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      “Essex’s second Reckless Bride certainly suits the title. The bold heroine easily wins readers’ hearts, along with her officer and gentleman hero. Essex brings a breath of fresh and funny air to the Regency while her stylish writing and intelligent characters appeal to hearts and minds. Pure, delicious, sexy pleasure awaits readers.” ~ Romantic Times Book Reviews
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      “The inner growth of [the characters] coupled with the fast-paced action of the murder mystery makes this one intense, interesting adventure romance. [O]verall this is one smooth ride of a novel. Most of all, I am delighted by the turnout of this murder mystery. Elizabeth Essex has crafted a thoroughly interesting novel full of mystery, intrigue, and fascinating characters. I mean, who ever heard of a thieving duke?” ~ Buried Under Romance
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      “Set sail with Essex as she cleverly pits a bluestocking against a stiff-upper-lipped British naval officer and lets the sparks fly. Essex spices her fast-paced tale with fascinating details of ships and sailing and adds plenty of sexual tension, high-seas adventures, danger and desire. Readers will be on the edges of their seats reading this latest Reckless Brides tale.” ~ Romantic Times, 4 ½ stars and TOP PICK!

      

      “Essex’s fifth Reckless Brides novel takes readers on another harrowing high seas adventure, filled from jib to mizzen with deception, sabotage, peril and surprise.” ~ Reader to Reader Reviews
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      LONDON, ENGLAND

      DECEMBER 1814

      Miss Thomasina Lesley was desperately disappointed in London.

      Well, not London itself—the city at Christmastide was a delight of bright, festive sights and sounds.

      But the people in Society, and in this dimly lit Mayfair ballroom in particular—where a score of supposed gentleman were gathered around a flaming punch bowl—included a great deal too many, “Japes and jackasses, if you ask me.”

      “I do not ask you.” From her place beside the holly-bedecked mantelpiece, her mama was quite emphatic. “Smile, for heaven’s sake. You’ll frighten all the gentlemen away with that scowl.”

      “Good.” Tamsin was rather emphatic herself. “I shouldn’t like to let such simpletons near me.”

      Just because she was pretty did not mean she was sweet or unintelligent. Or without expectations.

      Tamsin had expected the gentleman of London to be more…

      Urbane. Cultured. Sophisticated.

      But the snow-cold fact of the matter was that the gentlemen arrayed before her seemed to be nothing but idiots—witness the fact that they were engaged in lighting themselves on fire by attempting to drink from their flaming punch bowl.

      And laughing like braying jackasses while they did it. As if it were the greatest joke in the world to set one’s eyebrows on fire.

      “The fellow in the green coat is smoldering. If that isn’t the very definition of an idiot, I don’t know what is.”

      Her mother nearly throttled her fan in exasperation. “Had you rather pack your bags back for home,” Mama asked in a furious whisper, “and be married to your cousin Edward, who is the only man in Somerset to overlook your errant tongue and ask for you?”

      Heaven forfend. “No.” A duller, more pompous man than her cursed cousin had yet to be born—he was thirty going on sixty, if he was a day. But at least he had never set his own eyebrows on fire—that she knew of.

      This idiotic game of Snapdragon seemed just the sort of male jollity Cousin Edward would extol as manly.

      “Then smile, for heaven’s sake, girl. You’re a diamond of the first water, prettier than any of your sisters,” her mama reminded her. “Pray smile and look like it.”

      It was all humbug, this diamond business—Tamsin had never felt more like paste, being given the chance to go to London instead of her older sister, Anne, just because of her looks.

      She was a counterfeit diamond at best, a determined bluestocking being made to masquerade as a marriageable ninny in search of an equally marriageable ninny of a man. She looked the part, certainly, rigged out like a dressmaker’s doll in the latest styles from the London modistes, but she felt nothing but an absolute imposter.

      A frustrated, bored imposter, sore from biting her own tongue.

      Exactly how she had felt at home, deep in the Somerset countryside, where nothing exciting or intellectual ever happened. As much as she loved her sisters and their intelligent, well-read company, she longed for a wider acquaintance than their be-nighted neighborhood provided. She yearned for newer ideas. The country was a vast, tedious, snow-covered prison, if you asked her.

      But no one asked her.

      Especially not Mama. Under her escort, London had become more tedious—the city jackanapes who set their tailcoats on fire excepted, of course—than the country. Here, Tamsin could not even for one minute be herself.

      Here, she was an ornament to be displayed and disposed of—preferably to a man who was both titled and rich. Anything above a lord, and Mama would be in alt. Anything below, and Tamsin would be accounted a failure.

      Frankly, Tamsin preferred to fail on her own, without reference to anyone else—father, mother or future smoldering husband.

      Her frustration made her tone far sharper than her mama would like. “I suppose a game of Snapdragon can’t be counted a success until at least one idiot has lost an eyebrow.”

      “Sometimes two,” a stunning young woman murmured at her elbow.

      Lady Evangeline, eldest daughter of the Duke of Allingham, was a true diamond of the first water—the sort of raven-haired, creamy-skinned English rose Mama was forever extolling as the epitome of beauty. The young woman was like an elegant swan gliding across the gilded surface of Society, regal and serene, as if she didn’t need to paddle madly beneath the water like everyone else.

      “I do beg your pardon.” Tamsin felt she had best apologize, for Lady Evangeline was a noblewoman—a duke’s daughter—and her opinion was listened to. “I fear I should not be so critical of the fun, especially at this time of year.”

      “Do not go back now,” Lady Evangeline’s laugh was tempered by a wry smile. “I need an ally. You are utterly correct that they are all idiots. They’re not the sort of fellows one wants for a husband, are they?”

      “Heavens, no,” Tamsin was too straightforward not to admit the truth, though she was both surprised and relieved to find anything like an ally in Lady Evangeline.

      “Lord, grant me the confidence of a man of supposed education who knows absolutely nothing in truth,” the lady intoned.

      “Indeed.” Tamsin was thrilled to find the lady possessed such an arch wit—it gave her permission to add her own rather acerbic thoughts. “If this is what’s on offer, I don’t think I want any sort of a husband at all. It seems a devil’s bargain at best.”

      “True,” Lady Evangeline agreed. “But what sort of life can one have without one?”

      “An independent life,” Tamsin vowed. The sort of quiet life where she might be left alone to read. And write. And think for herself.

      She knew it was impossible—she and her sisters had been told so, over and over until she was blue in the face from hearing it.

      But somewhere in the last, stubborn corner of her character, she had refused to accept her mother’s opinion as truth. “I had rather entertain myself, not with silly parties with flaming punch bowls, but with intelligent salons where ideas and ideals might be exchanged. Where books might be discussed or poetry recited.” Where she might get advice and encouragement about the study of Bess of Hardwick that she had undertaken.

      “You’re a secret bluestocking.”

      “It’s no great secret,” Tamsin admitted. “I would be a true bluestocking if I were allowed, like my aunt Dahlia—she has her own establishment here in London and has the most elegant salons, full of the most interesting people.”

      But Tamsin was not allowed go to any event that smacked of intellectualism. She had visited her aunt but once, before Mama had decreed such salons—as well as trips to museums or lectures—a waste of their precious time when they might be at balls instead, securing Tamsin’s future.

      “But the sad truth is that if I don’t marry one of them”—she gestured to the rowdy young men on offer—“I’ll only be married off to my odious cousin who is to be a baronet someday but cares nothing for books or ideas, unless they’re to do with beef cattle or crop rotation.”

      “Great God,” her new friend said with feeling. “Might you be able to manage him into thinking better? A good woman can often make a mediocre man into something more.”

      “I doubt it.” A more vain, self-convinced man than her cousin Edward, Tamsin had yet to meet. Every sentence out of his mouth began with Actually, Thomasina… He was positively enraging—even Mama said so, and she was normally enthusiastic about anything with a title and a pulse.

      How different it would be if clear-sighted people like Lady Evangeline and Tamsin had charge of their lives.

      “I wish we were truly allowed to choose instead of only being chosen. Don’t you, Lady Evangeline?” she mused.

      “We can, and should choose,” Evangeline insisted. “But first we must ask, what is it you really do want? Whom would you choose?”

      No one—not in all the days she had been in London, nor in any of the days that had passed before—had ever asked Tamsin what she wanted for her life. Not Mama, nor Papa. And certainly not odious Cousin Edward.

      But Tamsin knew her answer. “No one. I’d rather be a spinster, like my aunt Dahlia. My mama does say she ruined herself, coming to London on her own, but she’s left to live in peace with books and cats, and no men. It’s heavenly.” Especially when compared to the smoldering idiots. “That is what I want. But my mama will never approve. I must choose, and by the end of this little Christmas season.”

      Tamsin had never felt so helpless, or so angry. Heat scratched her throat. “The very thought of Cousin Edward makes me want to ruin myself like Aunt Dahlia, so he’ll have nothing to do with me.”

      Cousin Edward would get her father’s small estate regardless, so why should she let him torture her with his odious opinions for the rest of her life?

      Lady Evangeline’s eyes lit with mischievous excitement. “Why not do it then?”

      “Do what?”

      “Ruin yourself.”

      The suggestion had Tamsin instinctively shaking her head—it was one thing to give vent to her secret fears and frustrations, but it was another thing entirely to act upon those wishes.

      Yet everything within her shrank from the suggestion at the same time that she yearned toward it.

      Lady Evangeline was all confident decision. “It would have to be light ruination,” she mused, smiling as if she already had a perfect plan percolating behind her equally perfect face. “To maintain your standing on some level. It all has to be done very carefully, in a controlled fashion—a bespoke sort of ruination, if you like.”

      Hope—silly, crazy, unrealistic, exciting, exhausting, exhilarating hope—slid into Tamsin’s veins like too much French champagne, lifting her up on the possibility.

      “Do you really think so?”

      “Absolutely,” Evangeline said.

      Tamsin urged her brilliant new friend away from Mama so there was no possibility she might overhear. “Pray, tell me more.”

      Lady Evangeline tossed up a shoulder. “If you truly do not want to fall victim to the machinations of your parents, you must do a little machinating of your own.”

      The idea took root in Tamsin’s head and began to grow stronger. “How?” Tamsin could barely hear her own voice over the strident, hopeful beating of her heart.

      “Well, we must simply think like the men, mustn’t we, when they want to find a biddable bride.” Evangeline clapped her hands together like a magician conjuring a trick. “And who is a biddable bride, at least in their minds?” She opened her hands wide as if the answer were self-evident. “A wallflower!”

      Of course. So simple. So practical. So perfect.

      “A wallflower,” Tamsin repeated, trying the idea out for size—tailoring it to suit her needs. “A masculine wallflower.”

      “Exactly!” A mischievous smile of angelic radiance and devilish determination gave something more than beauty to her new friend’s already-beautiful face. Lady Evangeline took her arm with purpose. “And I know just where to find them.”
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      Tamsin cast a wary backward glance at Mama. While she might have secretly thought of rebelling against her mother and her draconian strictures, she had never actually put so much as a toe out of line.

      But where had that got her? Watching idiots set their eyebrows on fire.

      So despite the fear beating a hectic tattoo on her heart, Tamsin followed in her new friend’s wake like an ugly duckling swimming after a swan.

      Lady Evangeline led the way to a tall door that stood slightly ajar, spilling warm, mellow light into the darker corridor and threw open the portal to reveal row upon row and shelf upon shelf of rich, jewel-toned volumes.

      “The library.”

      Of course. Why had she not thought of seeking like-minded intellectuals here, in this temple to learning, instead of wasting her time standing by the side of the dance floor?

      Lady Evangeline smiled like a cat in cream. “And just as I promised, here are the wallflowers.”

      There they were—two gentleman sitting in perfect peace, reading beside the fire. And not a one of them smoldering.

      “Who is that?” Tamsin gestured to a third fellow, a bespectacled gentleman quietly focusing a telescopic glass out the window at the night sky. He looked to be just the sort of kindred spirit who would welcome intellectual discussion. Perhaps she might even become acquainted with him without any sort of ruination required.

      “Do you not know Henry Killam?” Lady Evangeline’s tone indicated that everyone did—everyone but Tamsin.

      But she was happy to correct that mistake. “Might he do? He seems quite a bluestocking sort himself.” And she rather liked his sort of gentle handsomeness.

      Lady Evangeline took a long time before she answered. “Well…he is a thorough, scientific sort of fellow, who never does anything by halves, so that would be an advantage in your predicament, specifically…” Lady Evangeline trailed off, staring at this Henry for a long moment, as if she could divine his flaws. She shook her head. “Do you know, I don’t think Henry will do at all for your purposes, not at all.”

      “No?” Tamsin could not keep the disappointment from her voice.

      “No.” Lady Evangeline’s tone firmed. “Because he’s… Because he’s not… Simon!” She headed for the other side of the room to an alcove where a tall fellow Tamsin had not noticed reposed upon an upholstered sofa. “Oh, yes. Simon Cathcart ought to do quite nicely.”

      “Really?” This time, Tamsin couldn’t keep her skepticism from her voice.

      The fellow in question lay full length upon the sofa, with his buff-clad legs crossed comfortably at the ankle. Apparently asleep. In the middle of a ball.

      “He looks rather too indolent. And too…” The man was so tall, his booted feet stuck well out over the arm of the sofa. “…too everything."

      “Hmmm, yes,” Evangeline considered, “but he’s only indolent at these types of things. He used to be a soldier—a very good one, by all accounts, commended by Wellington himself, and part of the delegation to the Congress of Vienna last summer. Superior with languages or some such. But he came back from the war…different, they say.”

      “Different?” This did not sound like a good thing. “Is he violent?”

      “Quite the opposite—a sworn pacifist!”

      Tamsin fetched her spectacles out of her reticule and put them on, the better to see this interesting, pacifistic specimen.

      The man had a sort of beauty in repose—as if his conscience were as clean and unruffled as his cravat. “Perhaps he was too long at war?”

      Lady Evangeline shrugged. “Either way, no one has any expectations of him. So no one could expect him to make an offer for you. He’s the second son—hence his place in the army—but he’s sold out or some such. Insufficient ambition, some say.”

      Such facts might be accounted in the fellow's favor, if she were seriously considering Lady Evangeline’s idea.

      Which she wasn’t.

      Not seriously.

      Not yet.

      “He accompanies his aunt, the Countess Cathcart, in Society, as the earl doesn’t care for these things,” Evangeline went on. “Rumor has it the earl doesn’t care for the countess, but I suppose that’s nobody’s business but theirs. He always retires like this, Simon does. Never socializes, never dances, but also never gambles. Nor, more importantly, lights himself on fire.”

      Definitely a point in his favor.

      “What’s more, he doesn’t have opinions. And he’s as handsome as the day is long. Just look at him.”

      Tamsin was looking. At the tumble of sandy hair. And the sweep of too-beautiful lashes. And the smooth cut of his jaw.

      “I suppose if I were going to all the ugly trouble of being ruined, I might want something beautiful to look at.”

      “Exactly. He’s eminently suitable for the purpose,” Lady Evangeline concluded. “Uncomplicated, simple Simon. Aren’t you, Simon?” She prodded the sleeping man awake with her slippered foot.

      But instead of leaping up in an embarrassed haste to be caught sleeping at a ball by two young ladies, or rage at being so rudely interrupted mid-masculine slumber, this Simon just opened his eyes and gave them a warm, sleepy smile.

      “Of course I am. Is that you, then, Evie, old girl?”

      “It is. Good evening, Simon. Do get up, dear man. Miss Lesley has a proposition for you.”

      Simple Simon did not get up, but merely turned his sleepy eye upon Tamsin as if he were perfectly used to being awakened from slumber by females with propositions. “Does she?”

      “Do I?” Tamsin echoed, and then firmed her voice. “Yes. Yes, indeed, I believe I do.”

      He looked at her with the same sort of simple, happy expectation that her father’s dogs exhibited whenever Papa so much as rose to his feet.

      But this Simon Cathcart did not, in fact, rise to his feet. He just lay there smiling, happy to be propositioned. Or not. “Don’t dance, I’m afraid,” he offered. “Three left feet, don’t you know?”

      Tamsin did not know, especially as he had but two such long appendages stretched out before him.

      But if she doubted his mathematical abilities, she had to admit his smile was personable and his demeanor pleasant.

      “Not dancing, I thank you, sir. I’m seeking…more of a personal, private favor,” she hedged, unsure of how best to phrase a ruinous proposition to a gentleman wallflower. Unsure if she should make the proposition. “A temporary alliance, if you will.”

      His happy countenance clouded. “Don’t know about an alliance—had a bit too much of that sort of thing in the army. Treaties, pacts, alliances—not worth the paper they’re written on.”

      Lady Evangeline let out an elegant sigh and then bluntly declared, “Miss Lesley desires to be ruined.”

      “Lightly ruined.” Tamsin lowered her voice in the hope that not everyone in the house might have overheard them. “Very lightly. For appearance’s sake, and not in actuality.”

      “Not in actuality?” Mr. Simon Cathcart frowned and smiled and turned down his mouth all at the same time in the perfect picture of sleepy confusion. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      Tamsin strove for logic, even in the midst of such an illogical situation. Which meant that she really was considering ruining herself with someone, if not this illogical, smiling, different man.

      “Our agreement would be more of a business arrangement, sir, not for…amusement.”

      “Right ho.” He took the correction amiably. “So I’m to be in the business of ruining young ladies?”

      “Only me, sir,” Tamsin clarified in as quiet a voice as possible. “No other young ladies.”

      “Not at the moment, perhaps.” He grinned up at her. “But if I’m successful, who knows who else might come knocking on my door? Don’t know if I can chance it, Miss…”

      “Lesley. How do you do?” Tamsin fell back upon civility to allay her confusion at his nonsensical style of talk.

      “Like a fellow, Lesley,” he observed apropos of nothing. “But you’re not a fellow at all, what?”

      “No, I’m not.” She wouldn’t be in this predicament if she were. “I wonder if we might speak privately?”

      Where she might more logically evaluate if this Simple Simon really was the suitable masculine wallflower Lady Evangeline had thought him.

      “Oh, I shouldn’t think so,” he refused baldly. “Load of trouble, that—being alone with a young lady.”

      “But I should like our arrangement to remain private, known to no one but the three of us assembled here. And I give you my word that no other young lady will hear it from my lips.”

      “Nor mine,” Lady Evangeline swore. “And to make sure I know nothing of the affaire, I shall leave you to arrange it as you will.”

      And she swanned herself off, leaving Tamsin alone with the recumbent, reluctant
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EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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