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      Dear Readers:

      I sold my first book in 1982, back in the days when all I had was an old Bic pen and a college-ruled notebook to scribble in while the kids played in the yard. I had to buy a used Underwood typewriter with a stuck S key to type up my proposals because we didn’t have money for anything more. Needless to say, those first books were typed once and not again. The editor would go through with red pencil, I’d make copies of the page, type up a new one, and clip them together. After I was making enough money to afford it, I graduated to cutting and pasting new sentences onto old pages and making a clean Xerox copy. Since books were cheap to print and readers loved big thick books, we didn’t do a lot of cutting or editing.

      It wasn’t until the 1990s that I had enough money to indulge in a new computer—one where I saved each chapter to a huge floppy disk.

      Most of the books I’ve labeled as the Dark Lords and Ladies series  were written in my typewriter days. They have been edited of excess verbiage and perennial head-hopping. At the time, the author omniscient voice was popular and justified watching scenes through the heads of servants and doting family. I’m afraid the multiple head spinning would drive the modern reader into gales of laughter or angry book heaving. But I have left enough in to understand the voice in which it was written. To do otherwise would deprive the book of the lovely flavors I instilled at the time of writing. The story and the characters remain unchanged. We were fond of old-fashioned melodrama back then, and I’d be fascinated to know if you enjoy the Perils of Pauline style.

      I hope you’ll sink in and stay there and enjoy a good rousing tale of love lost and won again.

      Thank you so much for reading!
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      Please consider joining my newsletter for exclusive content and news of upcoming releases. Be the first to know about special sales, freebies, stories from my writer life, and other fun information. You'll even receive a thank-you gift. Join me on my writing adventures!
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      Soaring marble columns bearing gilded sculptures carried the gaze upward to an arched ceiling accented with carved moldings bearing the certain stamp of Robert Adam. Beneath the canopy of tinkling crystal chandeliers and between the brocade-and-velvet-covered walls milled a procession of soberly black-clad gentlemen and extravagantly arrayed ladies in the silks and flounces of the current Season.

      Despite the hubbub of orchestra and hundreds of people speaking at once, none of the distinguished guests raised their voices above a civil level. They circulated with well-trained precision, balancing punch cups, napkins, fans, dance cards, and other necessities.

      The couples in the center of the gleaming waxed ballroom swayed with stately grace to an old tune, not the rackety waltz the Regent had accepted at court two years before. Harmony prevailed among sedately wigged musicians and modishly styled dancers alike.

      Only a few noble guests blinked at the rash whirlwind bursting from behind an elaborate sculpture of a draped Diana. Their serenity was only disturbed when the young lady dashed headlong through the center of the crowd.

      The dancers gasped in surprise and hastily parted. They waved their fans and raised their quizzing glances at a glorious mass of sunset-gold hair flying past their noses. A tall, exquisite figure, garbed in daring primrose, she vanished through the doorway before any could correct her behavior.

      Cassandra! They shook their heads, whispered behind their hands, and returned to their peaceful occupations.

      The fleeing girl exploded into the mass of still-arriving guests. With their top hats and fur-trimmed pelisses discarded, the latecomers lingered to greet old friends and smile at new acquaintances.

      Black swallowtail coats and silk breeches swung in startlement as the fiery explosion catapulted past. The men stifled admiring looks as their feminine companions frowned with disapproval.

      At the door, a tall striking gentleman had halted to help his lady adjust her yards of Kashmir shawl. His stern features held no expression as he listened to his petite companion’s comments. The lady herself was little more than plain, but she carried her looks with the arrogance of wealth and nobility. Even a stranger would know she was someone of consequence, at least to herself.

      When the spectacular trail of fiery beauty crashed to a breathless halt—grabbing the gentleman’s arm to stop her headlong flight—both gentleman and lady stared in confusion and surprise.

      “Wyatt! Thank goodness! You have to help me. Tell him you’ve already claimed my next set. I’ll escape somehow afterward, but he’s right behind me. Dash it all, Wyatt, don’t stand there like a looby! Look pleased to see me. He’ll never believe you elsewise.”

      The tall gentleman looked even more confused. Not unintelligent, nor inexperienced in what society required of a gentleman, he gallantly covered her gloved fingers. “I do beg your pardon, miss. Are we acquainted?”

      “Wyatt! It is Cassandra! Have you completely lost your wits?”

      The short lady on his other arm hissed and tugged in a futile attempt to free him, but he resisted.

      “Cassandra! By Jove, little Cassandra?” In bemusement, he studied the outrageous sun goddess clinging to his arm. “It’s been how long? You weren’t above⁠—”

      The goddess’s less-than-heavenly answer rudely cut him off. “Since last Wednesday. I promised you this set then. Smile, curse you, Merrick! Do not play the prim and proper with me now.” Her gloriously lovely smile spread across her face. None watching from a distance would believe the biting tones with which she addressed him.

      “Lady Cassandra, there you are! I have been searching this age for you. Lord Eddings said I might have this dance.” A slender gentleman sartorially correct in tight black silk breeches and white satin waistcoat—but heavily festooned with more gold than the ceiling—bowed in front of them.

      Although immaculately turned out, his features bore evidence of dissipation, and the glass in his hand smelled of spirits stronger than punch.

      Cassandra turned a blazing smile of condolence upon the newcomer. “Sir Rupert! What a pleasant surprise. I am so sorry, but this set is taken by an old neighbor of ours. Wyatt, Catherine, are you acquainted with Sir Rupert? Sir Rupert, these are my old friends, Lord Merrick and his fiancée.”

      The earl barely disguised his disdain for the rake. “We’re acquainted, my lady. I beg your pardon, but Lady Cassandra and I previously arranged this set, Rupert. I was just taking Lady Catherine to a friend of mine. Here he comes now.”

      Over the heads of the crowd he signaled a blond gentleman of muscular build who delightedly broke off in their direction.

      Merrick could scarcely be indifferent to the angry intake of breath on one arm and the joyful exhalation of relief on the other, but he maintained his equanimity. Rupert appeared ready to protest, but the arrival of Merrick’s friend intruded.

      “Scheffing, if you will, the lady has requested a glass of punch while Cass and I carry out this next set. Would you be so kind. . . .?”

      Smoothly Lord Merrick maneuvered Lady Catherine onto Scheffing’s arm. With a nod of dismissal, Wyatt Mannering, Earl of Merrick, led Lady Cassandra past the miffed baronet.

      The weathered lines about the earl’s mouth deepened as he guided his unexpected dance partner onto the floor. “You will explain what that was all about?”

      “That’s obvious, Wyatt,” she replied disparagingly. “Duncan promised that libertine I would dance with him, and I took exception to it. There simply wasn’t time to find my pelisse and summon a carriage. If you will be so kind as to dance me to the far staircase when the music’s over, I shall pretend to go to the powder room and make my escape. It’s quite generous of you to rescue me. I always knew you were the kind of man of which white knights are made.”

      “That’s doing it a trifle too brown, my lady.” Aside from the fact that there was a decade difference in their ages, and he was due the respect of his rank, Merrick had not seen the chit in a half-dozen years. She may have turned into a grand beauty, but her airy familiarity rankled. “Since your brother is your guardian, you’re obliged to obey his wishes. And I cannot remember giving you leave to call me by name, much less molest me in public places. I require a more thorough explanation.”

      Cassandra gave a great sigh and turned a pair of meltingly blue eyes up to him. “You haven’t forgiven me for stealing your apples yet, have you? I did not think you so petty.”

      “The apples in question were the result of years of experimentation lost to me because of your childish prank. There were only three on the tree. You did not need pick all of them. That is not to the point.”

      Cassandra simply smiled at Merrick’s complaint. “Any tree that bears only three apples cannot be worth much. And there is always the next year. Presumably it bore a great many more then. How did the experiment work out?”

      “The tree bore a great deal too many while I was away, and the gardener failed to prune it adequately. The tree split in half and died.”

      Cassandra laughed as he whirled her around in the pattern of the dance and brought her back to him. “All those apples wasted! That’s a terrible pity. Now, had I been there, I would have taken enough that the tree might be standing still. The Widow Jones always thought your apples were the best in the county.”

      “Is that what you did with them? I always thought there were far too many missing for one little girl to eat. You could have told me who they were for. I would gladly have helped you pick them. She always sent me the most excellent pies.”

      “Telling you wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.” Cassandra granted him a radiant smile.

      Merrick merely raised an eyebrow at her lack of character.

      She made a slight moue of resignation. “Besides, she died that next year and we moved away.”

      Pages of explanation could have disappeared into the gulf created by that statement. Six years ago she had been a child pulling a foolish prank on her neighbor, who happened to be a happily married man at the time.

      A year later her home was gone and so was his wife, not to mention the Widow Jones. A momentous year, indeed.

      Wyatt carefully bridged the gap with a more innocuous topic. “Where is your chaperone? If you mean to leave just to spite Rupert, she could be fetching your carriage.”

      Cassandra blithely waved away such niceties. “Do not concern yourself, my lord.” She added a sharp emphasis to his title, showing she acknowledged his earlier cut. “You have been more than kind. Simply see me to the stairs, and I will fend for myself.”

      It may have been six years since he had seen her last, but Wyatt was beginning to remember the rash little brat. The awkward limbs and skinny child’s frame might be replaced with creamy skin and a woman’s grace and form, but he rather suspected her character had not undergone any such radical alteration. None of the Howards were known for their retiring character or circumspect behavior.

      He frowned. “You surely do not mean to go home alone?”

      Cassandra diverted the topic. “Have you and Lady Catherine set the date yet? She and your friend Scheffing seem to be getting along quite famously.”

      Merrick followed the direction of her gaze. While he had scarcely been able to elicit a smile from his fiancée during the entire length of their courtship, Scheffing always managed to bring her to animation. Since his friend had the wits of an overgrown puppy, he could only assume Catherine responded to his friend’s blond good looks and store of gossip.

      Well aware of his own lack of charm, Merrick returned his attention to the slender female on his arm. Time had certainly wrought changes. Dragging his gaze from full young breasts barely concealed by silk, Merrick gave her a shrewd look.

      “Catherine and Bertie are old friends, as surely you must remember. You have not been away from Kent so long that you have forgotten that. Where is your brother? I think it might be best if I make myself known to him before you spirit yourself off.”

      “Honestly, must you treat me as a child too? Duncan is off in the card room as usual. The set is almost ended, and Rupert is waiting by the entrance. The stairs it must be. Hurry, please, my lord, before he guesses that I am escaping.”

      He had little choice in the matter, actually. She tugged his arm as soon as the music ended, and without creating a battle in the midst of this proper company, Wyatt could do naught but follow her to the stairs in the anteroom at the far side of the ballroom from the entrance.

      “I am much obliged my lord.” Cassandra curtsied prettily as she gained the bottom steps. Then, without warning, she leaned from her perch to place a quick peck on his cheek. “Cathy doesn’t deserve you,” she whispered wickedly before fleeing up the stairway and out of sight.

      Shocked at this unexpected tribute, Merrick hesitated like some inexperienced schoolboy besottedly staring after his first love. Recovering his senses, he swung around wearing his usual indifferent expression.

      Beyond any question of a doubt he knew what the little minx meant to do, and as neighbor and gentleman, he could not let her do it.

      He could search out the new Lord Eddings and confront him with his sister’s waywardness, but he knew Duncan Howard of old. The man had as few scruples as Rupert, or less. Only a father as insane as the late marquess could have left an innocent young female in the guardianship of Duncan Howard. Provided Cassandra Howard could be termed an innocent.

      Not wishing to question the morals or character of a female he had not known since her childhood, he acted out of the gallantry of a gentleman toward a lady. Merrick proceeded across the crowded ballroom, gesturing toward Scheffing to follow.

      They met at the entrance. Catherine did not look at all pleased to be dragged around like a puppet on a string, but the earl had already decided time was of the essence and ignored the signs of an impending set-down. That was one of the advantages of being affianced to a woman he had known all his life. He knew her every mood, and experienced none of the uncertainties of gauging her reaction as he must with any other woman.

      “I am forced to rescue a lady in distress, Bertie. Catherine, I hate to take you away before you have a chance to enjoy yourself, but I feel obligated to escort Cassandra home. You know what Duncan is. . . .” He let his voice trail off. They were all acquainted with the new Marquess of Eddings and his indiscretions.

      “And I know what Cassandra is,” Catherine snapped. “How do you think she has managed all these years without you? Don’t make a cake of yourself, Wyatt. I have no intention of leaving early. She will find her own way home.”

      Merrick stiffened. “She is just a young girl. I could not live with my conscience should anything happen to her because I neglected my duty. Scheffing, perhaps if you would look after Catherine, I will be back shortly.”

      “You know how Merrick is about duty, Cathy. You knew he was a high stickler when you accepted his suit,” Bertie murmured apologetically.

      Merrick did not listen to the lady’s reply as he pushed toward the staircase. Perhaps had he been a foot shorter he would have been less noticeable and his progress more impeded by the crowd. As it was, people hastily opened a path.

      He reached the foyer in good time, but he didn’t trust his prey to dawdle. After casting a glance upward to assure himself she was not on the stairs, he stepped out onto the high stone steps and glanced down at the carriage drive.

      He saw a slim figure in lined pelisse and hood hurrying away. Throwing a curt order to a footman, Merrick strode after her. One advantage to having damned long legs was that very few people could out stride him. Though Cassandra was of above average height, she was hampered by narrow skirts and thin slippers.

      He caught her arm and swung her around with less gentleness than he normally would accord a lady. “I will see you home,” he announced, marching her back toward the house.

      Cassandra stared at the earl in astonishment. She remembered Wyatt Mannering as a quiet man who seldom raised his voice even when giving a scold to a rambunctious child.

      She had taken that quiet politeness as a sign of weakness. The strength of the hand compelling her into his carriage told a different story.

      “This is not necessary, my lord,” she protested.

      “It is entirely necessary for my peace of mind, Cassandra. Now, get in or I will carry you in.”

      She was well acquainted with harsh commands. Her father and brother had often spoken to her in just such tones. The difference was that they never carried through on their threats. She feared the Earl of Merrick would not be as lenient. She climbed into the carriage.

      Once inside, she oohed in delight at all the modern conveniences revealed by the lamplight. The velvet squabs, cushioned by springs, sank as she sat down. Behind the matching curtains, clear glass allowed her to gaze out upon the street. Beside each seat a vase held a single carnation, and she lifted one and tucked it into her hair. She reached up and found the lamp-wick knob and dimmed the light, then turned it up brighter.

      Merrick sat with arms crossed in the seat beside her, watching her with amusement.

      “You should have let me find a hackney, Merrick. Catherine will not speak to you for a week. I’m scarcely worth the trouble.”

      He gave her a starched look. “A hackney? In the middle of the night? Have you completely lost your wits?”

      “Oh, no.” She turned a smile on him again. “I do it all the time. My only problem tonight was that I had no coin to pay the fare. It’s devilishly difficult to carry coins in a ball gown, particularly one as daring as this. Any extra weight and. . . . whoop!” She made a laughing gesture to indicate the effect on her daring décolletage.

      Merrick rolled his eyes heavenward and made a muffled noise of assent.

      Cassandra surveyed his pained expression. “I should not have said that. Duncan said you were a high stickler, but I didn’t imagine he meant humorless. Forgive me, I’ll not offend your sensibilities again. It was most kind of you to see me home.”

      She settled back against the velvet cushions with dignity, primly crossing her hands on her lap and fixing her gaze on the empty seat. The carnation slipped from her hair and slid down her cheek.

      Wyatt rescued it. “I am not entirely humorless, but someone needs to teach you proper behavior with gentlemen with whom you are scarcely acquainted.” He laid the carnation over her hands.

      “Fustian. I daresay I know you as well as Catherine does. You just won’t admit that someone you think is a mere child can know anything. You’ve grown toplofty, Merrick, puffed up with your own consequence. I can mind my manners when I choose. I just didn’t think it necessary between neighbors.”

      The carriage halted before the narrow Georgian town house of the Marquess of Eddings. It was in a less fashionable district on the wrong side of St. James’s, and many of its neighbors had been converted to flats.

      “We have scarcely been neighbors for a number of years, Lady Cassandra, and you were much too young to know me even then. Duncan and I are barely on speaking terms, but if I find you taking off on your own again, I will be forced to report your behavior to him. Now, come, it’s time you went inside.” He stepped down from the carriage and held out a hand to her.

      Arching her wrist to rest her hand upon his, lifting her chin, sweeping up her skirts and pelisse, Cassandra descended with all the grace and dignity she could summon. She cast him a scathing glance as he offered his arm to see her inside.

      “You had better return to Roxbury’s with all due haste, my lord, or your fiancée will teach you the truth of her name. I bid you farewell.” Without waiting for any servant to open the door, she threw it open and marched in, slamming it shut in his face.

      Cass considered the earl’s assistance well paid with her warning. Lady Cat hid claws inside her velvet gloves.
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      The thick stench of cigars and the smoking table lamp did not irritate Cassandra’s nose so much as the sharp odor of spirits as her brother poured another glass of port. She forced the frown from her face as she bent over Duncan’s shoulder to better examine his hand of cards. The numbers were a blur to her in this light, but she had learned the placement of the symbols at an early age. He was losing, and this hand would not turn the odds.

      She scratched a warning against his coat, but he ignored her, as he was increasingly wont to do these days. He had some illusion that his recklessness served him better than her cheating. She shrugged and wandered to the curtain partitioning his alcove from the main room of the gambling hell.

      She was no stranger to these rooms. Early on her father had conceived the notion that she was his good-luck charm. It had only been the card tables at home at first, but as the marquess’s luck away from home had dwindled, he had insisted on bringing her along to his more important games. In time, that had become every game he played.

      Realizing that her father’s fortunes at the table determined the mood of the entire household, Cassandra had efficiently learned the ways to ensure a happy outcome.

      She had not considered what she did cheating so much as love and filial duty. If her father won, her mother didn’t cry. After a while, she also realized that if her father won, the servants didn’t quit, she might have meat instead of cheese for dinner, and the bottle of port in the cabinet didn’t dwindle as fast, all excellent reasons to develop her talents.

      Now that she was eighteen and more aware of society’s strictures, she knew what she was doing was wrong. The quick glance at another player’s hand, the warning signal indicating the wrong card to be played, the sudden smile to tip off a right card, all the innocuous strategies she had learned over the years would be considered cheating in the eyes of men like the Earl of Merrick. When her father had died last year, she had thought they’d ended. Duncan had disabused her of the notion.

      Not wishing to entertain dismal thoughts of her brother’s selfish pursuits, Cassandra contemplated the room outside the alcove. Most of the men were familiar to her, though few were of the class of gentlemen. Occasionally a band of young swells would invade, or a lone gambler bent on destruction like her brother, but this particular den of iniquity had an unsavory reputation.

      She generally moved with impunity through these hells, protected by her father’s rank and reputation and a certain camaraderie of acquaintance. Lately she had become less sure of herself. Gamblers were always inclined to testiness when losing or overt jocularity when winning, but their treatment of her had changed of late. Whereas before they might have tweaked her hair or cuffed her ear, now they tended to pull her onto their laps or give her sloppy kisses or worse. She laughed it off as she always had, but she no longer laughed inside. Had she given herself time to think of it, she would have been afraid.

      Her attention caught on the appearance of a tall man at the door. The way he walked seemed familiar, although his beaver hat and long cloak disguised him from this distance. He wielded the walking stick in his hand more like a weapon than an ornament, and he wended his way through the smoky, stale fog with less than assurance. His stiff reaction to someone’s jostling brought sudden recognition, and Cassandra smiled. Here was entertainment for the evening, indeed.

      Duncan scarcely noticed as she slipped through the curtains into the room beyond. The emerald velvet of the gown she wore tonight was less daring than her primrose ball gown, but in these surroundings it caused heads to turn. Any hand daring to reach for her met with her iciest stare.

      Fortunately, none were daring this night. A prizefight outside the city had drawn the crowds away, leaving only the most inveterate card and dice players at the tables. Even so, Cassandra could hear the comments on the fight and its potential outcome from every corner of the room. These were diehard gamblers willing to bet on every activity in the country, including the date of their grandmother’s death if necessary.

      She lifted a hand to one of Duncan’s friends calling to her for advice as to which way to place his bet. She rotated her wrist in a gesture of a wheel to indicate her preference for “Millstone” Wright. A hoot of disbelief rose from onlookers who favored his opponent, but a number of wagers were hastily laid on the basis of the lady’s suggestion.

      The odds went up against Millstone’s opponent. Cassandra smiled and looked toward the fat man tending the ale keg. He made an approving gesture with thumb and forefinger. The wager Duncan had made earlier just went up another point in his favor. He had assured her Millstone was a certain loser.

      Without any seeming effort on her part, she floated to a halt just behind the out-of-place gentleman in top hat and cloak. “Looking for someone, my lord?” she whispered suggestively.

      Lord Merrick swung around and lift an eyebrow in disbelief. “Cassandra? What the d. . . .” He stopped and rephrased. “What are you doing here?”

      “I think the question is more of your presence than mine, my lord. As you can see, you’re the stranger here, not I.” She lifted another hand in greeting at a salute from the nearest table.

      Apparently horrified at finding her rubbing shoulders with the rakes and scoundrels of this dismal gambling hell, where no lady was wont to go, Merrick stumbled over a reply. “I’m looking for the younger brother of a friend of mine. I had promised to look out for him this evening, but the young devil. . . . lad slipped away. You wouldn’t happen to know Bertie’s youngest brother, Thomas, would you? I should think he was just about your age.”

      He looked uncomfortable, Cassandra observed with amusement. He had finally remembered to remove his hat in her presence, and he kept darting scandalized glances at the men accosting her with overfamiliarity. He rigidly kept his own gaze from falling lower than her face, which made her very aware of her new, more mature figure. None of the men she was familiar with made her pleasantly aware that she was a woman, but this courtly gentleman did. She tried a provocative smile and was gratified to notice he colored but didn’t look away.

      “I don’t know any young gentlemen my age, my lord. They can scarcely be expected to occupy places such as this, can they? But if he’s here, I daresay I know where to find him. Come with me.”

      Delighted at being able to show off her superior knowledge, Cassandra led him to a corner not easily observed from the door. A round table of rickety construction held a foursome of players. Drink rings stained the cheap wood. The players took little notice of their moist mugs, although they were promptly refilled by a slatternly barmaid as soon as they were emptied.

      “I don’t suppose the young blond fellow with his back to us would be the one you seek?”

      Distracted from his observance of creamy round breasts barely disguised beneath a high-waisted bodice, Merrick had to force his gaze to where she pointed.

      He didn’t have to look closely to identify the youngest Scheffing. All the males of the family were built like young bulls. It was a pity their dispositions weren’t more like the animals they resembled. Suspicion, stubbornness, and anger would serve them better in this city than their amiable and generous natures.

      Merrick studied the large stack of markers before the pompous gambler facing them. Cassandra answered his question before he could phrase it.

      “Norton fleeces every youngster who comes through that door. He takes pride in it. He thinks he is teaching them a valuable lesson,” she whispered.

      “Since Thomas has only just received his quarterly allowance, it will be a rather expensive lesson. With five boys, his parents do not have much extra to spare.”

      His tart words had scarcely left his mouth before Merrick realized Cassandra had slipped from his side. In horror, he watched as the gambler called Norton looked up with a paternal smile and gallantly gestured her toward an empty chair. The earl developed a sudden leaden feeling in his stomach, but he worked his way around to stand behind her.

      “Cassandra, I cannot approve of this,” he murmured, as she reached for the cards she was dealt. It was all he could do to prevent his own gaze from seeking her generous cleavage. Every man in here had to be watching.

      “Fustian, Merrick. I’ve been playing with Norton since I was naught but a schoolgirl. He doesn’t mind at all, do you?” She sent a sunny smile in the portly man’s direction.

      “Of course not, Lady Cassie. You are an astute student of Lady Luck. Have a seat, my lord. We’re all friends here.”

      Merrick caught Thomas’ bleak gaze and shook his head. “I’m no hand at cards. I’ll just watch if you don’t mind.” He gave the lad a warning frown and then posed to wait for the final fiasco. It was a hard way for the boy to learn, but he couldn’t pull him out of the fire now. Merrick knew the rules of the game but little more. He would just watch and make certain nothing more was wagered than the few coins left upon the table.

      Cassandra began an idle chatter about the prizefight as she nonchalantly held her cards. When she wished to place a wager, she held her palm up and wiggled her fingers at him. Bemused, Merrick obligingly placed a gold guinea there. She sent him a wary glance at the sum, but carelessly threw it in the pot as if it wouldn’t pay a half year’s wages for the lady’s maid she probably didn’t have.

      Young Thomas seemed to sink even lower in his seat as Cassandra’s casual aplomb took over the table. She laughed. She teased. She scolded and folded her cards and held out her hand for another coin. All attention focused on her and away from the boy, whose entire quarterly allowance had dwindled to a single silver coin.

      To his amazement, Merrick watched Thomas’ fortune begin to change as soon as Cassandra won the deal. The coins came slowly at first, disappearing one at a time from the other men at the table. None noticed his small change of fortune in the shadow of the more spectacular winnings of the amazed lady. She laughed with incredulity as the huge pot came her way, and generously offered to split it with everyone. The men at the table grumbled good-naturedly. One dropped out. Norton gave her a wary look, but comfortable behind his still-considerable winnings, he shook his head.

      “Your brother should have your luck, my lady. I’m glad you don’t play often.”

      A dimple appeared at the corner of her mouth. “You’re just jealous because I’m prettier than you are tonight. Shall I let you have the cards back?”

      Ruffled at the insinuation that she was manipulating the deck better than he, the older man made a negative grumble. “Nay, child, let the boy try his hand. He has a few coins yet to share.”

      Merrick listened in amazement to the nuances of this exchange. He was nearing thirty years of age, had come into his title almost a score of years ago, and had considerable experience with the fashionable world. True, his tastes had never run to the seamier side of London. His responsibilities seldom left him time to indulge in the vices, but that wasn’t to say he hadn’t tried them. He knew perfectly well that somehow Cassandra was cheating. What he didn’t understand was the fact that the gambler knew it too and didn’t complain.

      Of course, if he delved into it further, he’d have to question why and how a gently bred lady knew how to cheat, or what she was doing here in the first place. But these were questions better left to another time. She would scarcely appreciate being questioned on the matter in front of others.

      Even with Thomas dealing, the coins in front of Cassandra continued to grow. She laughed with the guilelessness of a child, made gold coin houses with the stacks in front of her, and generously lent Thomas what he needed to make his wager against the rapidly climbing odds she and Norton were constructing. Another player dropped out, but under the sharp eye of the earl, Thomas rebelliously stayed in the game.

      Deciding Cassandra had quite aptly proved her point, although his friend’s younger brother hadn’t seen it yet, Merrick brought an authoritative hand down on the shoulders of both youngsters when it became Cass’s turn to deal again. “I’m quite bored with this pastime, my lady, Thomas. Bid your friends farewell and let us find more amusement elsewhere.”

      Norton looked relieved and hastily retrieved the deck from Cassandra’s grasping fingers. Cass gave Merrick a sharp look of annoyance and disgust, and Thomas appeared wary as he obediently rose.

      Polite murmurs of farewell were made, and remembering Cassandra’s earlier pantomime of what happened when she added coins to her pocket, Merrick hastily scooped up her winnings in his handkerchief, knotting it securely. Her triumph hadn’t exactly made her happy, the earl noted as he caught a glimpse of shadowed blue eyes before she turned away from him, but a wild shout near the door kept him from pondering this discovery.

      “Millstone won! A knockout in three rounds! Hand it over, my boys, I’m going to be a rich man!”

      Merrick couldn’t see the bearer of these tidings, but he could see Cassandra’s creamy complexion pale another shade whiter. He fingered the bundle of coins in his hand thoughtfully but pretended he hadn’t observed her distraction when she pasted a lovely smile on her lips and took his arm.

      “Well, my lord, I trust you wagered on the right man. Millstone has become quite a favorite, hasn’t he?” She gaily acknowledged the triumphant wave of several men holding wads of paper in their raised fists to show her their winnings. Mugs clanked throughout the room as the winners raised their elbows in tribute to the favorite.

      One penguin-shaped old gent waddled up and bussed Cassandra neatly on the cheek and pressed a coin in her hand. “Here’s for yer tip, lass. Ye’re a good gel.” He gave Merrick a leery look. “Ye take care o’ the lass or ye’ll be hearin’ from the likes of Timothy O’Leary.”

      Merrick hid his pained expression and hurried to usher the two youngsters through the riotous scene. Men jumped on tables and waved bottles while others cursed and flung empty mugs at the walls or the winners. A fistfight broke out in a far corner, and Merrick felt Cassandra step a little more quickly toward the door. He caught her shoulder and pushed her in front of him and gestured Thomas to protect her with his back. In a narrow phalanx they hastened through the growing tumult.

      They hurried down the narrow back alley to the wider street, where the carriage waited. The riot inside the gambling hell hadn’t reached the square yet, but the thick silence was almost as unnerving. Merrick cursed at finding himself shepherd to two lambs in this wolf den, but grimly he told himself they had found their way here on their own and deserved a good fright.

      Unfortunately, fear didn’t seem to be uppermost in their minds as they climbed into the landau. Cassandra again bounced joyfully on the cushioned seat and Thomas grinned unabashedly at her.

      “I say, you were bang up to all the tricks back there. You must teach me how to play like that. Did you really know Millstone was going to win? Dash it all, if I’d only met you earlier, I wouldn’t be looking down the River Tick now.”

      “Thomas, you’re a rag-mannered young slowtop and when you’re done rusticating the next quarter you won’t be so eager to repeat tonight’s performance.” Merrick threw himself down beside Cassandra in a decidedly dampening manner. Both youngsters gave him wary looks. “I’m taking you both home and washing my hands of the two of you. If your families can’t teach you common sense, I don’t intend to try.”

      Chagrined, Thomas sank into silence. Cassandra coolly held out her palm. “My winnings, my lord.”

      He studied the nearly translucent illumination of her face in the dim interior, but blue eyes behind gilded lashes gave no hint of thought or emotion. He drew the bundle from his pocket and placed it on her palm. “I don’t believe my young friend here realizes how you won it,” he admonished.

      Merrick thought he detected a flinch but she responded with one of those brilliant smiles he had learned not to trust.

      “I am certain you will explain it to him with time.” She turned her taunting gaze to Thomas. “How much did you lose to Norton tonight?”

      Thomas looked at them with puzzlement, apparently aware of Merrick’s disapproval and Cassandra’s defiance. He turned his solicitous glance to the fire goddess of fate. “You need not concern yourself over my losses, my lady. I shall scrape along well enough. I congratulate you on how well you played.”

      To Merrick’s amazement, a thundercloud formed across the sun of Cassandra’s expression. She ripped open the handkerchief in her lap and spilled open the mountain of coins.

      “Merrick, how much did I steal from him? Name a fair sum. I would not take candy from babes.”

      Young Thomas looked astounded, then wounded, but Merrick named a sum that emptied nearly half the coins from her lap after she leaned over and poured them across the lad’s thighs. Merrick was hard pressed to keep a straight face at the boy’s reaction.

      Instead, Merrick held out his gloved palm. “I believe you owe me a small sum, also, my lady.”

      Cassandra gazed at his palm with contempt, then began to bundle what remained of her winnings into the linen again. “That’s my finder’s fee. I’ll have the handkerchief laundered and returned to you on the morrow.”

      A grin forced the corners of his mouth upward as Wyatt read her defiance. “Very well, my lady, I’ll remember that. Do you have a schedule of fees for your other services?”

      He should not have said that. It really was quite wicked of him to taunt her, but he could not resist responding in kind. It worked. The thundercloud disappeared, and she grinned at him with understanding before adopting a sultry expression and leaning provocatively closer.

      “Of course, my lord. Shall you come in while I show them to you? Bring your young friend. I’m certain he would profit from further lessons this night.”

      The jest had gone entirely too far. Ignoring the shock on Thomas’ face, Merrick caught the young chit by the nape and held her firmly at a proper distance. “Cassandra, you ever were in serious want of a sound thrashing. I’ll be round to see your brother in the morning.”

      Faint mockery laced her voice as she leaned back, forcing Wyatt to release her or caress her shoulder. “I fear you just left Duncan behind. He won’t be home until morning, and I can promise you he won’t be in a humor to hear of my shortcomings. But you’re certainly welcome to try. I might sell tickets of admission.”

      “You really are an undisciplined brat, aren’t you?” he asked, removing his hand to the safety of his cane.

      “And you really are a stuffy old stick. That makes us even.”

      Thomas could scarcely believe his eyes or ears as he watched the dignified earl and the golden miss rip up at each other as if they were cat and dog. What was worse, they did it with such control that he couldn’t be at all certain that he could believe a word they said, particularly when they looked at each other as they were doing now. It ought to be daggers they were drawing, but instead, Thomas felt decidedly de trop.

      That was an irrational thought. He was feeling a little fuzzy from the strong ale. Merrick was the last one to be accused of molesting a lady. The fellow didn’t even keep a mistress. He had mockingly been called St. Wyatt behind his back for years for his views on the weaker sex. Not only did he hold the radical notion that women were not meant to be used by men except for bearing their children within the confines of marriage, he included all women in that notion, not just ladies.

      As the landau rattled to a halt before the lady’s residence, Thomas lifted the curtains. He had every intention of continuing the lady’s acquaintance despite her insult. She looked like she needed a friend, and Merrick obviously didn’t mean to be one. He frowned at the sight of another closed carriage waiting across the street, but he didn’t speak up. Perhaps it was the habit of the neighborhood to come and go at all hours.

      Thomas gallantly took the lady’s hand, murmured all the polite phrases he knew, but remained behind as Merrick escorted her to the door. He didn’t want to know what was between those two. His head was already aching just thinking about it.

      When the earl returned to the carriage, Thomas commented idly, “I say, Wyatt, ain’t that Rupert’s carriage across the street? I thought he had enough barrels of gold to live in a more fashionable district.”

      Merrick glanced out the window to the carriage and cursed. He leapt out of the carriage again.

      A woman’s scream echoed from inside the house, and hastily, Thomas scrambled after Merrick.
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        * * *

      

      Inside, Cassandra swiped her arm over her mouth to wash away the disgusting moistness of the baronet’s lips on hers. Rupert had caught her unprepared. Viciously, she trod on his toe, but her cloth slippers went unnoticed against his leather boots. Holding her tight, he nuzzled her neck, and she nearly lost her supper in revulsion.

      Her brother kept very little in the way of servants, and those few were in all probability sleeping off drunken stupors in the distant basement. She was quite effectively alone in this trap laid for her. She struggled and tried to use her knee as she’d learned to do, but the gown’s fabric was trapped by his tight hold.

      Just as Rupert crudely seized her breast, the door crashed open.

      Far from appearing the gallant white knight, Merrick gazed upon her with disgust as he discovered her wrapped in Rupert’s arms. She was nearly of a height with the baronet, and her hand in Rupert’s hair must have the appearance of a lover’s caress in his eyes. Trapped by a strong arm, Cassandra strained to escape, but the resulting position pulled her velvet gown taut over her breasts. Realizing how she must appear, she struggled to right herself, but Rupert brazenly kept his fist closed over her breast.

      As Thomas tumbled in, Merrick pulled himself erect, offered a look of disdain, and growled, “Let us go, Thomas. I fear we are intruding.”

      Cassandra’s furious cry brought him to a halt.

      “Damn you, Wyatt, help me!” Cassandra dug her nails deeper into Rupert’s neck in an attempt to pry loose from his embrace.

      Merrick’s expression immediately transformed to dangerous. “I believe the lady protests your embrace, Rupert. I would recommend releasing her.”

      The baronet’s breath reeked of spirits as he deliberately manipulated Cassandra’s breast. “She’s promised to me. She can protest all she wants, but I have her brother’s permission to make her mine. She just needs a little taming, that’s all.”

      Cassandra ripped at Rupert’s hair, yanking his head closer until she could grab his nose between her teeth. She bit hard until he yelled and practically dropped her.

      Merrick caught her before she fell, and she grasped his waistcoat and shuddered against his chest as the baronet wailed and searched for a handkerchief.
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        * * *

      

      One of them was trembling like a leaf, and Wyatt wasn’t at all certain that it wasn’t himself. Irrational rage washed over him for the first time since childhood. He hadn’t been this furious in years, but this was none of his affair. He had no right to interfere—as much as he desired to plant a facer in the middle of the rake’s already injured nose.

      He’d wanted to laugh aloud at Cass’s means of retaliation, but her trembling warned she was more terrified than she’d appeared. He couldn’t release her to strike even if he wished to do so.

      “Thomas, would you show the gentleman out?” Merrick asked coldly. The baronet could very well be in the right of it. Cassandra needed a strong hand taken to her, but a fist wasn’t what he had in mind.

      Rupert was in no state to offer a fight against the brute strength of the younger Scheffing. He left reluctantly under escort. Young Thomas followed him out and closed the door after him.

      Left alone in the darkened hall, Merrick instantly set the lady in his arms at a proper distance, although he continued to steady her until she wiped at her eye and offered a wavery smile.

      “I apologize for cursing you, my lord. My brother’s practical jokes sometimes fail to strike me with their humor.”

      She was lying, he was certain, but he pressed the topic. “Then you are not betrothed to him? I should think your brother would have to call him out for such behavior.”

      Cassandra took a deep breath and smiled a little brighter. “Oh, yes, well, I suppose I am promised to him for now, but in a week or so he will grow tired of my sharp tongue and Duncan will pay him back his markers and he will be gone like all the others. Sometimes it’s an amusing game and most of the gentlemen play it properly. I fear Sir Rupert really believed it when Duncan said he would sell me to him. Would you like to buy me next, my lord? I’m certain after tonight he could use a little extra cash. Just don’t expect to get it all back when I bite your nose.”

      She laughed, a brittle laugh that did not sound as if it belonged to one so young. Well acquainted with the drunken madness of the Howard family, Merrick couldn’t separate truth from lie. Every word she said could be true, but whether it was a game, indeed, or a cruel farce instead, he couldn’t say. Cassandra had proved herself every bit as much a liar as the rest of the family.

      “You would have some difficulty reaching my nose to bite it, my lady,” he responded gravely. “If you are alone here, perhaps I ought to take you to stay with young Thomas’ parents. You are less likely to be the victim of practical jokes there.”

      Cassandra clasped her arms over her bosom, and met his gaze with a deceptive smile. “How very thoughtful of you, sir, but I assure you it is not necessary. My mother is asleep just up the stairs. I shall lock the door behind you and go smear jam on my brother’s sheets. It was kind of you to see me home. I hope I was not too rude.”

      Merrick thought perhaps the polite, formal statements she summoned from some long-ago training were the true lies, but he had lived too many years by the rules of society. She had formally dismissed him. He sketched a brief bow.

      “Very well, my lady. I must offer you my gratitude for saving my young friend from his foolishness. If I may, I will call on you and your mother on the morrow to better express my appreciation and to be certain you suffered no harm from this evening.”

      Cassandra’s smile was growing strained. “Of course, my lord. Good night.”

      She watched anxiously as he closed the door behind him; then she bolted it thoroughly. She trembled with disgust and the brink of hysteria, but she would not give in to them. She would not. Someone in the family had to stand strong.

      Raising her chin, she gazed up the stairs to where her mother lay. She could do it. She could defeat Duncan. It was just a matter of planning.
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      “I won’t have it, Duncan, I won’t, I won’t!” Cassandra slammed the iron poker into the stand so hard the entire heavy ring of instruments threatened to tilt and fall. For a brief moment she contemplated taking one of the brutal pieces to her brother’s thick skull.

      The Marquess of Eddings sat with one thigh propped on the edge of his desk and his arms crossed over his chest. He was a powerfully built man with leg muscles that bulged his tight buff pantaloons and shoulders that strained at the faultless tailoring of his navy broadcloth coat. A permanent sneer marked the elegant cut of his aristocratic features, and the puffiness about his eyes gave evidence of more than one night’s dissipation.

      “You have no choice in the matter, dear girl. I can no longer afford your elegant wardrobe with no return on my investment. Rupert is willing to overlook your lack of dowry and your nasty choice of family, not to mention your bad temper. How many of the ton are willing to do the same?”

      Cassandra drew herself up and shot him a scathing glare. “It is not my lack of dowry that presents the problem. We have name and title enough for the worst of them. It is your rakish behavior that brings me to this. It is your pockets that Rupert will plump if you have your way. I am willing to help gain the funds we need, but you aren’t willing to listen.”

      Duncan laughed. “Don’t fool yourself, little sister. You are far too clever to believe that. You have the tongue of a shrew and the temper of a viper. Your behavior at the very few places we are invited has been inexcusable to an extreme. It won’t take long for word to circulate of your presence in the city’s most notorious gaming hells, should you try to attach anyone of respectability. How long do you think it will take for tolerance of our noble name and title turn to cutting you dead for your wantonness?”

      “I am not wanton! You are the libertine, throwing me into the arms of your disgusting friends. I will not go gambling with you anymore. You never pay attention to my warnings anyway. Take me to respectable places and let me find someone decent, if I have become such a burden to your finances.”

      Duncan stood up and started for the door. “You’ll not find anyone with Rupert’s wealth willing to take you. Sorry, old girl, but the deed is done. You’ll find he’s not so bad when he sets you up in that elegant house of his and dresses you in silks and furs. You can look for someone decent after you give him his heir.”

      Cassandra slammed a book after his departing back, but it merely bounced off the door as it closed. She would not wed that lecherous fiend. She would not! What could he do if she refused to say the vows?

      She didn’t want to think about it. She knew her brother well enough to realize he would be prepared for that eventuality. Rape, drugs, and Gretna Green were not beyond him.

      It wasn’t that her brother didn’t love her, she told herself as she started toward her mother’s bedroom. It was that he didn’t know what love was. Duncan had inherited his disgusting weaknesses from his father along with the title and the estate and the empty coffers. The Howards had been drunkards for generations. The only father-son relationship they knew was over a table and a bottle of wine.

      Cassandra didn’t fool herself into thinking she was untainted. Had she been a male and introduced to her father’s society, she would undoubtedly have turned out the same way. Her sex and her mother had been her saving graces. Ladies weren’t supposed to drink, and her mother had warned her of the dangers of strong spirits. Too bad she had not been more of an influence on Duncan.

      A servant in shabby livery hastened up the stairs before she had time to enter her mother’s chamber. Cassandra raised her eyebrows at the man’s appearance after an absence of several days, but his message prevented questioning.

      “There’s two gents below to see you, m’lady.” He tugged his forelock respectfully, remembering his modicum of training.

      “Gentlemen? To see me? Or Lord Eddings?” Any callers at all were highly unusual. Her mother had been an invalid for years, and her brother’s friends weren’t of the type apt to make formal calls. Cassandra could safely say she had no friends. She had never been formally introduced to society, and her childhood playmates had been left behind in Kent.

      “You, m’lady,” the servant insisted.

      Curious, Cassandra followed the footman downstairs. Surely Rupert had not already recovered from his night’s excesses and come with a friend to claim her. Besides, the footman had said they were gentlemen. Even an untrained servant was discerning enough to recognize Rupert was no such thing.

      When she entered the front salon she was conscious of the unaired mustiness of the room. The draperies had been drawn against the fading effects of occasional sunlight, and it was doubtful if they had been aired or cleaned in decades. She felt her breath catch in embarrassment as she recognized the two immaculately proper gentlemen on the graying carpet.

      “Lord Merrick, Mr. Scheffing, it is a pleasure.” She curtsied, determined not to appear as shabby in manners as the room was in appearance. Duncan’s scathing remarks on her behavior still rankled.

      “Cass, you needn’t stand on propriety with old friends,” the elder Scheffing exclaimed, stepping forward to take her hand. “We’ve known you since you were in leading strings.”

      Cassandra threw a look over Bertie’s shoulder to the stern, proud man behind him. That wasn’t what Merrick had said. She gave the earl’s unsmiling visage a triumphant look and turned her smile to his friend. “But I am supposed to be a proper lady now, sir. Won’t you have a seat? Let me open these draperies so we have some light.”

      She glided across the room to tug at the immense height of ancient brocade. The handful of fabric shattered and engulfed her in a cloud of dust.

      A large, competent hand reached over her shoulder to lift the heavy material and drape it over a mahogany serpentine bureau that had not been sold because of a sword gash in its side. Cassandra stepped warily aside as Merrick lifted another panel and draped it over the lion-clawed chair on the window’s other side.

      “Let there be light.” With a flourish, he produced a gilt side chair built to accommodate hoops and panniers and gestured for Cassandra to sit in the gray light produced by the filthy window.

      Thoroughly embarrassed but determined not to be, she settled her pale muslin skirt about her as if it were silk and lifted her hand to indicate the nearby chairs for her guests. “I recommend these seats, gentlemen. The wood is sturdy and not so infested with dust as the upholstered ones.”

      The sarcasm wasn’t polite, but both gentlemen agreeably pulled chairs forward to sit before her.

      “I am not accustomed to gentlemen callers, my lord, sir. What does one talk about on such occasions?”
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      The brilliant smile was almost painful to see, Merrick decided as he admired the fire ignited in her hair by the few dismal rays of sun. The state of this room verified her honesty. His reaction wasn’t one of sympathy but a decided urge to throttle her brother.

      “You know full well why we came, Cass,” Scheffing said. “I had to offer you my thanks for pulling Thomas out of the briars last night. He’s new to town and not up to all the rigs. He learned a lesson he’s not apt to forget anytime soon. He would be here himself to tell you, but he’s still suffering from a sore head and a stiff set-down from our parent.”

      Cassandra’s smile faltered. “I hope he will not hold me in contempt for the circumstances. Norton is an old friend of my father’s. I fear I know his tricks well.”

      Merrick had not been able to keep the circumstances of their encounter entirely from Bertie, and he hastened to soothe her fears. “We have said nothing of it to anyone else. We’re all acquainted with the marquess’s habits. Thomas is eager to further your acquaintance and will most likely do so once he is permitted out of the house again. We thought there might be some way of showing our appreciation.”

      “How enchanting!” She laughed brittlely. “Shall I demand that you accompany me for two turns around the park this
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