room, poked her walking cane in his direction. You know very well whos come to visit us. Why didnt you tell me shed sent her regards last night, you evil boy?


Tristan dodged the cane and swept in to kiss his aunt on her round, pale cheek. Because you were asleep when I returned, and you informed Dawkins that I shouldnt disturb you this morning, my bright butterfly.


Bubbling laughter issued from her ample chest. So I did. Fetch me a biscuit, Edwina dear.


The angular shadow in the near corner rustled into motion. Of course, sister. And you, Georgiana, have you taken breakfast yet?


I have, Miss Edwina, Georgie replied, with such warmth in her honeyed voice that Tristan was startled. He and she and warmth didnt often appear together. And please, stay where you are. Ill see to Miss Milly.


You are a treasure, Georgiana. Ive often said so to your Aunt Frederica.


Youre too kind, Miss Edwina. If I were truly a treasure, I would have come to call on you before now, instead of making you travel across Mayfair to see Aunt Frederica and me. Georgiana rose, treading hard on Tristans toe as she strolled to the tea tray for the plate of biscuits. How do you take your tea, Miss Milly? Miss Edwina?


Oh, do dispense with the miss this and miss that, if you please. I dont need to be reminded that Im an ancient spinster. Milly chuckled again. And poor Edwina is even more ancient.


Nonsense, Tristan interrupted with a smile, refraining from leaning down to rub his foot. Apparently Georgiana had taken to wearing iron-heeled walking shoes, for she couldnt weigh more than eight stone, if that. She was tall but slender, with the rounded hips and pert breasts he was so partial to on a young lady. On her, in particularwhich was what had gotten him into trouble with her in the first place. You are both as young and as lovely as springtime.


Lord Dare, Georgiana began, sounding pleasant and polite as she distributed tea and biscuits, though she offered none to him, I was under the impression that you had little wish to join us this morning.


So she wanted to be rid of him. All the more reason for him to stay, though he had no intention of allowing her to think he was the least bit interested in whatever she might be gossiping about. I was looking for Bit and Bradshaw, he improvised. Theyre to accompany me to Tattersalls this morning.


I thought I heard them in the ballroom earlier, Edwina said. In her ever-present black clothes and seated in the one corner of the room the morning sun didnt reach, she looked like one of Shakespeares infamous shades with spectacles. For some reason all of the footmen were in there, as well.


Hm. I hope Bradshaws not trying to blow something up again. If youll excuse me, ladies?


As she returned to her seat Georgiana tried to step on him again, but he was ready this time and backed out the door before she could connect. He had every intention of finding out why she wanted to chat with the aunties, but he would have a better chance of doing that later, after shed gone. At the moment, he needed to inform his brothers that they would be accompanying him to the horse market.


From the landing leading to the third floor, where the ballroom and the music room were located, the sound of applause reached his ears. That explained where the servants were, but didnt alleviate his anxiety about what Bradshaw might be up to. He shoved the ballrooms double doors open without ceremonyand nearly received an arrow through his skull.


Damnation! he bellowed, ducking reflexively.


Jesus! Dare, are you all right? Dropping a crossbow, Second Lieutenant Bradshaw Carroway of His Majestys Royal Navy strode across the wide, empty floor, shoving aside servants, and grabbed Tristan by the shoulder.


Tristan threw him off. Obviously, he snarled, when I said no lit gunpowder in the house, I neglected to explain that I also meant no deadly weapons in the ballroom. He jabbed a finger in the direction of the still figure sitting in one of the deep windowsills. And youd best not be laughing.


Im not.


Good. Movement caught his attention as the servants began fleeing out the other entries. Dawkins!


The butler skidded to a halt. Yes, my lord?


Mind the front door. We have a guest, with the aunties.


He bowed. Yes, my lord.


Whos here? Bradshaw asked, yanking the arrow out of the doorframe and inspecting the tip.


No one. Put your new toy somewhere the Runt wont find it and come along. Were going to Tattersalls.


Are you going to buy me a pony?


No, Im going to buy Edward a pony.


You cant afford a pony.


One must keep up appearances. He faced the depths of the ballroom again. You coming, Bit?


To no ones surprise, the black-haired figure shook his head. Ive some correspondence with Maguire.


At least go for a walk with Andrew this afternoon.


Probably not.


Or a ride.


Maybe.


Tristan frowned as he padded downstairs beside Shaw. How is he?


His brother shrugged. Youre closer to him than I am. If he wont talk to you, where do you think that leaves me?


I keep hoping its something Ive done, and that hes chatty with everyone else.


Shaw shook his head. Hes a Sphinx to everyone, as far as I know. I do think he smiled when I almost impaled you, if that helps.


Thats something, I suppose.


Concerned as he was about the middle Carroway brothers continuing reticence, the presence of Georgiana Halley in his house was nearly as troubling. Something was going on, and he had the distinct feeling that the sooner he discovered what it was, the better it would be for him.


At the moment, though, he needed to go purchase a pony for his youngest brother, with money he didnt have to spare. But if his family had one proud tradition, it was their skill with horses, and hed already put the Runt off longer than he wanted.


So whos with the aunties? Shaw asked again.


He stifled a sigh. They would all find out, anyway. Georgiana Halley.


GeorOh. Why?


I have no idea. But if she intends on burning the house to the ground, Id rather be elsewhere. An exaggeration, but the less discussion concerning Georgiana and himself, the better.





Though she had long made a point of staying as far away from most of the Carroways as she could manage, Georgiana had always had a liking for Milly and Edwina. So, with Greydon married, she explained, my aunt has no real need for a companion. She and her daughter-in-law Emma are getting on splendidly, and I dont want to be in the way.


You dont mean to return to Shropshire, though, do you, dear? Not during the Season.


Oh, no. My parents still have three other daughters waiting for their debuts. They hardly want me dragging back there to set a poor example. Even Helen is one female too many, and shes married.


Edwina patted her arm. You are not a poor example, Georgiana. Milly and I never married, and we have never suffered from the lack of a husband.


Not that we ever lacked beaux, of course, Milly broke in. Just never found the right ones. I dont miss marriage one bit. Though I admit that with this bad foot, I do miss dancing.


Thats why Im here, really. Georgiana sat forward, taking a deep breath. This was it; the first move on the chessboard to begin the game. I thought you might like having someone here to help you get about, and I would like to feel at least a little useful, so I


Oh, yes! Edwina interrupted. Another female in the house would be splendid! With all the Carroway boys in London until Midsummers Eve, believe you me, it would be a relief to have someone civilized to chat with.


Georgiana smiled, taking Millys hand. So, Milly, what do you say?


Im sure you have better things to do than follow an old, gouty spinster about.


Nonsense. I would make it my task to see you dancing again, Georgiana answered firmly. And it would be my pleasure.


Oh, say yes, Milly. Well have such fun!


Milly Carroway smiled, color touching her pale cheeks. Then I say yes.


Georgiana clapped her hands together, hiding her relief in enthusiasm. Splendid!


Edwina stood. Ill have Dawkins prepare a room for you. Im afraid with all the brothers in town, the west rooms are occupied. Do you mind the morning sun?


Not at all. I rise early. Not that she would do much sleeping, knowing that devil Tristan Carroway was under the same roof. She was insane, to do this. Yet if she didnt do this, who would?


While her sister bustled from the room, Milly remained in her well-cushioned chair amidst an imposing pile of overstuffed pillows, one foot bandaged and resting on an equally well padded stool. Im so pleased youre coming to stay with us, she said, sipping her tea. Dark eyes regarded Georgiana over the porcelain rim. But I was under the distinct impression that you and Tristan didnt get on well. Are you certain you wish to do this?


Your nephew and I have had our differences, yes, Georgiana admitted, choosing her words with great care. Dare would no doubt be after his aunts for information about her visit later, and she needed to begin spinning the threads of her trap. That is no reason, though, for me to avoid spending time with you and Edwina.


If youre certain then, my dear.


Yes, Im certain. Youve given me a purpose again. I hate feeling useless.


Do I need to write your aunt to ask her permission for your change of address?


Georgiana drew a quick breath. Oh, of course not. I am four-and-twenty, Milly. And shell be pleased to know Ill be here with you and Edwina. With a last smile, she stood. In fact, I need to tell her, and to take care of a few things this morning. Do you wish me here this evening?


Milly chuckled. I still wonder if you have any idea what youre getting yourself into, but yes, this evening will be lovely. Ill inform Mrs. Goodwin to lay another place at table.


Thank you.


Georgiana collected her maid and made her way back to her aunts coach.





Milly Carroway hobbled to the window to watch the dowager duchesss carriage depart.


Sit down, Millicent! Edwina exclaimed, as she slipped back into the room. Youll ruin everything.


Dont worry, Winna. Georgies gone to get her things, and Tristans at Tattersalls.


I cant believe it was so simple.


Resuming her seat in the cushioned chair, Milly couldnt help smiling at the pleased, eager look on her sisters face, despite her own reservations. Well, shes saved us the trouble of going to Frederica and asking to borrow her for the Season, but try not to get your hopes up.


Oh, nonsense. That fight Georgie and Tristan had was six years ago. Would you rather he settled for one of those simpering debutantes? Those two are a perfect match.


Yes, like a flame and gunpowder.


Ha. Youll see, Milly. Youll see.


Thats what Im afraid of.





That had gone so smoothly, Georgiana could scarcely believe shed actually done it. Shed barely suggested that shed move in; then theyd done the rest for her. As she returned to Hawthorne House, however, reality began to seep back in.


Shed agreed to become a resident for an indefinite stay at Carroway House, where shed see Tristan every day. And shed put into motion a plan that she wasnt entirely certain she would have the courage to see through to its end. A plan to put Dare in his place and to teach him the consequences of breaking hearts.


Well, no one deserves it more than he does, she muttered.


Her maid, seated on the opposite side of the coach, blinked. My lady?


Nothing, Mary. Just thinking aloud. You dont mind a change of residence for a while, do you?


No, my lady. Itll be an adventure.


Getting her maid to acquiesce to her plan was one thing; however, convincing her aunt would be another entirely.


Georgiana, youve gone mad. Frederica Brakenridge, the Dowager Duchess of Wycliffe, set down her cup of tea so hard the steaming liquid sloshed over the rim.


I thought you were fond of Milly and Edwina Carroway, Georgiana protested, trying to maintain her expression of innocent surprise.


I am. I thought you were distinctly not fond of Lord Dare. For six years youve been complaining about how he stole that kiss from you to win a wager, or some such nonsense.


It took all of the control Georgiana had not to blush. That seems rather trivial after all this time, dont you think? she said lightly. And besides, you have no need of me, and my parents have even less need of me. Miss Milly could use a companion.


Aunt Frederica sighed. Whether I need you or not, Georgiana, I enjoy your company. Id hoped to lose your companionship to marriage; with your income, theres no reason for you to go from one old lady to the next until youre infirm enough to need a companion yourself.


There was a powerful reason for thatbut it was not one she intended to disclose to anyone. Ever. I dont wish to marry, and I cant very well join the army or the priesthood. Leisure doesnt sit well with me. Being a companion to a friend seems the most tolerable occupationat least until Im of an age where Society will accept that I truly have no desire to marry and intend to devote my time and money to charitable works.


Well, you seem to have it all planned. Who am I to interfere? Frederica asked, with a wave of her fingers. Go, then, and give my best to Milly and Edwina.


Thank you, Aunt Frederica.


To her surprise, her aunt grabbed her hand and squeezed it. You know youre welcome here whenever you wish to return. Please remember that.


Georgiana stood and kissed her aunt on the cheek. I will. Thank you.


She still needed to speak with Amelia Johns at the Ibbottson ball on Thursday. But in the meantime, she had a plan to put into motion.











Chapter 3









Oh, God! What mischiefs work the wicked ones,


Heaping confusion on their own heads thereby.


Henry VI, Part II, Act II, Scene i




As Tristan went downstairs for dinner, the house seemed uncommonly quiet. True, his family was gathered in the dining room to eat, but the silence didnt seem to be the usual chaos-removed calm. Rather, it almost felt as if Carroway House was holding its breath.


Or more likely, he decided as he straightened his coat and pushed open the dining room door, Lady Georgiana Halleys visit had set his perceptions out of kilter. He stepped inside the roomand stopped.


She sat there, at his table, chuckling at something Bradshaw had said. The surprise must have shown on his face, because Georgiana lifted an eyebrow as she met his gaze.


Good evening, my lord, she said, her smile unaltered, though her green eyes cooled.


He doubted anyone but he had even noticed the change. Tristan snapped his jaw closed. Lady Georgiana.


Youre late for dinner, his youngest brother, Edward, piped up. And Georgie says thats rude.


The Runt had never met the chit before today, yet they were already on a first-name basis. Tristan took his seat at the head of the table, noting that some idiot had placed Georgiana just to his right. So is staying for dinner without being invited.


She was invited, Milly stated.


As she spoke, he realized that both his aunts were present for the first time in days. Cursing Georgiana under his breath for taking his attention away from his family, he stood again. Aunt Milly. Welcome back to the chaos. He rounded the table to kiss her on the cheek. But you should have called for me. I would have been happy to carry you in here.


Blushing, his aunt flipped a hand at him. Oh, nonsense. Georgiana came back with that wheeled contraption over there, so she and Dawkins just rolled me into the dining room. It was quite fun.


He straightened, returning his gaze to Georgiana. Came back? he repeated.


Yes, she said sweetly. Im moving in.


His mouth started to fall open again, and he clenched his jaw against it. No, youre not.


I am.


Youre n


She is, Edwina interrupted. Shes come to help Milly, so be quiet and sit down, Tristan Michael Carroway.


Ignoring the snickers from his younger brethren, Tristan slid his gaze back to Georgiana. The minx smiled at him again.


Evidently, the evil that hed done in his life was so excessive that his eternal punishment was getting started early. Eternity simply wasnt long enough in his case. Pasting an uncaring smile on his face, he dropped into his chair again. I see. If you think she can truly be of assistance to you, Aunt Milly, then I have no objection.


Georgiana scowled. You have no objection? No one asked


I would like to point out, though, Lady Georgiana, he continued, that you have decided to stay in a household with five single gentlemen, three of them adults.


Four, Andrew broke in, coloring. Im seventeen. Thats older than Romeo was when he married Juliet.


And its younger than I am, which is what counts, Tristan countered, sending his brother a stern look. The lack of discipline usually didnt bother him, but damn it all, Georgiana didnt need any more ammunition to use against him. Shed already collected bucketfuls.


Dont worry over my reputation, Lord Dare, Georgiana said, though he noted that she avoided his gaze. The presence of your aunts provides me with all the respectability I require.


For some damned reason, she was determined to stay. Hed figure out why later, when he didnt have a half dozen people hanging on every word he and Georgiana exchanged. Then stay. He sent her a dark look. But dont say I didnt warn you.


Though he was far from immune to Georgianas considerable charms, he had developed the talent of appearing to be unmoved. Bradshaw, two years younger and with a reputation vying for the blackness of his own, wasnt nearly as skilled. On the other side of the spectrum, Robert, twenty-six, might have been dining alone for all the response he made. Andrew simply drooled, while Edward suddenly seemed fascinated with learning table manners.


Tristan made it through dinner without suffering an apoplexy, then escaped to the billiards room to smoke and curse. Anything between himself and Georgiana was finished; shed made that abundantly and repeatedly clear. Whatever in damnation was going on, he didnt like it. And he liked even less that he was going to have to go to Georgiana to get his answersunless he could pry them from Milly and Edwina, who had no doubt succumbed to the chits charms as well, and had no idea what she might be up to.


Shes gone up to bed.


Tristan jumped. Bit leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed over his chest, and Tristan scowled at him, wondering for a brief moment how long his brother had been there. What? Robert the Sphinx has decided to speak, unasked? Is it a miracle, or are you trying to make trouble?


I just thought you should know, in case you were tired of hiding. Good night. Robert pushed upright and vanished back into the hallway.


I am not hiding.


He simply had rules for himself where Lady Georgiana Halley was concerned. If she attacked, he would respond in kind; if she insinuated herself into a group of which he was already a part, he would not object. And she could break her damned fans across his knuckles whenever she pleased, because it was his private opinion that for some reason she continued to want to touch him. The contact rarely elicited more than a wince, and it gave him the opportunity to purchase replacements for her, which, of course, annoyed her even more.


But this insistence of hers on living under his roof was different. There were no pages in this rule book, and he bloody well needed to make some before anything happened.


Tristan resignedly snuffed out his cheroot and headed upstairs.




Georgiana sat before the fire in her bedchamber, an unopened book on her lap. She hadnt slept at all last night; contemplating her plan had kept her up and pacing until dawn. Tonight, though, was even worse. He was in this same house, perhaps only a floor away, perhaps only a hallway away.


A quiet knock sounded at her door, and she nearly leapt out of the chair. Calm down, for heavens sake, she muttered to herself. Shed asked Dawkins the butler for a glass of warm milk; it wasnt as though Dare would come calling at her private rooms in broad daylight, much less at this hour of the night. Come in.


The door opened, and Dare strolled into her bedchamber. Comfortable? he drawled, stopping before the fireplace.


WhatGet out!


I left your door open, he said in a low tone, so keep your voice down unless you want an audience.


Georgiana took a deep breath. He was right; if she succumbed to her sudden panic at being in a room alone with him, she would both ensure her own ruin and destroy any chance of teaching him the lesson he so desperately needed to learn. Fine. Ill say it more quietly, then: Get out.


First tell me what the devil youre up to, Georgiana.


Shed never been a very good liar, and Dare was far from being a fool. I dont know why you think Im up to anything, she retorted. My circumstances have changed over the past year, and


So youre here out of the goodness of your heart, to care for the aunties, he said, resting one arm along the mantel.


Yes. She wished he didnt look so much at ease in her bedchamber, and so full of sin at every blasted minute. What else would you suggest I do, under the circumstances?


He shrugged. Get married. Go torture your husband, and leave me out of it.


Georgiana set her book aside and rose. She didnt want to press that particular topic; she would, in fact, have preferred that hed never mentioned it. If she didnt address it, however, he would never believe any kind word she said to him now or in the future, let alone fall in love with her. Marriage, Lord Dare, is not an option for me, now is it?


For a long moment he looked at her, his expression dark and unreadable. To be blunt, Georgiana, the state of your virginity would be less important to most men than the size of your income. I could name a hundred men who would marry you in a second, given the chance.


I hardly needor wanta man who desires only my money, she said hotly. Besides, I have made an agreement with your aunts. I do not break my word.


Dare pushed upright from his lazy slouch. He seemed taller than she remembered, and before she could stop herself, she took a step backward. A muscle in his lean cheek twitched, and he turned for the door.


Get me the invoice for that rolling chair, he said over his shoulder, and Ill reimburse you for it.


No need, she returned, trying to regain her composure. Its a gift.


I dont take charity. Give me the invoice tomorrow.


She stifled an irritated sigh. Very well.


After the door closed, she stayed where she was for a long while. The night he had taken her virginity, as he put it, she had thought herself in love. To discover the next day that hed done it to win a wagerone of her stockings, yethad hurt more than she thought possible.


Whatever his reasons for not boasting of his victory to the ton, she had never forgiven him. So now she would teach him exactly how much it hurt to be betrayed. Then, perhaps, he would understand what it meant to be honorable, and he could make a decent husband to a poor, naive girl like Amelia.


With that in mind, she climbed into bed and tried to fall asleep. Amelia Johns needed to be let in on the game, or she herself would be as guilty of heartlessness as Tristan Carroway was. Perhaps she should do so at once; waiting until the Ibbottson ball would only give Dare an additional three days to ruin Miss Johns life.




Miss Amelia Johns seemed surprised to see Georgiana when she called at Johns House the next morning. Her brunette hair in a fetching bun with strategic curls escaping to caress her neck and cheeks, and garbed in a muslin day dress the color of sunshine, she looked the portrait of fairy-tale innocence. Lady Georgiana, she said, curtsying, her arms full of flowers.


Miss Johns, thank you for seeing me this morning. I can see that youre busy; please dont let me keep you from your task.


Oh, thank you, the girl replied, smiling, as she set down her burden beside the nearest vase. These roses are Mamas favorite. I would hate for them to wilt.


Theyre lovely. The girl hadnt asked her to sit, but Georgiana didnt want to appear impatient, so she slowly took a seat on a couch halfway across the wide morning room.


Amelia stood over the vase, her alabaster brow furrowed as she tilted the yellow blooms this way and that, searching for the perfect angle. Good heavens, the girl didnt stand a chance against Dare.


May I offer you some tea, Lady Georgiana?


No, but thank you. Actually, I wanted to discuss something with you. Something of apersonal nature. She glanced at the maid fluffing pillows of the overstuffed furniture.


A personal nature? Amelia giggled engagingly. My goodness, that sounds so intriguing. Hannah, that will be all for now.


Yes, miss.


Once the maid was gone, Georgiana relocated to a chair closer to Amelia. I know this will seem highly unusual, but I do have a reason for asking, she said.


Amelia paused in her flower arranging. What is it?


You and Lord Dare. There is a connection between you, is there not?


Large blue eyes filled with tears. Oh, I dont know! Miss Johns wailed.


Georgiana hurried to her feet and put an arm around the younger girls shoulders. There, there, she said, in her most soothing voice. This is what I was afraid of.


Aafraid of?


Oh, yes. Lord Dare is famously difficult.


Yes, he is. Sometimes I think he means to propose to me, and then hell twist the conversation around until I dont know whether he even likes me or not.


You do expect a proposal, though?


He keeps saying that he needs to marry, and he dances with me more than any of the other girls, and he took me on a drive through Hyde Park. Of course I expect him to propose. My entire family expects it. She sounded almost indignant that Georgiana might have any doubt regarding Dares intentions.


Yes, I should think thats quite reasonable. Georgiana stifled a scowl. Hed done the same with her, six years earlier, and shed expected the same thing. All shed received, though, was ruin, a stolen stocking, and a broken heart. And in that case, I have something to confide in you.


Amelia wiped at her eyes with a pretty embroidered handkerchief that matched her dress. You do?


Yes. Lord Dare, as you may know, is the dearest friend of my cousin, the Duke of Wycliffe. Because of that, I have had numerous opportunities over the years to observe the viscounts behavior toward females. I must say that without exception I have always found it appalling.


Exceedingly appalling.


So far, so good. And so, I have decided that Lord Dare needs to be taught a lesson about how to comport himself toward the gentler sex.


Puzzlement showed on Amelias innocent face. A lesson? I dont understand.


Well, I happen to be staying at Carroway House for a short time, to help Lord Dares aunt recuperate from the gout. I plan to take this opportunity to demonstrate to Dare just how poor his behavior toward you has been. It may look a bit strange. It may even appear for a short time that Dare is fond of me, but I assure you that my only purpose is to teach him a lesson which in the end will both encourage him to propose to you and will make him a better husband.


It sounded logicalto her, anyway. She watched Amelias transparent expression to see whether the girl thought so, as well.


You would do that for me? We dont even know one another.


We are both females, and were both appalled at Dares behavior. And it would give me immense satisfaction to see that at least one man has learned how properly to treat a lady.


Well, Lady Georgiana, Amelia said slowly, going back to fiddling with the bright roses, I think if you
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