
		
			[image: image]

	
		
			[image: 13217.jpg]

		

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			To

			my cousins and their families

			

		

	
		
			 

			Acknowledgments

			[image: Chapter_Open_Dingbat.jpg]

			Great thanks to my readers and to all who inspire me: Peter and Alexandra Nash, Georgiana Warner Kaempher, Arthur and Kim Nash, Philip and Renata Nash, Emily Morse, Lisa Nash, Philip Mallory Nash, Jean Gordon, Len Lossaco Fogge, Philippe and Christina Gerard, Laurie and Eddie Garrick, Kim and J.P. Powell, Marie Odon Jacobe, Le Comte et Comtesse d’Aurelle de Paladines, Barbara Kehr, and to a very special circle of girlfriends: Amy Conlan, Mary Lee Reed, Eloisa James, Sarah MacLean, Jeanne Adams, Christina Dodd, Anne Kane, Fairleigh Killen, Kathryn Caskie Parker, Annie Abaziou, Lanette Scherr, Pam Scatteragia, Lisa Schleifer, Cathy Maxwell, Nora Roberts, Irene Schindler, Christine Hill, Kathy Ashy, Barbara Casales, Tessa Dare, Vicki Witter, Donna Mortel Evans, Anne Waldron, and Heather Maier.

			Very special thanks to Lyssa Keusch, Harper Collins Executive Editor, for her unflagging support and extraordinary professional guidance. Thanks also to Carrie Feron, Liate Stehlik, Pam Spengler-­Jaffee, Susan Grimshaw, John Charles, Michelle Bounfiglio, and Emily Cotler, for continued encouragement.

			And to my mother and children, thank you for continually showing me the meaning of joy and life!

			

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			[image: Chapter_Open_Dingbat.jpg]

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Acknowledgments

			

			
				Prologue

			

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			
				About the Author

			

			
				Romances by Sophia Nash

			

			
			
				Copyright

			

			
				About the Publisher

			

		

		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			[image: Chapter_Open_Dingbat.jpg]

			Befitting her first name, Lady Verity Fitzroy began chronicling life’s truths at the tender age of three and ten. Her initial efforts, she knew, were rambling at best, and puerile at worst. The problem was that her life was beyond dull. Nothing of importance ever happened at Boxwood, the ducal seat of her brother, the Duke of Candover. Or, rather, since she was not out yet, things happened in this bucolic corner of Derbyshire, but she wasn’t privy to them. It was astounding how swiftly her elders could button their lips when she entered a chamber.

			And so Verity was reduced to writing volumes about topics such as her dislike of peas, her mare’s dislike of hoof picks, her governess’s dislike of spirited horses and young ladies who did not eat certain vegetables (even if peas were a legume and so not truly a vegetable). Indeed, Verity sought refuge in her writing for there was no one who truly appreciated her outlandish opinions.

			Oh, she had female relations, to be sure. She was positively drowning in sisters—­two younger still in the nursery, and two older, officially out and not officially floundering in society. That left Verity alone, in the middle, forgotten.

			It was very convenient, in fact. There were days like today, here in the shaded perch of her favorite ancient pine tree next to the lake, that she could spend hours lost in her writings and relish being utterly and completely by herself.

			She had her down-­filled, pine-­tar-­stained cushion on which to sit, two fig tarts on which to nibble, and, most importantly, her diary in which to scribble news and the secret longings she harbored in her young heart. Verity glanced down at her latest entry.

			Cousin Esme paid a call with her mother yesterday. It was, of course, the highlight of the day. No, the highlight of the week. It would have been the highlight of the month if not for the return of Rory. Unfortunately, R has not actually been seen, as my brother grasps every chance to escape our petticoats by visiting R at Rutledge Hall, where I am sure the only petticoats to be seen are the ones gentlemen refuse to discuss in my presence.

			Oh, for a glimpse of dear R’s eyes! Yes, I am ridiculous. But that is to be expected at my age according to my governess.

			But, at seventeen I am to become mature whether I like it or not, she insists. And after three Seasons, if I’m still unmarried, Miss Linhurst warns I will become an ape leader in hell. So, as I understand it, a lady is ripe for the plucking for three years, after which, if she does not accomplish her only mission in life, she will be pickled, preserved, and stored on a shelf, where she will molder with other devilish gorillas—­although Faith informs that an ape is not necessarily a gorilla since a gorilla is just one type of ape.

			I don’t understand why my sisters always laugh at my observations. They do not seem to mind being wallflowers. Then again I have always been different from them. I don’t mind being the shortest, but I shall never understand why they are so obsessed by complicated algorithms and science which always leaves me with an aching head. Why am I not like my brilliant naturalist mother or my father who everyone described as a genius of the first order when he was alive? I am but a bat or a cuckoo in a nest of brilliant blackbirds. Mother hates when I tell her this, but what can I expect? She is a mother blackbird stuck with a fig-­loving fledgling whose nest mates gobble peas without gagging.

			What utter drivel. She crossed out the last, refusing to sound like a mewling infant. Verity made an exasperated sigh. What she needed was adventure. Smoke-­filled battlefields. High seas. She smiled. A pirate with pea-­green eyes. Better still, a gaggle of pirates. Did pirates come in gaggles? No, a crew of pirates. Or an African tribe in an ape-­free dense jungle filled with exotic animals such as lions, pythons, elephants, and—­

			Just then a sound broke her concentration. Two ­people atop horses raced through the gap of trees circling the large lake on her family’s famed estate.

			Verity inched forward to get a better view, only to see her old chipped straw hat fly from her head in the effort. It tumbled past the outermost branches to land half hidden in a bit of tall grass. Botheration. The riders galloped toward her well-­leafed secret bower. Past the large old oak a dozen yards away from her, they broke into a trot, then stumbled to a stop.

			She inhaled sharply. Rory in the flesh, and surprisingly, Miss Catharine Talmadge in tow.

			The young lady screeched with laughter. Yes, when Catharine laughed, she sounded like a cheetah. Of course, animals did not laugh, but it was only fair to mock her, as everything else about Catharine was Venus-­like. She was an exquisitely formed model of femininity. A graceful, amusing, kindhearted young lady (at least when any gentleman was afoot), but an aloof, cool miss who never made any effort to cultivate friendships with other females (when the gentlemen were not). Yet her grace and beauty trumped all. The proof could be spied on the faces of every man, gentle or not, who stood in Catharine’s presence—­especially in the visage of Verity’s brother, James Fitzroy, the premier duke of England.

			But right now? Well, the proof was in the face of that person. Yes, one Rory Lennox, Earl of Rutledge, the most darkly handsome, charming, and disarming lord in all of Christendom.

			Verity sat straighter on her lumpy cushion. What on earth was going on? Why was Catharine with the earl? She was all but formally engaged to James. Not that Verity questioned Rory’s intentions. He and her brother had been more like brothers rather than best friends since childhood.

			Verity forced back a wave of something very akin to jealousy masquerading as filial outrage. The ill feeling flooded her stomach, which forever ached since she took pains to hold it in. Peas she might not eat, but tarts were altogether another story.

			“I’m not going swimming,” Catharine shrieked. “You cannot force me, Rory.”

			A wicked smile flashed as the earl kicked away his stirrups, threw his lovely muscled right leg over the front of his saddle, and jumped to the ground. He discarded his hat without a care and advanced on his objective. His cropped dark hair dovetailed in a perfect fashion as he ran his hand through it. Verity, mesmerized, made not a sound.

			All Catharine Talmadge had to do was turn her mount’s head to the east and flee. But did she? Of course not. Artifice was Catharine’s middle name. Instead, she batted her ridiculously long eyelashes and tittered, a determined flirt through and through. Why did gentlemen fall for such obvious ploys?

			As he reached her, Rory left a trail of masculine articles in his wake. He discarded his blue superfine coat made by Weston, his neckcloth again by Weston, and his white-­tasseled Hessian boots made by a private cobbler whose workmanship equaled Weston.

			Verity sighed in disgust. It was amazing he did not look like a fool hopping on one foot and the other while removing them. It was a testament to her devotion that no matter what he did or said, she could not shake her sensibility toward him.

			“Come along then, Cat. A true lady accepts her losses with grace,” he coaxed in that gravely voice of his that in Verity’s view made most ladies behave stupidly, herself included. “Look, we can accomplish this the easy way or . . .”

			“Yes?” Catharine whispered, her eyes dancing with the promise of mischief.

			“. . . the hard way, which is the way you really want to do it.”

			He lifted one of his razor sharp brows and the sunlight chose that moment to emerge from behind a cloud to strike his face. His green eyes shone like a panther’s. The ridiculous simile was the best Verity could do. The one about the cheetah had been far better.

			“Impossible,” Catharine cackled. “It will ruin my habit, Rory. And I know how much you like it,” she purred.

			“Perhaps you should have considered earlier that the wager involved water,” he rumbled. “It’s obvious the opportunity of winning blinded you to failure. I’ve always said this is the sort of foolish thinking that leads to hardened gamblers with pockets to let—­or wet, in your case.” He shook his head.

			Verity’s chest ached as she watched him advance on his objective.

			“James would never insist,” Catharine breathed, tilting her head in that provocative way of hers. “He is a gentleman.”

			“Yes, but he is not here, and I am not him. And you’ve had a lifetime to understand the difference. You’ve made the right choice and I am happy for you. My friend is a lucky fellow.” He sighed heavily. “As long as you keep that desire to wager in check.”

			She sniffed, but ruined the effect by breaking into a wide grin.

			Verity felt like casting up her fig tarts.

			“Cat,” he growled, “enough. We both know how this will end”—­his hands went about her tiny waist, and the cheetah did nothing to stop the panther—­“so come along now. I say, Cat, you’ve never said if you liked the idea of my engagement present to you and James.”

			“You know I do,” she whispered, with excitement peaking from her lovely face as she looked down at him. “Since you obviously won’t let me try to win your horse again, the next best thing is the present of a filly or colt by him next summer.”

			“Good,” he murmured. “I’m glad.”

			A gust of wind flirted with the edges of Catharine’s pretty lace veil and her form-­fitted sapphire blue riding habit, which revealed that this feather-­light lady had never had to hold in her stomach since she never ate too much of anything. Catharine draped her arms about his shoulders as he disengaged her from the sidesaddle and lowered her to the ground, her body brushing against his.

			The beautiful ­couple stared at each other in the golden light of the afternoon. She reached up to stroke the dark locks of his hair, but he pushed her hand away.

			“I won’t be able to go through with it, Rory,” she whispered. “I only wish . . .”

			And in the time it would have taken Verity to spell fickle fiancée, three things happened. First, Catharine Talmadge leaned toward him, her lips pouted. Second, Rory muttered a dark curse and scooped the lady into his arms. And three, he carried her squawking and kicking form into the lake and unceremoniously dunked her.

			After, he dove under the surface away from her and did not appear again for a long time.

			It was obvious Catharine had never imagined Rory would go through with his threat. She marched out of the water, her skirting heavy with muck and a bit of algae trailing down one side of her head, all the while caterwauling like, ahem, a cheetah very unused to braving the elements.

			She spewed a highly unladylike oath that Verity had only heard the new stable hand from London’s West End shout when he had been relieved without references for putting a horse away wet.

			It took all of Verity’s fortitude not to make a sound as she watched the drenched female bluster about “a certain abominable person who does not know how to behave like a gentleman, unlike the far superior character and station of the gentleman she would most definitely wed considering this latest action.” Catharine awkwardly remounted just as Rory emerged from the lake shaking the water from his head.

			He saluted her as she trotted away, without taking proper leave of him.

			Verity sat transfixed as the one-­and-­twenty-­year-­old earl, a man with his prime years ahead of him, stood motionless at the sight of Catharine, her back rigid with anger, riding away from him. His breeches and fine white lawn shirt, wet and translucent, clung to his form in a fashion that left Verity with a far better understanding of the male form than ever before. She darted her head about to get a better view from her perch. She was, indeed, shameless.

			Rory watched Catharine’s retreating figure far longer than she was in sight. It was very odd behavior.

			He finally moved to retrieve the clothing and boots he had tossed helter-­skelter on the ground. He suddenly paused, his gaze settling in the direction of Verity’s misshapened straw hat in the sprigs of tallish grass.

			She froze.

			His head swiveled to the left. And to the right. He crossed to retrieve her hat and studied it. He did not look up into the tree. Just when she thought she might be lucky and breathe again, he spoke.

			“One could hope,” he promised, “you know how to hold your tongue and preserve your anonymity. However, if you are considering dishing out scandalbroth at the next opportunity, show your face now for I shall do worse than a mere dunking if I hear a peep out of you.” He paused. “Are we agreed?” Another pause. “Good. I shall keep this ahem, lovely thing as guarantee. I’m certain you understand.”

			And as the most impossibly handsome man Verity could possibly ever know threw his leg over his horse and galloped into the distance, she took a good, hard look at the pathetic diary she held in her hands. Ever so methodically, Verity started ripping out the pages. She then reached into her book bag and retrieved the lovely new red diary she had meant to start today.

			She opened to the first page, fingered a newly trimmed quill, feathered her face with the other end of it, and dipped into her tiny ink pot to scratch in the following words:

			The Duke Diaries

			or

			How the Far More Interesting Half Lives . . . 

			Little did she know how her life would change after that monumental moment.

			1. Verity Fitzroy would refine the art of eavesdropping, especially after her brother’s circle of friends became known as the royal entourage. Yes, all of James’s acquaintances, now dukes, bore their ducal strawberry-­leaved emblems with pride and celebrated their unrivaled superiority in the ton by extraordinarily entertaining, ofttimes wildly excessive actions.

			2. Her brother would not marry Catharine. (However, his next choice for a bride fourteen years later would be no better. This current fiancée suggested all of his sisters should be packed off to a nunnery. It made Verity reconsider the merits of cheetahs and pray for divine intervention. Her wishes and those of her sisters, Faith, Hope, Chastity, and Charity, would soon be answered.)

			And 3. Verity’s own secrets, in the end, would rival the combined actions of all the dukes of the royal entourage.

			Yes, the very public fall from grace of more than a handful of Graces, and her part in it would prove to Verity that her stories of small green verifiable legumes, hoof picks, and governesses with irrational dislikes, would have been far superior diary topics after all.

			Then again, the best of heroines are usually known for dabbling in disaster.
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			There was a reason Rory Lennox, the former Earl of Rutledge, and now first Duke of Abshire, didn’t drink. It wasn’t because it left his palate tasting like the bottom of a parrot’s cage. It wasn’t because his cottony tongue felt three times larger and his brain sloshed in his now thirty-­five-­year-­old nob. No. It was because disaster never, ever, ever failed to lurk on spirit’s coattails.

			And last night?

			The royal entourage’s celebration during the final hours of the Duke of Candover’s bachelorhood prior to committing marital doom had obviously been a cock-­up of the first water. Rory knew it within seconds of waking to the sound of a fist pounding on his door as if Napoleon’s own army was paying a call. Yes, he thought, as he tried to pry open an eyelid and then thought the better of it, he really didn’t give a damn who was making such a nuisance of themselves.

			He was now a goddamned duke, for Christsakes, and if he couldn’t at least get a good night’s sleep in return for prior ser­vice to the Crown, well then, what was the point of risking one’s life? Not that he had ever risked a hair on his head for the reward of a good night’s sleep. He’d had his own bloody reasons.

			Thank God the pounding stopped. His eyes closed, yet fully awake, he knew better than to move. For the life of him he couldn’t remember any of the events leading to this splendidly awful state of postinebriation, but he knew the only recourse was to remain like a petrified oak until his former military batman, now valet, made an appearance, carrying a crystal snifter filled with the hair of the mongrel that had bitten his arse to the bone last eve. He almost retched as he remembered the absinthe the Duke of Kress had provided in amounts capable of pickling half of Wellington’s regiments.

			In fact, the only part of Rory that did not feel like it had been turned inside out and burned in a cauldron was his hand.

			What was that lovely, soft, warm sensation coursing through his fingers? He smiled. Well, at least part of last evening had gone as planned. The lovely Countess of Velram had hinted she would find his bedchambers in the Prince Regent’s pile, Carleton House, and quite obviously the young widow had succeeded. It was only too bad Rory couldn’t remember a single moment of the interlude. He gently gripped the lady’s hand, and received a sensuous squeeze in reply.

			It was odd, actually. He never touched ­people’s ungloved hands. It hurt his brain box too much to remember why.

			And then the pounding recommenced with the force of a log battering a well-­garrisoned and fortified Portuguese fortress. The door to the regal bedchambers gave way to the man who would surely regret it.

			Rory pried open his eyelids to find three things:

			1. His former friend and current archenemy, the premier duke, Candover, breathing fire and brimstone in his direction.

			2. Three royal servants peering around the broken doorjamb.

			3, And lastly? Not the Countess of Velram in flagrante delicto beside him in the bed. Of course not. It was one of bloody Candover’s sisters.

			And he was holding her hand.

			He released her fingers as if they were hotter than the hinges of hell, and wrenched his body upright, his head screaming in revolt. His nemesis barked something to the servants behind him and closed the door, a considerable feat given the ruined state of the frame.

			“Get up,” Candover said, ice threading the syllables. “And get the hell away from my sister, you sodding bastard.”

			Rory lurched to his feet on the side opposite his former friend, only to notice his clothes were wet, including the water-­logged boots hugging his clammy legs. In the next instant Candover’s sibling sighed in her sleep, smiled, and turned to burrow deeper into a pillow.

			Rory blinked, trying desperately to make out which one of the five sisters had entered his chambers last night. They all looked so damned alike with that voluminous dark hair and aristocratic mien that matched their brother’s. Pretty was an adjective rarely used in their direction—­although, to be fair, Rory had always found them tolerable, far more intelligent than most, and no giggles to plague the ears.

			But right now the lady in question looked more like a mummy trussed in lace from head to toe. Honestly, there were nuns in France who showed more flesh. This he knew firsthand.

			He squinted at her during the three seconds Candover’s visage turned from sea green to purple. Lord, he hoped she was not the algorithmist whose only conversation concerned totient functions that would have boggled Euclid. He exhaled. Ah, it was the middle one, Verity Fitzroy. The one who had always dogged Candover, the Duke of Sussex, and his own heels whenever she could manage it as a girl. Well. He vaguely remembered she had wit, but obviously not a great sense of direction in terms of bedchambers. Well, if it had to be one of Candover’s sisters, he was at least glad it was not one of the mathematically inclined ones.

			“I should have put you out of your misery years ago,” Candover seethed, his words seared with contempt. “You refuse to suffer as you should. I shall ensure it now. Dawn tomorrow. You know where.”

			“Yes, I’m certain your bride would prefer an uninterrupted wedding night,” Rory retorted calmly. “Primrose Hill it is.”

			“I’ll not grant you your choice of weapon, for you don’t deserve a show of tradition. It will be daggers so I can gut you like the eel that you are.”

			Rory cleared his throat and stared at his nemesis. “All right,” he replied. “Although, I should like to know why your sister is in my apartments and sleeping like the dead.”

			Candover’s eyes narrowed, flashing mercury. “My sister’s sleeping habits are not your affair and these are her rooms, you lunatic.”

			Rory coolly glanced toward the corner, only to find that the burled walnut armoire that should have been there was now in the center of the opposite wall and it was made of rosewood and considerably larger. There was also one more telltale clue as to the bona fide resident of the chamber. The apartments were decorated in very fine pink and yellow toile de joie. Every last inch. Very unlike the burgundy and gold wall pattern of his apartments.

			Despite Candover’s green about the gills demeanor, the premier duke appeared ready to dispatch him on the spot. Instead, the head of the royal entourage took five very long strides to his sister’s side and shook her. “Verity . . . Verity, awake.” When she did not stir, he tried again and failed. He finally grasped a glass of water on the nearby rosewood table and dashed the contents on her innocent face.

			She gasped, sat straight up in bed, a sole long dark brown braid snaked around her neck and shoulders like the marital noose she would soon feel. The heels of her palms rubbed her eyes as she yawned so widely her jaw cracked inelegantly. Eyes never opening, she paused and dropped back onto the pillow. Her brother gritted his teeth, grabbed her reticule nearby and extracted a small container of smelling salts.

			He wove it around her nose and finally, blessedly, she pushed away his hand and balefully opened one eye.

			“James,” she said with a sleepy voice. “Whatever are you doing here? Where is Amelia?”

			“I haven’t the faintest idea where your abigail is but I shall sack her when I see her—­of that you can be sure.”

			Verity, beginning to fully awaken, gave her brother a long-­suffering look. “How ridiculous. You adore Amelia.” She rubbed her forehead. “We shall chalk this up to wedding day nerves. Oh, my head is splitting, James.” She suddenly appeared agitated. “I must find Amelia. What time is it?”

			“Half past ten. But that is the least of your problems,” he replied, stiffly. “You are in far deeper—­”

			Her eyes widened in shock. “But the wedding was to start ages ago. Oh, James, why did no one wake us?”

			“An excellent question,” Rory drawled from the far side of the bed. The suspense was almost killing him and so he had to put it out of its misery.

			She jerked her head to face him, and scrambled from the frame, taking almost all of the bed coverings with her. “What are you doing here?” she breathed, her brown eyes huge in her face.

			“Missing the Wedding of the Century and the after breakfast, along with you, too, apparently,” he replied casually. “And providing your brother the chance to finally live out his fondest desire. All in all, a fairly mundane beginning to the week, no, my sweet?”

			“Don’t you dare address my sister so cavalierly, Rutledge—­”

			“Abshire,” Rory corrected.

			“I keep forgetting you blackmailed Prinny for a duchy.”

			Rory tilted his head and said not a word. There were times silence was the best answer of all.

			“Enough,” Verity said while wrapping the heavy bed covering about her. “You haven’t answered my question. And why are you both wetter than ducks?”

			Rory scratched the back of his aching head and peered at Candover, who while maintaining an air of superiority, appeared just as much at a loss for words as he. “I haven’t the foggiest.”

			“You haven’t a notion why you’re wet or what you’re doing in my chambers?”

			“Both,” Rory replied, “although I’m certain it had something to do with Kress’s French drink of the devil.”

			She turned to her brother. “Where is everyone else? We haven’t really missed your wedding, have we?”

			Candover’s face was as pale as the underbelly of a royal swan. Just the thought jarred loose in Rory the wisp of a memory last night of a web-­footed, white monster aquatic bird chasing the premier duke on the banks of the Serpentine. He half smiled in remembrance until the motion made his face hurt. He swayed. God, he would have swooned if his manhood would not have been called into question.

			A cold sweat broke out on Candover’s prominent forehead. “Lady Margaret, her family, and half of London apparently waited at St. George’s for ninety minutes before the Spencers whisked her away. There’s no hope for making amends.”

			“James,” his sister whispered, “oh, I’m so very sorry—­”

			Candover cut her off with a look.

			“But why weren’t we woken?”

			Rory cleared his throat. “One could guess from past history that Prinny commanded that none of us be disturbed. The last servant who disobeyed him . . . well, the poor fellow regretted it.”

			Candover narrowed his eyes. “The Prince Regent is waiting for us to join him in his chambers. The Morning Post just printed a second edition for the first time in its history, which is full of damning evidence of larking about last night.”

			Larking about, indeed. Sudden flashes of hideous scenes flooded Rory’s mind. Lord, he might have even broken down a door in the wee hours to enter White’s Club, where all of London’s aristocracy won and lost their fortunes many times over. “Prinny will be bent on exacting a pound of flesh from all of us even if he was likely with us each step of the way.”

			Candover’s ashen face turned dark as he glared at Rory. “That’s nothing to this . . . this . . . You’ll marry her today, and then you and I shall have a meeting of the minds, you sodding blackguard—­”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, James,” Verity interrupted. “We’ll do nothing of the sort. This is just a stupid misunderstanding. Nothing—­”

			Her brother continued, one index finger stabbing the air at the start of the never-­ending series of righ­teous demands. “Verity, you shall immediately have your affairs packed, mouth vows you will not have to keep, and then you will depart for Derbyshire this very afternoon.”

			“I most certainly will not.”

			He had to admire her spirit.

			“Don’t worry,” Candover continued darkly. “You won’t have to live with him.”

			“Really?” Rory inserted. “That’s not how I’ve heard this marriage business limps along.”

			“Enough,” Verity insisted. “James, did you not say Prinny is waiting? This can be sorted out later. Besides, no one will ever know.”

			Candover shook his head. “I had not thought a sister of mine could be so naïve. There are a bevy of servants just outside your damn door.”

			“And they will not breathe a word,” she said as she rearranged the bed covering, then grabbed her discarded gown and slippers from the scrolled footstool at the end of the bed. “This place is riddled with secret passageways. I’ll just use the one I discovered over there”—­she nodded toward the east wall—­“to go to Isabelle’s chambers, where we’ll all agree I passed the evening.” She rubbed her forehead yet again.

			Rory examined her shrewdly. He would bet his last farthing that she had sampled Kress’s bloody absinthe.

			Candover appeared at the end of his rope. The small tic near his right eye was the sign. “It won’t do. You will marry him today.”

			“I will not.” Verity turned away from her brother and eyed him. “What say you? Are you willing to be trapped so easily? Where is the rakehell we all know and revere when we need him?”

			“Standing before you.” Rory bowed with a flourish and nearly lost his footing. “You know very well once a rake, always a rake.”

			Candover rounded the edge of the bed, and Rory did nothing to stop him. It didn’t hurt. For three seconds the blinding pain meted out to his eye was held in suspension. He nearly cast up his accounts when his brain caught wind of the blow.

			“Pardon me,” Verity said so quietly that both men turned to her. She picked up a nasty-looking pistol from her nightstand and pointed it at them. “Can you not both wait until tomorrow? You did say Prinny is waiting, James.”

			“Why on earth do you have . . .” James said, stunned.

			She paused for just the slightest second. So briefly, another man would have missed the precursor of a lie in the making.

			“Perhaps Prinny keeps these in ladies’ chambers to ward off intruders,” she said in an overly lofty tone. “Exquisite, but lethal, no?”

			The hue of Candover’s face became paler, the effects of the evening evident. “For the love of God, put that down.”

			“No.”

			Candover sighed, crossed the room and came to a stop near the door, which was as far away as the other man could get from Rory. “Verity, like it or not, you will marry the bastard. You will obey me.”

			She lowered the pistol and jutted her chin forward. “Why ever would I start a bad habit like that? And you are a fine one to talk. Did you not just stand up your bride in front of half of London? You have far more important things to worry about than a spinster sister who has never had any intention of marrying—­as you well know.”

			A glimmer of sadness invaded Candover’s face, before he wiped it clean of any emotion. “Promise me you will depart for Boxwood today,” he replied quietly. “Promise me, Verity. And you will not leave Derbyshire until this is sorted out to my satisfaction.”

			“I will go, brother,” she capitulated. “If only to avoid the storm and not add to your epic disaster.”

			Candover eyed the two of them. “Verity, take the passage. Dress as fast as you possibly can and I shall arrange for a carriage. Amelia will stay to pack your affairs.” Then Candover looked at Rory as if he was nothing more than the eel he had suggested. “I suggest you follow me after I divert the servants. Over there”—­he nodded to the newspaper he had tossed on the table when he’d entered in a rage—­“you’ll find recommended reading before you join Prinny and the rest of us.”

			Verity had gathered a few articles and disappeared through the concealed door.

			Rory’s eye hurt like a thousand devils. He did not turn a hair. “Your power of control over a female is inspiring, Candover. I salute you.”

			The premier duke narrowed his eyes. “I should have almost enjoyed witnessing how you fared with my sister. But I shall enjoy finishing you off even more . . . after you say your vows.”

			The premier duke Rory had once considered a brother turned on his heel and departed with far less violence than he had arrived. His head throbbing like a thousand devils, Rory glanced at the newspaper on the table and retrieved it. He turned to “The Fashionable World,” the section read by the aristocracy who participated in social folly, but more importantly by the legion of lower classes who wished they could partake. His head swimming in devil’s brew, he fought the pain to scan the column, his chest tightening.

			In a continuation of the regular obscene excesses of the Prince Regent and his royal entourage, not one of the party made an appearance at St. George’s much earlier this morning, with the exception of our Princess Caroline, darling little Princess Charlotte, and Her Grace, the young Duchess of March. His Majesty’s absence and that of the groom and groomsmen caused all four hundred guests to assume the worst. And indeed, this columnist has it on the very best authority, partially one’s own eyewitness account, that not only the august bridegroom, His Grace, the Duke of Candover, but also seven other dukes, one archbishop, and the Prince Regent himself were seen cavorting about all of London last eve on an outrageous regal rampage. Midnight duels, swimming amok with the swans in the Serpentine, a stream of scantily clad females in tow, lawn bowling in unmentionables, horse races in utter darkness, wild, uproarious boasting, and jesting and wagering abounded. Indeed, this author took it upon himself to retrieve and return to White’s Club their infamous betting book, which one of the royal entourage had the audacity to remove without even a by your leave. In this fashion we have learned that the Duke of Kress lost the entire fortune he so recently acquired with the title, although the winner’s name was illegible.

			Even the queen’s jewels were spotted on one duke as he paraded down Rotten Row. Yes, my fellow countrymen, it appears the English monarchy has learned nothing from our French neighbor’s lessons concerning aristocratic overindulgence. As the loyal scribe of the Fashionable column for two decades, you have it on my honor that all this occurred and worse. I can no longer remain silent on these reoccurring grievous, licentious activities, and so shall be the first plain-­speaking, brave soul to utter these treasonous words: I no longer support or condone a monarchy such as this.

			Lord above . . . Rory crumpled the paper in his hand. The same hand that had been holding Lady Verity Fitzroy’s quite possibly through the dawn hours. And all the sordid, bloody, dangerous, soul-­shattering events in his past came roaring back into his head with a vengeance.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2
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			So this was banishment.

			For the first time in her life Verity had not even one hint of family or friends in sight here in Derbyshire. And not one thing to do. The official mistress of the family by default, she had not one dinner menu to approve, not one social occasion to plan or accept, and she had completed the annual inventory for Boxwood in record time.

			It was ridiculous.

			Her brother had never been an ogre in the past. How could he blame her for sleeping her way to disaster and then send her away? Everyone in the family knew she slumbered like a hibernating bear. And had not James slept like a drunken ox through his own wedding?

			Well, she refused to feel sorry for herself. It never brought happiness nor changed the past.

			She should know.

			Verity glanced nearby toward her brother’s favorite horse, which she had ridden to this corner, who was deliriously munching on the forbidden grass of the garden. James would be furious.

			Using the tattered end of one of her ancient bonnet’s faded scarlet ribbons, she swatted at a tiny insect navigating her forearm. She sighed with frustration. Even her very best friend and cousin in Derbyshire, the widowed Esme, Countess of March, was gone. Gone to the Continent to pursue her one passion and great talent: art.

			Which meant that for the first time in her life, aside from the thirty-­seven silent, or mostly silent, servants, Verity was finally granted the one thing she had always sought: peace.

			The only problem was that like most other long-­cherished wishes, once tasted (and she had tasted far too much quiet for five long days), the appeal flagged. About the only good thing to say about tranquility and privacy was that she could write to her heart’s content anywhere she pleased, unlike her prior crowded life.

			But for the first time ever she had nothing to write.

			Verity glanced down at her newest diary open on the garden table under the three-­hundred-­year-­old oak tree, bordering the woods beyond the estate’s most distant lower gardens. She wondered how many scandals the tree had shaded with its massive branches. Certainly not as many as Boxwood’s infamous maze or the pine tree of so long ago.

			The woods and surrounding moors beckoned with the fast tattoo of woodpeckers competing with the lovely song of the pied flycatchers and redstarts. The shadow of a sparrow hawk in flight, his cream-­colored legs hidden in formal gray and white striped down tail feathers, preceded a crescendo of alarm calls from robins and thrushes hidden in the dense woodland.

			Verity closed her eyes as silence descended, and a few long moments later the skittering of a bank mole or wood mouse intruded.

			Lord, she was sure to go mad in the beauty of this solitary confinement.

			Beneath her fingers, two dozen pages written through and through fluttered in the slight summer breeze. She had written them during the journey northward and had made a point to read them every day, as the scene in her guest bedchambers at the Prince Regent’s Carleton House the eve before her brother’s wedding still seemed surreal in her mind. Had she really spent hours in the same bed as Rory? Of course, only she would achieve what she had longed for in her youth and then sleep through the entire event.

			Rory . . . Lord, he had been as magnificent as always that morning—­undaunted by the cruel trick fate had played, willing to accept the consequences with a cool head and unflappable wit, and always magnetizing in a fashion that only increased her long-­simmering yearning for the impossible with him.

			Love . . .

			Only once—­during a hot summer long ago when she had been seventeen—­had her sensibilities been displaced. She pushed the thought to the corner of her mind she rarely visited.

			And now, Rory was even more exquisitely handsome than in her days of youth. It had been painfully difficult to meet his gaze and remain unflustered in that chamber. Only her unwavering certainty that she could never wed someone who would never love her as she did him sustained her.

			Verity stared down at the ink-spattered pages in her lap. She wished for her other diaries, the ones she kept by her side always. But she had been rendered a complete nodcock in the aftermath of that morning from
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