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            Chapter One

         
         
            Chateau de Falaise

            Newport, 1895

         

         “You are the most adorably charming man,” the older woman said as she patted Kit’s arm. “This house party would be dreadfully
            dull without you.”
         

         
         Since the end of dinner service, Kit had held court in the drawing room, with no less than eight pairs of eyes on him at all
            times. Over coffee and port, he joked and smiled, nodded and winked. Dazzled everyone in attendance without breaking a sweat.
         

         
         In fact, charm was his only strength. He’d spent a lifetime perfecting a genuine-sounding laugh, a grin to win over the hardest
            of hearts. He knew how to put others at ease and make them feel important. Now he did this without even thinking, the effort
            so rote he’d forgotten why he started doing it in the first place.
         

         
         And he’d started to hate himself for it.

         
         “While all that is undoubtedly true,” he said to the small group of mothers and chaperones, “I fear it is time for me to return to my room. If you ladies will excuse me.” He inclined his head and stepped back. 

         
         “But it’s early yet,” one of the women protested, even though most everyone had retired hours ago.

         
         Kit let his lips curl with a hint of wicked intent. “I never said I intended to sleep.”

         
         They tittered and fanned themselves—as he knew they would—which gave him the opportunity to slip away. The corridors were
            blessedly empty and the farther he got from the others, the more he was able to relax.
         

         
         When he finally reached his guest room, he unknotted his bow tie and splashed bourbon in a crystal tumbler, not stopping until
            the glass was nearly full. The silence calmed him, a soothing respite from talking for six hours straight.
         

         
         You have no one to blame but yourself.

         
         True. In the beginning, his finely honed skills were his armor, a way to ensure he was never lonely or felt out of place ever
            again. But the problem with armor was twofold: it was hard to shed and he was vulnerable without it. Who was he underneath?
            The possibilities were too terrifying to contemplate.
         

         
         A quiet knock sounded on his door. A tap, actually, as if someone was trying to get his attention while not causing too much
            noise. It was a familiar technique, one he’d employed often—as recently as this afternoon, in fact.
         

         
         He hadn’t been in the house even a full day when one of the chaperones invited him to her bedchamber, asking for help with her window casing. There’d been no problem with the window, of course, but Kit had provided other kinds of help, the kind that required little clothing and a flat surface. The interlude had been enjoyable for both of them, but she’d worn him out. 

         
         Any more window-casing issues would need to wait until the morning.

         
         A second knock, slightly louder this time, had him striding to the door. As he pulled it open, he said, “Mary, my dear—” The
            words died in his throat. A slight girl, looking quite nervous, stared up at him. He remembered seeing her at dinner but couldn’t
            recall her name. Had they even been introduced?
         

         
         He gave her an easy smile. “Hello. Are you lost?”

         
         “No.” She darted a glance down the corridor. “May I come in?”

         
         Interesting. He was still confused, though. This was one of the virginal heiresses trying to catch Harrison’s eye at the house
            party. True, Harrison had already set his eye on someone—Maddie—but the heiresses didn’t know that. So, why was the girl here?
         

         
         He cocked his head. “You want to visit my room? Alone, at night?”

         
         “Yes,” she said through clenched teeth. “Please. Before someone sees me.”

         
         Shrugging, Kit widened the crack until the girl was able to squeeze through. She stood in the middle of his bedchamber, head swiveling and hands wringing, as if she didn’t know what to do with herself. Brown hair was elegantly styled atop her head, and she still wore her evening gown, an expensive cream silk with no embellishments or dazzle, as if she didn’t need frivolity. It was a refreshing and straightforward approach to sartorial matters and he liked it. She was adorable, in a younger sister sort of way. 

         
         He closed the door quietly and found his bourbon. “Would you care for a drink?”

         
         She blinked several times, her expression shocked. “Goodness, no. I can’t drink.”

         
         Even more interesting. “Because?”

         
         “Because . . . Well, I don’t know. My mother never lets me and—”

         
         “Your mother isn’t here at the moment.” He went ahead and poured her a small drink. “And I think an illicit visit requires
            illicit refreshment, don’t you?”
         

         
         She took the heavy glass from his hand and stared at the contents as if waiting for something to happen. Were all virgins
            this cute?
         

         
         The side of his mouth hitched. “It won’t bite, I promise. Go on, sip it.”

         
         Shaking her head, she placed the glass on the dresser without sampling the spirits and walked to a pair of armchairs by the
            fire. “May we sit? You are making me nervous standing there all . . .” She waved her hand at him, as if to indicate his general
            self.
         

         
         “All . . . ?”

         
         “All tall and handsome. It’s quite disorienting.”

         
         Amused, he lowered himself into a chair. “I’d apologize but I fear I wouldn’t mean it. I’ve never been handed a more flattering
            comment, unintentional as it may have been.”
         

         
         “I beg your pardon. I tend to say the wrong thing. It’s a terrible habit.”

         
         “If complimenting me is a result of that terrible habit, then may you never reform.” He took a sip and watched her over the rim of his glass. Her cheeks were flushed and she was breathing heavily. Embarrassment? Excitement? “A bit unusual for me to be the responsible party in this situation, but I feel I must point out the danger of what we’re doing. If we’re caught, it could prove incredibly awkward for you.” 

         
         She didn’t flinch. “We won’t be caught. My mother has taken her nightly laudanum and I made sure the maids were dismissed
            for the evening.”
         

         
         “Ah. Then all that’s left is for you to tell me why you’re here.”

         
         Clearing her throat, she folded her hands in her lap, fingers twisted tightly. “From what I have observed, you seem to know
            what you are doing with women.”
         

         
         He pressed his lips together to avoid laughing. Something told him amusement would offend her, and he had the strangest urge
            to protect her feelings. “I do have a bit of experience with women, yes. Comes with the tall and handsome territory, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         “That’s perfect,” she said, looking oddly relieved. “You are exactly what I need.”

         
         Indeed, this conversation was taking an unexpected turn. “I don’t understand. You are here to try to marry Harrison Archer.”

         
         The young lady waved her hand. “Oh, Mr. Archer is in love with Miss Webster. Everyone can see that.”

         
         She’d noticed as much after one dinner? Perhaps his late-night visitor was more than she seemed. “You are very astute, aren’t you? I mean, you say I’m handsome and you aren’t wrong, but you also picked up on Harrison’s feelings for Maddie.” 

         
         She sank into the plush armchair, shrinking before his eyes. “Oh, it’s merely a lucky guess. I don’t know anything.”

         
         “Are you embarrassed of being called clever?” When she sighed and looked down at her hands, he had his answer. “Being smart
            is nothing to be ashamed of.”
         

         
         “Of course you’d say that,” she said. “You’re a man. It’s not the same for women. We shouldn’t aspire for intelligence.”

         
         “That’s absurd. Who told you such nonsense?”

         
         “My mother.”

         
         No spirits and an attitude of women worthy of a caveman? “I believe I don’t care for your mother.”

         
         “We are losing focus.”

         
         He grinned as he sipped from his glass. This young woman was entertaining, in an unusual way. “And what focus is that?”

         
         “I would like your help in learning how to seduce a man.”

         
         The bourbon slid down the wrong pipe and Kit choked, bending over and coughing as he struggled for air. Droplets rolled down
            his chin, so he wiped his face. “You what?”
         

         
         She swallowed, her delicate throat working. “I’d like you to teach me how to seduce a man.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Because I need to seduce and marry one.”

         
         Her tone indicated that the explanation was simple, like he was an idiot for not understanding. He held up a hand. “Wait a moment. We should back up and begin again.” He put the heavy glass on the side table. “First things first. What is your name?” 

         
          

         Oh, God. He didn’t even know her name.

         
         Here she was, blathering on for almost ten minutes, and Mr. Ward hadn’t a clue as to who she was. It was utterly mortifying.

         
         Skin aflame, Alice forced out, “Miss Alice Lusk.”

         
         “Were we introduced earlier?”

         
         “No. I was . . .” Watching you from afar. That sounded bizarre and off-putting, so she said, “Conversing with the other guests.”
         

         
         “Ah,” he said, his dark eyes glittering. “Well, it is a pleasure to meet you, Miss Lusk. I am Mr. Christopher Ward, but friends
            call me Kit.”
         

         
         She knew all this, but politeness dictated that she smile and nod. “A pleasure to meet you, as well, Mr. Ward.”

         
         “You may call me Kit, as we are past formality, I think.” He indicated the bedchamber and Alice’s internal body temperature
            rose even further. “Now, what is this about seducing a man?”
         

         
         “I need to learn how it’s done.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Wasn’t it obvious? Seduction, man, wedding. “So that I may marry him.”

         
         The side of his mouth kicked up, making him appear even more roguish. “Lure him into a compromising position where you’re
            both discovered and—gasp!—you’re forced to marry. Is that it?”
         

         
         “No!” Goodness, that sounded Machiavellian. Her plan wasn’t as crafty as all that. “I don’t wish to trap a man into marrying me.” That was worse than being married solely for her dowry. The last thing Alice wanted was a husband resentful of being duped for the next fifty-odd years. 

         
         “Then what is your plan?”

         
         She bit her lip and stared at her lap. The plan occurred to her tonight during dinner. With her second season now behind her,
            it was apparent that the right man was not going to come along and sweep Alice off her feet. The right men were not interested
            in a girl like her. They flocked to the pretty, outgoing debutantes. The only men who paid Alice any attention were the desperate
            fortune hunters and the older widowers looking for a young biddable bride. Certainly no man who would ever love her for herself.
            Mama said this was expected, that Alice’s dowry was her only redeeming quality.
         

         
         The men won’t mind your plain face when they hear the size of your dowry.

         
         It was true. Alice hadn’t the first clue as to how to attract a man with her character, rather than her father’s bank account.
            And she couldn’t change her dowry, so where did that leave her? Utterly doomed, no doubt.
         

         
         Then an offhanded comment at dinner gave her an idea. Maddie caught Alice watching Kit and had tried to warn her off. “Kit
            is the very Devil. With one smile, he manages to turn even the shyest woman into a vixen. It never fails,” Maddie had said.
         

         
         The words had bounced around in Alice’s brain and, even more curious, she’d continued to observe him. With black hair and dark eyes, strong jaw and elegant nose, he was wickedly handsome. The black evening wear hugged his lean body, showing off wide shoulders and long limbs. Looking at him caused hundreds of imaginary butterflies to erupt in her stomach. 

         
         But it was more than his looks. He was comfortable in his own skin, commanding a room the instant he walked inside. During
            the cocktail hour nearly every woman—young and old—had fought for a scrap of his attention. He’d entertained them with easy
            smiles and raucous stories, the group hanging on his every word.
         

         
         During the soup course, he’d winked at an older woman across the table and she offered a bold stare in return, one that burned
            with hidden meaning. He had flirted right there at the dinner table, out in the open, which Alice found astounding. What conjurer’s
            magic did he possess to cause women to act this way?
         

         
         He manages to turn even the shyest woman into a vixen.

         
         And Alice began to wonder about her own dilemma. Was Kit capable of such a metamorphosis . . . even with the most unlikely
            of pupils?
         

         
         She needed more confidence, more . . . experience. No man would fall in love with an insipid, timid mouse. If she could transform
            herself into a girl like Maddie—fun and sociable—then perhaps she could land a handsome husband.
         

         
         “Alice,” he said, interrupting her thoughts. “Your plan is what?”

         
         Was he actually going to make her say it? Uttering the words aloud to this gorgeous, charming man would be humiliating. “Is
            it necessary for you to know?”
         

         
         “I’m afraid it is, dear Alice. I cannot aid and abet the tricking of some poor unsuspecting fellow.”

         
         “I am not tricking anyone.”

         
         He picked up his glass once more, long fingers wrapping around the heavy crystal. “That remains to be seen.”

         
         Sakes alive, he was going to force her to say it. She took a deep breath and let the air out slowly. You can do this, Alice. You need to become a vixen, remember? “I am quite shy around the opposite sex. That, combined with my large dowry, attracts a certain type of man, one not interested
            in me. Do you understand?”
         

         
         “You are hoping to marry for love.”

         
         “Yes, or as close to love as I can get.”

         
         He studied her over the rim of his glass as he drank. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking, his inscrutable gaze glittering
            in the gaslight. The longer his silence lasted, the more nervous she became. Why had she thought this was a good idea? Clearly,
            this had been a mistake. He was trying to think of a way to refuse without hurting her feelings.
         

         
         She started to push out of her chair. “I should go. This was a—”

         
         “Wait a moment.” He held out his free hand, staying her. “Don’t rush off. Give a man time to think, if you please.”

         
         Heart pounding, Alice sank into the plush upholstery and tried not to faint from mortification. Would he tell the other guests
            of her strange request? She’d become the laughingstock of the house party. Her mother would learn of it, too.
         

         
         Oh, God. She’d made a terrible error in judgment in coming here.

         
         “You’re panicking. Calm down, Alice.” Tapping his fingers on the glass, he cocked his head. “Why me?”

         
         Was he actually considering it?

         
         Hope caused her to sit straighter in her chair. “Because Miss Webster said you manage to turn even the shyest woman into a
            vixen.”
         

         
         Kit threw his head back and laughed, the muscles in his throat shifting under sun-kissed skin. “Maddie would say as much.
            She’s always telling me to mind my manners around her friends. Still, that doesn’t necessarily make it true.”
         

         
         “You’re being humble. From what I observed tonight, I believe her.”

         
         “Well, I’m not certain I believe you’re even shy. You haven’t had much trouble talking to me and you’ve barged into my room
            like a general headed into battle.”
         

         
         Irritation swept over her skin like a hot cloth, and she lifted her chin. “I am ridiculously shy.”

         
         He nodded as his mouth twisted into a teasing grin. “Indeed, I can tell. More bourbon, Alice?”

         
         Oh, he was annoying. “Will you help me or not?”

         
         Standing, he went to refill his glass at the sideboard. She couldn’t help but stare at the wide shoulders stretching the fabric
            of his fine shirt, the way the white silk vest hugged his torso. He possessed lean hips and a firm backside only achieved
            through vigorous activity. Kit was the finest-looking man she’d ever seen, and his appearance sent heat cascading through
            her belly.
         

         
         Yet, he was right. She wasn’t so nervous with him any longer. Why?

         
         When he turned around, she tried to pretend as if she hadn’t been ogling him. Considering the smirk on his face, she likely failed. He leaned against the sideboard. “What does my help mean? Am I taking you to bed? Drawing you diagrams? Writing a treatise? I’m not quite sure what you expect.” 

         
         She chewed the inside of her lip. “Well, I’m hardly your type of woman. It is safe to say that”—she gestured to the bed—“is
            impossible. I thought more like question and answer sessions, or role-playing. Insight into the male mind and what they find
            attractive.”
         

         
         A crease appeared between his brows, deepening as she spoke. “I don’t have a type of woman,” he said, “but if I did, how are
            you so certain you’re not it?”
         

         
         Because you’re perfect and I’m . . . me.

         
         Kit could have his pick of women at this house party. Probably already had, considering he’d believed her to be someone named
            Mary at the door a few moments ago. “If nothing else,” she said, “I am realistic about my appeal, which is why drastic measures
            must be taken.”
         

         
         “I see.” He brought the glass to his mouth for another sip. “And what will you do if I decline to share my wealth of knowledge?”

         
         She frowned, not caring for the direction of the conversation. If he planned to refuse, she wished he’d spit it out and save
            her the humiliation. “Find someone else, I suppose. Mr. Archer, maybe?”
         

         
         Kit made a scoffing sound. “A true waste of your time. Harrison was a bit of a late bloomer and not exactly a pillar of success
            in the romance department.”
         

         
         “Well, there must be another man willing to help me, if you won’t. A footman or groom, perhaps. They are generally young and energetic.” 

         
         “The prospect of you asking another man fills me with an overwhelming sense of dread. Why not ask one of the ladies? Maddie
            or that redhead, Miss Young? They both seem to attract male attention.”
         

         
         Would she actually learn the ins and outs of the male mind by discussing this with a woman? Alice doubted it. Because, really,
            who knew how men thought better than another man? “No, I need more than a few tips. I need a degree in seduction. From a man.”
         

         
         He drained his glass and set it down with a heavy sigh. “Sadly, that man cannot be me.”

         
         Alice’s stomach sank, disappointment sweeping through her. I failed and now he’ll tell the entire house party of my request. Everyone will laugh at me.

         
         Idiot.

         
         How could she have been so stupid? Why had she considered for a single moment that this gorgeous, charming man would waste
            any time on her? A momentary lapse of sanity, obviously.
         

         
         She pushed to her feet, her only thought of escape. “Of course. Forget I asked. I’ll leave you to your night.”

         
         “Wait.” He blocked her path and put up his hands. “Let me explain.”

         
         Run. Get away. Go hide.

         
         “Not necessary.” She dodged around him and lunged for the doorknob. “I understand perfectly.” She tried to pull the door open
            but it wouldn’t budge.
         

         
         Kit was leaning on the door to prevent it from opening. “Dash it, Alice. Let me at least explain why.”

         
         She slumped and nodded. The quicker she listened, the quicker she could return to her room and cry.

         
         A light touch on her elbow guided her around to face him. They were close enough that she could see the light flecks in his
            dark irises and the evening whiskers dotting his jaw. And it was worth noting he smelled fantastic, hints of warm caramel
            and honey, exactly like the spirits he’d poured her earlier.
         

         
         He was frowning, his gaze concerned. “I don’t want you to leave here thinking this is because of you. It’s not. I must refuse because of Maddie.”
         

         
         “I . . . I don’t understand.”

         
         “She ordered me to stay away from the heiresses. I believe off-limits was the term she used. So, I must respect her wishes and not interfere with the purpose of the house party.”
         

         
         “Oh.”

         
         Well, that wasn’t a terrible reason. And Maddie had warned Alice away from Kit at dinner, as well. Ordering him to keep his
            distance from the guests made sense. Except . . . “But you thought I was one of the guests at the door when I knocked.”
         

         
         His lips twisted into a wicked smile that she felt all the way down to her toes. “She’s a guest but not one of the innocent
            young women, believe me.”
         

         
         A chaperone, then. “So you’ll help me after the house party, once we’re back in New York?”
         

         
         Chuckling, he wagged a finger at her. “Clever, Alice. Very clever. Will you be able to slip away as easily in the city?”

         
         “No.” Her mother paid the hotel staff handsomely and they did whatever she wished, including keep an eye on Alice. “It would
            be extremely difficult.”
         

         
         “I assumed as much.”

         
         “You . . .” Alice cleared her throat. “You won’t tell anyone I was here, will you?”

         
         “Of course not.” He lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, his eyes boring deep into hers, mesmerizing her. “I wish you
            luck, sweet girl. You will find the right man, I promise. You’re too intelligent not to get what you want.”
         

         
         The press of his lips on her skin along with his intense scrutiny caused a riot in her bloodstream, a rush of tingles and
            warmth that traveled to every part of her. Her knees actually buckled and she sent up a prayer of gratitude for the door at
            her back. Otherwise, she would have collapsed into a puddle on the carpets.
         

         
         It was all too much. He was overwhelming, with his delicious smell and soft mouth, and she didn’t know what to do. No man
            had ever spoken to her so nicely or touched her in such an intimate manner. She needed time to think, to process the emotions
            battling inside her.
         

         
         No wonder why Maddie had warned Alice away from Kit. Perhaps he was the very Devil.
         

         
         Speech failing her, she nodded once, pulled out of his grip and hurried out into the corridor.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The next afternoon the guests gathered under a tent outside, and Kit wondered if he’d made a huge mistake.

         
         First, Maddie’s suitor, the Duke of Lockwood, had arrived unexpectedly and Harrison appeared a knife’s edge away from punching
            the aristocrat in the face. Secondly, today’s outing was an egg hunt, a childish game that would require Kit to engage in
            small talk with one of the young ladies for the better part of the afternoon.
         

         
         Third—and worst of all—Alice Lusk hadn’t looked at him once today.

         
         Currently, Alice was staring at her hands, which were placed in her lap, and ignoring the conversation swirling around her.
            Tiny lines bracketed eyes lined with dark circles and guilt pricked at his chest. He didn’t like seeing her tired and . . .
            withdrawn.
         

         
         I am ridiculously shy.

         
         Said the woman who’d paid him a midnight visit and asked for lessons on men. He nearly snorted. Perhaps shy around others, but she hadn’t been shy with him. 

         
         Even despite Maddie’s warning to stay away from the young ladies, he’d considered helping Alice. No woman should be forced
            to endure an unhappy marriage. Wasn’t Kit aware of the potential results of such a circumstance better than most? His father
            had used his mother’s inheritance for mistresses and gambling, while treating Mama abominably. He’d even committed her to
            an asylum for a month when she wouldn’t move to Staten Island, as he’d wanted. Mama had led a powerless, unhappy existence
            until her dying day, eight years ago. Witnessing her sadness had broken Kit’s heart.
         

         
         Yet, Kit had agreed to keep his distance from the unmarried girls here. Maddie was a good friend and he wouldn’t break his
            promise to her, even if the shadows in Alice’s eyes twisted something up inside him. He had the urge to go over and make Alice
            laugh, just so that haunted look would disappear.
         

         
         They are off-limits, Christopher.

         
         Maddie’s words, uttered just before the guests arrived, echoed through his head. Perhaps he could find a way to offer Alice
            advice without—
         

         
         Oh, for God’s sake. Who was he trying to fool? Thick desire had rolled through him last night when Alice had asked so sweetly
            for instruction. He knew himself. That desire, combined with the nature of her request, would have him flirting, making inappropriate
            suggestions . . . doing anything he could to tempt adorable Alice into bed.
         

         
         He really was a scoundrel.

         
         Maddie brought out the egg hunt supplies and Kit smothered a groan. “You owe me,” he muttered to Harrison, who was seated at his side. “I cannot believe I am about to go on a damn egg hunt.” 

         
         “Don’t let her hear you complain.” Harrison tipped his head toward Maddie. “Furthermore, it’s not like I forced you to come.”

         
         “You’re one of my closest friends. You think I’d let you embark on wooing your lady love alone? You need all the help you
            can get.”
         

         
         “Sure, right. Just admit you like parties, Kit.”

         
         Kit frowned, annoyed at his friend’s remark. Yes, he liked parties—but that wasn’t why he’d come to Newport. “I’m here for
            you, in case I didn’t make that clear. But if you don’t need me, I’ll return to the city. I have a thousand things to do at
            the moment.”
         

         
         Recently, Kit had realized there were careers for men like him—and not a gambler or confidence man like his waste of a father.
            No, this was a business well suited to a risk-taking smooth-talker who wished to keep on the right side of the law. Something
            different, an entertainment venue the city needed—a supper club. A classy establishment, the supper club would be part Delmonico’s,
            part Metropolitan Opera House and a sprinkle of Tenderloin dance hall.
         

         
         The endeavor excited Kit like nothing else ever had. He’d even brought work—work!—with him to this Newport house party, some
            preliminary estimates of up-front costs that he needed to double-check. If all went to plan, the supper club would open this
            autumn, and he would finally prove to everyone that he was good for more than a laugh.
         

         
         So yes, he had better things to do than spend a long weekend at the ocean.

         
         Harrison grimaced. “The supper club. How could I forget? I’m being an ass, so forgive me. Don’t leave. I really do need your
            help.”
         

         
         “Of course you do. So be nice to me.”

         
         “Do you really think you can get this supper club off the ground?”

         
         Kit shifted and tried not to react, though his ears grew hot. “You don’t think I’m capable of it?”

         
         Harrison shrugged, his eyes darting to Maddie as she walked around the tent. “Feels like a lot to take on, a lot of responsibility.
            Why would you bother? It can’t be for the money.”
         

         
         No, it wasn’t for the money. It was for things money couldn’t buy, like self-worth and respect. Excitement. Proving to himself
            and everyone else that his mind wasn’t as empty as they believed. A legacy that might redeem his awful branch of the Ward
            family tree.
         

         
         You’re just like your old man, his father had said to Kit on any number of occasions. Smile to get what we want instead of thinking so hard.

         
         Fucking bastard. Kit hoped his father was broke and miserable.

         
         Maddie arrived holding a hat with slips of paper inside, and Harrison and Kit each selected one. Whichever guests had the
            corresponding number would partner up together. “Which lucky lady has selected number four?” Kit shouted over the din of conversation
            and ocean breeze.
         

         
         No one answered and the others began pairing up. Harrison matched with Katherine Delafield, a likable girl whose father was a real estate tycoon and unmitigated bastard. The Duke of Lockwood held up the same number as the bold Miss Young, a fellow troublemaker if Kit ever saw one. In fact, he’d purposely avoided that particular temptation in the hopes of not breaking his promise to Maddie. 

         
         As the teams moved off to the side, one young lady didn’t budge from her seat. Alice. Ah, he understood. His would-be pupil must also have number four. If so, why hadn’t she claimed him?
         

         
         Standing, he adjusted his cuffs and smoothed his hair, practically preening to make himself presentable. He didn’t know why
            it mattered, but he wanted to look his best. Or perhaps he was merely stalling. He hadn’t liked disappointing her, causing
            her to lose the sparkle in her eye last night.
         

         
         There must be another man who would be willing to help me.

         
         Was she considering someone else? If so, Kit would need to promptly set her straight. A suggestion like hers in the wrong
            ear could lead to trouble.
         

         
         Going over, he held up his slip of paper. “Are you my partner for the egg hunt, Miss Lusk?”

         
         Her shoulders rose and fell on a long breath. “It appears so, Mr. Ward.”

         
         “Well, no need to look so glum. The good news is that I know the chateau grounds forward and backward, so we stand to make
            off like bandits. Are you ready?”
         

         
         “Have I a choice?”

         
         There was no chance to respond because Maddie began to explain the rules and prizes. Alice didn’t seem interested in the jewelry offered up to the winning teams. Instead, she stared at the water, her mouth pulled into a frown. Was she so unhappy about partnering with him? 

         
         His cheeks grew hot as he stood there, being ignored as the teams departed. “Would you rather switch? I’m certain I can convince
            someone into giving me their number.”
         

         
         “No, that would be even more humiliating.” She pushed away from the table and stood. “Let’s get this over with.”

         
         Confused, he held out his arm and led her out of the tent. Though the sun was strong, the breeze coming off the water felt
            cool on his overheated skin. While everyone headed toward the gardens, Kit started for the beach.
         

         
         “Wait, why are we going this way? Most everyone else is starting in the gardens.”

         
         “Exactly. Maddie likes a challenge. She won’t make this easy, and hiding eggs in the gardens is too easy.” Besides, they could
            have a private conversation down near the waves and not risk being overheard.
         

         
         Kit planned to get to the bottom of why she was ignoring him.

         
         They descended the steps leading to the Cliff Walk. “There.” He pointed to an egg on the stone. “I told you.”

         
         She bent to collect it. “You care about her, don’t you?”

         
         “Maddie? Yes, she’s a close friend. We spent a lot of time together after Harrison left for Paris.” He took the egg and placed
            it in his hat. “Which is why I must uphold my promise to her.”
         

         
         “I understand.”

         
         “Do you?” He shielded his eyes from the sun and stared down at her. “Because my refusal to help you has nothing to do with you.” 

         
         “Yes, you already said.”

         
         “Yet I sense you don’t believe me.” Otherwise, why ignore him? Why the disappointment when they were partnered?

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really. Now, may we cease discussing it? I am embarrassed enough.”

         
         They began walking once more. The tide was out, the waves gentle and rolling, which allowed them to converse without shouting.
            “There’s no reason to be embarrassed about asking for help, for trying to take control of your own life. I applaud it, actually.”
         

         
         “You do?”

         
         “Yes. My parents were unhappy in their marriage, and I saw the misery inflicted on a woman with no power, no say over her
            life.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         He lifted a shoulder. “My father is not a nice man.” An understatement, but there was no reason to scare Alice with tales
            of the Ward family. Those nightmares belonged to Kit and his two siblings, both of whom had moved away years ago. He hadn’t
            seen either since his mother’s funeral, and his father had skipped town before even that, as soon as Kit’s mother grew ill.
            Four years it took her to die, and that bastard had already taken the family money and started a new life out West before
            she was cold in the ground.
         

         
         Unfortunately, the distance hadn’t kept his father from trying to get his hands on Kit’s sizable trust fund. Kit’s maternal grandmother had set aside money for all the grandchildren, which they could access when they turned eighteen. Kit had been the only Ward sibling smart enough to refuse their father’s demand for money, and he hadn’t heard from dear Papa since. 

         
         “I take it you two aren’t close,” Alice said as she scooped up another egg.

         
         “That is correct.” He pointed to the green egg in her hand. “That egg has more morality than my father.” Alice’s lips twitched,
            so Kit gave her an exaggerated expression of surprise. “Have I nearly made you laugh?”
         

         
         The side of her mouth hitched. “You are amusing.”

         
         “Well, that is something.” He dropped the second egg into his hat. “Tall, handsome and amusing? You’ll turn my head with all that flattery, Alice Lusk.”
         

         
         She blushed under the rim of her hat, color decorating her cheekbones. “As if I could ever.”

         
         “Turn my head, you mean? You seriously underestimate your appeal. When you left my room last night—” Shit. He couldn’t dare
            tell her that he’d pleasured himself to thoughts of her, while the sweet smell of her perfume or soap still lingered in the
            air.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “It would hardly be a suitable conversation for a young lady.”

         
         Alice stopped to look up at him, her expression more serious than a nun in church. “But that is precisely why you should tell me. That is why I came to you for help in the first place.”
         

         
         He shoved his free hand in his trouser pocket. This was dangerous territory indeed. The words were burning his tongue, his mind anxious to see her reaction as he told her the truth. I pulled out my cock before you were even down the hall. I sat on my bed, smelling your lingering flowery scent, and stroked
               myself, my erection so hard it hurt. Twisting and pulling, I worked my shaft until I trembled and spend erupted into my hand.

         
         He shouldn’t. He promised Maddie, and Alice deserved better. She needed a gentle soul to help her wade into the shallows before
            allowing her to jump into deeper, more salacious waters. Those were the depths Kit loved—the more salacious, the better, actually—but
            Alice was innocent. He didn’t want to corrupt her.
         

         
         Gesturing to the walk ahead, he said, “Shall we continue?”

         
          

         What had he been about to say?

         
         Mind whirring, Alice struggled to keep her hat on her head in the stiff breeze as a silent Kit led her along the path. The
            light, easy mood from before had shifted like the tide, and now he was polite but no longer his charming self. In fact, he’d
            hardly said two words since she’d prompted him to tell her about last night. Why?
         

         
         She wished he’d talk again. Clearly, they needed to avoid the topic of the previous evening, which was fine with her. She’d
            experienced enough rejection for one weekend. But what else should they discuss? She didn’t know him at all and, even if she
            did, she was terrible at conversation.
         

         
         What did strangers of the opposite sex talk about when they were alone? Kit didn’t seem enamored of his family, so best not to offend him by probing on that front. Politics and religion were often touchy subjects, not that he seemed inclined to discussing either. What was left? Hobbies and interests? 

         
         His deep voice interrupted her musings. “I can hear you thinking, Alice.”

         
         “That is ridiculous,” she said automatically.

         
         “So, you weren’t thinking?”

         
         “Of course I was thinking. I’m always thinking.” She paused. “Aren’t you?”

         
         “Not if I can avoid it. Introspection is not my forte.” Something in his voice sounded off. Hollow, almost.

         
         “Thinking doesn’t always mean introspection.”

         
         “I believe that is the very definition.”

         
         “Hardly. Introspection is more when—” When he grinned, his aim became glaringly obvious. She narrowed her eyes. “You were
            trying to get me to talk.”
         

         
         “Guilty. Still, isn’t that better than being lost in your own head?”

         
         Yes, though she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of admitting it. “Shall we go back?”

         
         “Let’s keep going. This will lead us to the edge of the property, behind the gardens. Look, there’s another egg.”

         
         Sure enough, he was right. She added the egg to the pile in his hat. “You don’t strike me as the type of man to enjoy an egg
            hunt, yet you are surprisingly good at it.”
         

         
         “See? And you were disappointed to be my partner.”

         
         Was that what he believed? “Not disappointed. Embarrassed.”

         
         “Which we already discussed. You’ve nothing to be embarrassed about.”

         
         She disagreed, but wasn’t up to debating it at the moment. “Furthermore, I know you’d rather be paired with anyone else.”

         
         “Not true. I was already planning to get you alone to check on you. From the moment I walked into the tent you ignored me.”

         
         Her brows pulled together. “I didn’t think you’d notice.” Or care.

         
         “Of course I noticed.” He stopped and held her arm, his grip tight without causing her pain. “I saw you right away, staring
            at your hands and not meeting my eye. I was worried about you.”
         

         
         Her face slackened in surprise and she blinked several times. “Why?”

         
         The edge of his mouth curled, and he dragged his free hand through his dark hair, making it even more unruly. “I don’t know.
            Probably because I didn’t like disappointing you last night.”
         

         
         “And you thought you’d broken me, was that it?”

         
         “Broken is a harsh word,” he muttered, but didn’t deny it.
         

         
         Before she could stop herself, she blurted, “You have an inflated sense of yourself, sir.” Instantly, she covered her mouth,
            horrified. “Oh, that was rude. Forgive me.”
         

         
         He didn’t appear offended, however. “No need to apologize. Has anyone ever told you how pretty you are when you’re riled?”

         
         Pretty. The word wrapped around her and sank into her flesh, deep into her bones, nourishing her like a plant starving for water. Kit thought she was pretty? Or . . . was he just trying to make her feel better? Unsure, she turned and started walking. 

         
         “Wait up.” His long legs easily caught up. “Why are you hurrying away?”

         
         She didn’t know how to put it other than to tell the truth. “You needn’t ply me with false flattery. You’ve already turned
            me down, remember?”
         

         
         “I’ve never lied to you, Alice.” He stepped in front of her, leaving her no choice but to stop. “And I told you why I turned
            you down. It has nothing to do with you.”
         

         
         “Fine, but may we never speak of it again? It is mortifying.”

         
         Something in her voice must have convinced him because he raised his free hand in surrender. “Consider it a forbidden topic.”

         
         “Good.” Sighing, she pointed to the stone steps ahead. “Let’s go up and find more eggs.”

         
         Once they were on the back part of the chateau’s property, he pointed them toward an old potter’s shed. “Over there.”

         
         “Are you certain?” The structure appeared one stiff breeze away from falling over.

         
         “Trust me.”

         
         She followed him to the shed, which was hardly bigger than a coat closet. He opened the door. “After you.”

         
         Inside, he set his hat containing their eggs on a large upside-down pot. The shed was stacked with sacks of dirt and feed,
            rakes and other gardening equipment. There wasn’t much space to move about.
         

         
         She looked around. “Do you really think there are eggs in here? We are quite far from the tent.”

         
         Kit headed for a large piece of machinery in the corner. “At least two, if I were to guess. Look behind those bags over there.”

         
         Sure enough, three eggs were eventually located behind bags, pots and garden utensils. When they were back outside, Kit said,
            “So, what shall we discuss if not that off-limits topic?”
         

         
         As if she had a clue. “No doubt you’ll come up with something.”

         
         “Well, I do have excellent conversation skills with the opposite sex, but I fear pointing that out would bring us around to
            that off-limits topic.”
         

         
         She didn’t know whether to laugh or grind her teeth. He was impossible. And sort of adorable. The teasing words fell from
            her mouth easily. “It’s becoming clear that I should have tried to get to know you better before visiting your room last night.”
         

         
         He gasped like an actor in the third act of a murder mystery. “Are you saying you would have reconsidered had you known me?
            You wound me, cruel woman.”
         

         
         She bit her lip, feeling lighter than she had in ages. This type of natural rapport was new for her. Kit deserved most of
            the credit, of course. He made everything so effortless.
         

         
         Joking aside, she did have a desire to learn more about him. Perhaps he wouldn’t give her lessons in seduction, but she might
            be able to discover the secret to his confidence, the joie de vivre that ensured his appeal. “I am curious about your hobbies
            and your interests. What do you do with all your nonintrospection time?”
         

         
         He chuckled and pleasure wound through her, her chest ballooning with the simple delight of amusing this charming man. Hardly anyone laughed with her. Some of the hotel staff would occasionally converse with her but—other than the kitchen staff—they mostly kept a polite distance. 

         
         “If you can believe it, I am in the process of opening a supper club,” he said. “I am soon to become a nighttime purveyor
            of good food and good times.”
         

         
         “Is that like a social club?”

         
         “Sort of. A social club open at night that provides various forms of entertainment. One opened a few years ago in the Metropolitan
            Opera House after the fire. It’s a small secret club among a certain set, but I’d like to do a bigger version.”
         

         
         “That . . . actually sounds perfect for you.”

         
         “Thank you. I cannot claim all the credit. My friend Preston is the other half of the venture.”

         
         “Preston Clarke, the builder?” She wasn’t from New York, but she knew the name.

         
         “You’ve heard of him? Oh, look in that bush. I think I see an egg.”

         
         Alice plucked the blue egg off the ground and added it to the pile that Kit carried. “Mr. Clarke came to the hotel where I’m
            staying. He was trying to lure the chef away.”
         

         
         Kit’s head swiveled sharply. “You’re staying at the Fifth Avenue Hotel?”

         
         “Yes. My mother likes the rooms.”

         
         “And how do you know this—about Preston and the chef?”

         
         “I was there.”

         
         He came to an abrupt halt and one egg tumbled from his hat down to the ground. His body went oddly still. “You were there?
            Where, in the kitchens?”
         

         
         Alice picked the errant egg off the ground and put it back in his hat. “Yes.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         Under no circumstances would she reveal this secret to him—or anyone else. Her mother forbade Alice’s interest in cooking
            eons ago. Instead, she shrugged and tried not to notice how his confusion only made him more appealing. “I just go in there
            sometimes.”
         

         
         “Balderdash. An evasion, if I’ve ever heard one. You may confide in me.” He dipped to stare into her eyes. “Do they sneak
            you extra cake every now and then?”
         

         
         Please. She could make her own cake.

         
         “No—and you’ll laugh if I tell you. Goodness knows I already have enough to be embarrassed about with you.”

         
         “Again, there is no embarrassment and you simply must tell me. I’ll chuck these eggs into the ocean if you don’t.”

         
         She gestured toward the water behind them. “Go ahead. I don’t need the jewelry.” She had more than she’d ever wear, thanks
            to her father.
         

         
         “I promise, I won’t laugh.”

         
         He looked so sincere that her resolve weakened. “Do you swear?”

         
         Kit used a finger to cross his heart. “If I laugh, I’ll give you those lessons you asked for, promise to Maddie be damned.”

         
         How could she lose? She lifted her chin. “Angelo is a friend and he—”

         
         “Wait.” His jaw fell and he shook his head as if trying to clear it. “Angelo? Are you talking about Chef Franconi? The Chef Franconi?”
         

         
         “Yes. He worked for my family in Boston for years before moving to New York.” She’d spent her whole childhood in his kitchen
            asking questions and learning all she could about food.
         

         
         “This is amazing. You have to help us.”

         
         “Help you with what?”

         
         “Franconi, of course. He keeps refusing us. We’ve been trying to hire him.”

         
         “He won’t leave the hotel.” Angelo loved it there and they paid him handsomely. Furthermore, being the head chef in an established
            hotel such as the Fifth Avenue was a feather in the cap of any chef. Going to a new venture, like a supper club, was a step
            backward.
         

         
         “Do you know that for certain?”

         
         “Absolute certainty.”

         
         Kit stared off into the distance, his eyes vacant. “Damn.”

         
         “There are other chefs,” she pointed out.

         
         “Yes, but none that can cook like Franconi. He’s the very best in the city, possibly the country. Do you think he’d sell us
            a few of his recipes? Then we could still be associated with his name without hiring him.”
         

         
         “I don’t know. He might.” An idea began to brew in the back of her mind, a devious plan where everyone came out ahead. “Out
            of curiosity, which recipes are you most interested in?”
         

         
         “Well, the ducklings à la bigarade, of course. And the chicken dish, the one with the rice.”

         
         “Poulardes à la Portugaise,” she supplied. “What else?”

         
         “The lobster thermidor.” He stroked his jaw with his free hand. “I’d have to think about it, I suppose, but six or seven main courses and a few desserts should do it.” He grinned at her. “This is fantastic. I can’t wait to tell Preston that we’ve got an in with Chef Franconi.” 

         
         “I haven’t agreed to help you yet.”

         
         His happiness faded as he studied her face. “And what would it take to convince you to help us?”

         
         Alice didn’t answer, instead letting the silence drag out. He was a smart man; let him figure it out.

         
         His brows slowly rose and his lips twisted into an impressed smile. “Oh, I see. Well done, Alice. It seems you’ll get those
            lessons, after all.”
         

         
         “Really? You’ll do it?”

         
         “If Franconi agrees, yes. I assume you’ll need to talk to him once we’re back in the city.”

         
         “Not necessary.”

         
         “Don’t we need him to agree to share the recipes with us?”

         
         “Yes, he’d need to agree, but the recipes are here.” She tapped her temple.

         
         “You’ve memorized Franconi’s recipes?”

         
         Yes, as she’d made most of the chef’s dishes many times before, including the ones Kit wanted to buy. “Nearly all of them,
            actually. I will cable him this afternoon to arrange a price.”
         

         
         “Excellent. So, you’ll spend the day tomorrow writing them down for me and, in exchange, I’ll give you some tips on how to
            appeal to whichever man your heart desires.”
         

         
         That sounded . . . abrupt. She didn’t want tips. She wanted to be transformed. After all, her future depended on it. She had to convince him to do more than jot down a few hints.
         

         
         No, this wouldn’t do.

         
         Fortunately, if Alice had learned one thing from her father, it was how to negotiate. Daddy owned the second-largest transport shipping company in the world, with steamships and cargo ships all over the globe. He always said never to accept the first offer. 

         
         Lifting her chin, she tried to put some force behind her voice. “No.”

         
         “I don’t understand. I am offering to help you in exchange for the recipes. It’s a fair trade.”

         
         “Sharing those recipes for a few hints is hardly fair. No, you’ll have to do better. Fair is a full lesson for every recipe
            I give you.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Kit studied the slight woman at his side. For a supposedly shy person, Alice could certainly drive a hard bargain. Yet, he
            still didn’t have a clue as to what she expected of him. “A full lesson? Like how to kiss in exchange for ducklings à la bigarade?”
         

         
         Color dotted her cheeks, and her gaze grew slightly unfocused. Was she considering it? He’d love a peek inside her mind right
            now, just to discover if she fancied the idea of kissing him or not.
         

         
         Because the more he was around Alice, the more he definitely wanted to kiss her.

         
         “That would hardly be proper,” she said. “And as I mentioned last night, questions and answers should do.”

         
         “What about role-playing?” He could think of several naughty games they could play together, like the farmhand and the milkmaid.
            The footman and the wealthy widow. The shopgirl and the—
         

         
         She’s a virgin.

         
         Damn. He exhaled and tried to remember where he was and with whom he was dealing. Whatever happened, he could not corrupt her. 

         
         “Perhaps,” she said, clearly oblivious to the lascivious meaning behind his suggestion of role-playing. “We’ll have to see.
            Do we have a deal?”
         

         
         “Fine, I agree.” What did he have to lose? Spend a few hours with this clever, unconventional girl to get several of Franconi’s
            recipes? There was no downside. “I’ll cable you once we’re back in New York to set up a—”
         

         
         “No, no. It must be here. This weekend.”

         
         Kit’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. “Here? But I’ve already explained why that’s impossible. Maddie will shove me onto
            a spit and roast me alive.”
         

         
         The little minx merely lifted a shoulder and began strolling toward the tent. “Dash it,” Kit muttered, and started after her.
            “Why can’t this wait until we’re in the city?”
         

         
         “You said it yourself. I won’t be able to slip away in the city, not like I can here.”

         
         “But . . .”

         
         If only he didn’t want those recipes so badly . . .

         
         If only Preston had been able to convince Franconi on his own . . .

         
         If only Maddie hadn’t warned him off the young ladies . . .

         
         Speaking of Maddie, her beau had just arrived, which doubled the number of men interested in her at this house party. Would
            their hostess now be too distracted to keep a tab on what Kit was doing with the guests?
         

         
         He did love a good gamble.

         
         “All right, Alice. We’ll start tonight.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         She kept her gaze on the ground as they walked, but the twin spots of color were back on her cheeks. He loved those sweet
            blushes of hers. “Indeed. Only four nights remain, so we must maximize our lesson time. Though daytime works, as well.” He’d
            need to capitalize on every opportunity if he planned to get a decent number of recipes.
         

         
         They approached the edge of the gardens, where a large topiary loomed. One of the Roosevelt girls had coaxed Kit behind it
            two summers ago and . . . well, they hadn’t been discovered for hours.
         

         
         Hadn’t been discovered . . . Hmm.

         
         “Let’s go this way.” He clasped her elbow gently. “I want to start our lessons.”

         
         “Now?”

         
         “No time like the present. Follow me, Alice.”

         
         They made it about four steps before she dug in her heels. Balancing the ridiculous eggs hampered his ability to maneuver,
            so he stopped, as well. “Are you changing your mind already?”
         

         
         “I haven’t even cabled Chef Franconi yet. There’s a chance you’ll receive nothing in return.”

         
         Her eyes were more green than brown in the sunlight, and he was transfixed. She was lovely, with a delicate nose and flawless
            skin, full lips that were slightly torn, as if she’d recently been biting them. Was this from worrying about her future? He
            didn’t like the idea of this clever girl hurting herself out of anxiety.
         

         
         That was when he decided the recipes could wait.

         
         “This lesson is free. Come along.” He tugged her elbow, leaving her no choice.

         
         When they rounded the shrub, he set the hat full of eggs on the ground. The diamond-shaped topiary would conceal them, in
            the unlikely event that another guest wandered by. Alice twisted her fingers into her skirts and looked around, as if they’d
            be caught at any moment. “Don’t worry,” he said. “Trust me, no one can see us back here.”
         

         
         “How do you know?” He merely arched a brow at her, his lips curved in a half smile. Understanding dawned on her face. “You
            have past experience with this location.”
         

         
         “That’s not important. For this to work, you must trust me. I’ll not tell anyone of what we’re doing and I won’t let us be
            caught.”
         

         
         She studied his expression, then nodded. “I believe you.”

         
         “Good. Now, we haven’t much time.” He held up his arm. “Our first lesson? Holding my hand.”

         
         “What? No.” Alice took a step backward. “Why do I need to touch you?”

         
         “Your reaction is precisely why, Alice. No one is around.” He gestured to the sprawling emptiness of the estates surrounding
            them. “If I had to guess, you believe men are too different, too strange for you to understand. That you are somehow inferior.
            Well, despite what the politicians tell you, women are not inferior. At all. They are fascinating and beautiful and intelligent.
            And the right look from a woman can bring a man to his knees.”
         

         
         She swallowed, her eyes dipping to his hand. “Really?”

         
         “Yes, but first I want you to hold my hand. That’s all. See that I’m made up of skin and bones, just like you.” Gloveless, he wiggled his bare fingers. 

         
         “How is this going to help me seduce my future husband?”

         
         “Do not question the master as he paints a canvas. Here we are. Take my hand.”

         
         Her bottom lip disappeared between her teeth, yet he didn’t rush her. He couldn’t force her to take his advice to heart and
            he certainly couldn’t do anything against her will. No, this had to be all Alice.
         

         
         Slowly, she reached out, as if she were about to touch a rabid animal.

         
         “Wait,” he said. “Remove your gloves.”

         
         She gaped at him. “What? But that’s . . .”

         
         “Inappropriate? Scandalous? Shocking? Yes, I know. That is what makes life worth living, dear Alice. Come on. Remove those
            shackles of society and touch my hand.”
         

         
         She stared at her hands. Then, with a dexterity that surprised him, she undid the pearl buttons at her wrist and began pulling
            the glove off. He took it from her, nodding to her other glove. “Now that one.”
         

         
         “But—” The stern look he gave her eliminated any complaints, and Alice quickly did as he asked.

         
         He pocketed both her gloves, then held up his hand once again. “When you’re ready.”

         
         Inhaling, she squared her shoulders and wrapped her fingers around his entire hand, as if she were worried he might bolt.
            When he didn’t move, she caught his gaze. “And?”
         

         
         “That’s up to you. But you can’t let go, not just yet.”

         
         “Well, this is silly.” She shifted on her feet. “How long are we supposed to stand here?”

         
         “As long as it takes.”

         
         “You’re not making any sense.”

         
         He tried not to smile. “I know. Humor me.”

         
         As the seconds ticked by, her body relaxed bit by bit. Kit waited patiently, standing perfectly still, as Alice grew more
            comfortable with him. Finally, after what felt like forever, he received his reward.
         

         
         Alice’s fingers began to move, shifting gingerly, testing the structure of his hand. Learning the shape of his bones. Not
            teasing so much as exploring, her gaze locked on where they were joined. She brushed the dark hairs on his knuckles. Examined
            his fingernails and studied his palm. Her soft touch and blossoming curiosity had his pulse picking up. He was more the participating
            type, so letting her take the lead was strangely thrilling.
         

         
         He had no idea what she would do next.

         
         Her thumb ran over the vein on the back of his hand. “You don’t wear gloves much, do you?”

         
         “Hmm? Oh, gloves. Hate the blasted things.”

         
         She traced along his index finger, lingering on his knuckle and causing him to shiver. She said, “Your fingers are long and
            thin. Most men have thick fingers.”
         

         
         Her exploration grew more specific. After cataloguing each finger and fingertip, she caressed the lines embedded in his palm. They both watched her progress, their heads bent close together. The breeze carried her scent into his nostrils and she smelled like vanilla and a hint of orange. Heat unfurled in his chest and slid south, toward his groin. He imagined licking her neck, then lower, between her breasts . . . 

         
         Pull yourself together, Christopher.

         
         He absolutely could not return to the tent with an erection.

         
         “I hadn’t thought your
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