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      Shropshire, England – Summer, 1816

      

      Hadnall Heath was the most beautiful estate Miss Felicity Murdoch had ever seen. The grand house was as magnificent as a palace in her eyes. If everything her dear friend, Lady Caroline Herrington, had written to her that spring was true—and Felicity was certain Caro would never lie, even if she was a notorious novelist when she wasn’t fulfilling her duties as Rufus’s wife—the house contained over fifty bedrooms, four dining rooms, a dozen parlors of every description, a ballroom bigger than the modest home Felicity had grown up in, and not one, but two libraries.

      “It is difficult to believe such grandeur is possible,” Felicity said absently to her chaperone, Mrs. Wallace, as she gazed out the window as their hired carriage made the approach.

      “The grounds are nice,” Mrs. Wallace said, not quite able to soften her bullish voice or hide her middle-class accent. “Didn’t your Lady Herrington hire that famous Aegirian bloke, Count something, to redo the lot of it?”

      “Count Fabian Camoni,” Felicity confirmed, glancing over her shoulder at the older woman with a slight frown.

      She didn’t want a chaperone, but her father had heard that all well-heeled women attending house parties where match-making was part of the program had one. They were to keep young ladies in line and to advocate on their behalf for the most advantageous match. But her father had put almost no effort into finding the right chaperone for Felicity. He’d hired Mrs. Wallace based on the recommendation of one of his industrial friends, but without checking her references himself. Then again, the only thing that held any interest at all for John Murdoch were his mills and the money they made him. Felicity was merely his means to connect the family to aristocracy and legitimacy. She certainly wasn’t beloved in any way.

      The thought was simply too morose for her to contemplate, so she turned back to the window. The carriage had just turned onto a gravel lane that led up to a courtyard that contained an elaborate terrace, which led to Hadnall Heath’s massive front door.

      “I cannot wait to see my dear friends Eliza and Ophelia again,” she said with a sigh of longing. “Six months is far too long to be kept from one’s dearest companions.”

      “Dearest companions, yes, hmm,” Mrs. Wallace said in a distracted voice.

      She had the small purse Felicity’s father had given her out on her lap and was counting through the coins once more with a pleased grin. Felicity half hoped the woman would take the money and run, allowing her to enjoy the house party with her friends in peace.

      Those hopes were dashed when Mrs. Wallace went on with, “Mind you, the whole point of being here is to marry a nob. I get an extra crown if I catch you a viscount, a whole pound if he’s an earl, and a blessed guinea if I nab you a marquess.”

      Felicity turned back to Mrs. Wallace with narrowed eyes. “And what if you find me a duke?” she asked in a flat tone.

      Mrs. Wallace snorted and waved the question away as if swatting a fly. “Your old pa don’t think that’s a possibility.”

      Felicity huffed a breath, facing the window again as the carriage rolled to a stop. She couldn’t decide whether to be offended that her father didn’t think she was worthy of a duke or put out in general that he was spending his impressive fortune on incentives for Mrs. Wallace instead of financing the trip abroad that she so wanted to take.

      The moment the carriage stopped fully, Felicity yanked the window down and reached for the handle to let herself out. The driver had barely hopped down to offer a hand by the time her feet hit the gravel. She didn’t stand around wasting time either. Caro stood on the middle terrace, her husband, Lord Rufus Herrington, at her side. Caro’s face lit up at the sight of Felicity tearing up the stairs to greet her with a hearty hug.

      “Look at you,” Caro exclaimed, holding her at arm’s length after their embrace. “You look stunning. This odd summer hasn’t made a dent in your devilish smile.”

      “I don’t care how unseasonably cold and wet it’s been,” Felicity said, her heart brimming over at last. “I’m here now, and nothing can dampen my spirits.”

      Caro laughed, hugging Felicity again. “Tell that to my poor gardens. The incessant rain and frightening chill is wreaking havoc all over the countryside.”

      “It will get better,” Felicity said, stepping back with a satisfied sigh. “Everything will be better now that we’re all together again.” She paused, biting her lip and glancing past Caro to the house. “Have Eliza and Ophelia arrived yet?”

      “They have,” Caro told her with a broad smile. “Last I saw them, they were in the Spanish parlor, plotting one kind of mischief or another.”

      “Thank heavens,” Felicity exclaimed, pressing a hand to her chest in relief. “I’ve had a sad lack of mischief these last few months.”

      She glanced back to the carriage, where the driver was helping Mrs. Wallace down. Both were having a hard time balancing the woman’s bulk as she twisted and hunched over her purse, as if she believed the driver would steal it right out of her hands.

      Rufus must have seen Felicity’s wince. “You two go on ahead. I will stay behind to assist your chaperone—”

      “Mrs. Wallace,” Felicity said, a groan in her voice.

      “—Mrs. Wallace,” Rufus went on, “with your trunks.”

      “Thank you, my darling,” Caro said to Rufus, giving him a sultry look, as though he would be thanked properly later. She then hooked her arm through Felicity’s and led her on into the house. “I have you in the Caribbean room for the duration of the party,” she said.

      “Caribbean room?” Felicity’s brow lifted and she grinned in response to the mysterious smile Caro gave her.

      “Yes,” Caro said. “It’s on the east wing, in a discreet corner. The carpet is thick in that hall and absorbs the sound of footsteps creeping around at night.”

      “Oh, I see.” Felicity beamed, her heart feeling more at ease at last. Caro understood her well.

      “Eliza and Ophelia have, of course, been given rooms on the same hall,” Caro went on.

      “And our chaperones?”

      Caro flickered one eyebrow. “I could not tuck them away in another wing or floor, but their rooms have rather thick doors, and their beds are extraordinarily comfortable. The staff also has orders to provide them with copious amounts of warm milk before bed every night.”

      “Wonderful,” Felicity said, letting out a breath and relaxing in a way she hadn’t for months. “At least I shall have one last hurrah before disappearing into whatever advantageous marriage Mrs. Wallace manages to arrange for me.” She couldn’t help but sink into gloom once more.

      “As to that,” Caro said. “Rufus may have been forced to invite some of his father’s more odious friends and their offspring to the house party, but he assures me that he has packed the house with interesting, lively, and sinfully attractive bachelors in need of wives as well.”

      “That is all a woman could ask for,” Felicity replied, her smile returning as Caro escorted her into a cozy parlor decorated in shades of orange and gold.

      “Felicity!”

      The two women seated on a sofa near a large window, their heads together in conversation, jumped up at the sight of her. Felicity broke away from Caro to rush to them. The three of them crushed together in an embrace that was filled with giggles and squeals of joy.

      “I’ll leave the three of you to be reacquainted,” Caro laughed from the doorway. “I have quite a few more guests to greet. Refreshments are being served in the grand parlor, if you’re feeling peckish.”

      Felicity barely noticed her as she swept out of the room. “I’ve missed the two of you so much,” she said, hugging her friends close.

      “And we’ve missed you,” Eliza said. She took a step back to sweep Felicity with a look from head to toe. “You’re looking quite well-turned-out. Is that Indian cotton?”

      Felicity glanced down at the expensive gown her father had ordered for her and then to the equally costly gown Eliza wore. “You would know,” she laughed. “It seems as though your parents have dressed you up to please the same as my father has.”

      Eliza made a sound that was entirely undignified for the daughter of an earl. “I’ve been given strict orders to return home engaged to an earl or higher or not to come home at all.”

      “Me too,” Ophelia sighed. “Mama says that if I fail to find a husband this summer, she’s sending me off to York to live with her maiden sister. We are to be two spinsters growing old in obscurity.”

      “Nonsense,” Felicity said, hooking her arm through Eliza’s on one side and Ophelia’s on the other and headed toward the hall. “It is simply inconceivable that the three of us will remain single by the end of this house party.”

      “I hope so,” Ophelia said, though she looked deeply worried.

      “I intend to find a husband one way or another,” Eliza said, pointing down a side hall as an indication of which way they should go. “Whether that husband suits my parents’ tastes or not is an entirely different matter.”

      “But surely you must marry a man they approve of,” Ophelia said, her eyes going wide with alarm.

      Eliza shrugged. “How would they stop me if I fall in love with a man who doesn’t meet their exacting standards?”

      Felicity laughed. “You are fortunate in that you have that inheritance from your uncle that your parents can’t touch. I, on the other hand, will be forced to marry a title to further my father’s ambitions or he will cast me out on the street.”

      “It’s barbaric,” Eliza huffed on her behalf. “No woman wants to be used as a piece in her father’s games.”

      “And yet, here we are,” Ophelia sighed as they reached the grand parlor.

      The parlor lived up to its name in more ways than one. It was massive and contained no fewer than five separate areas arranged with furniture to encourage groups of conversations. Those sofas and chairs were filled with some of the finest examples of English society that Felicity had ever seen. Caro had warned her that the guest list was extensive, thanks to men and women that Rufus’s parents had insisted be included in the party, but there were easily dozens of bachelors of all ages smiling and preening for the copious number of ladies, who flirted right back with them.

      “Good Lord,” Felicity exclaimed quietly. “Are we at a house party or a livestock auction?”

      “A little of both, I suppose,” Eliza said with a wry grin.

      They moved deeper into the room, gravitating toward the far end so that they could observe the company.

      “Who should we consider our primary competition?” Felicity asked, scanning the dozen or so young ladies who seemed to be in their element, displaying themselves for the gentlemen present.

      “To be quite honest,” Eliza said, “I don’t see many of them as competition at all. At least not for the sort of men we will have our eyes on.”

      “Oh?” Ophelia asked. “And which sort of men should we have our eyes on?” She, too, studied the crowd.

      “Not the dandies,” Eliza said, nodding to a pair of gentlemen who looked as though they spent more time at the tailors than any woman. They were making conversation with a cluster of young ladies who looked as though they enjoyed being dressed as dolls and put on display. “Not the bounders either,” she went on, nodding to a group of men standing by one of the huge fireplaces at the other end of the room. Those men were somewhat older than many of the others and eyed the most richly-dressed women with looks of dissipated desperation.

      Felicity hummed in agreement. “They may have titles, but I would be willing to wager they have the clap as well.”

      Ophelia giggled suddenly and loudly, drawing attention from a group of matrons nearby. They were most likely chaperones to some of the other ladies and were already plotting which gentlemen to throw their charges at. They glanced to Ophelia, Felicity, and Eliza, sniffed, and appeared to decide they weren’t a threat to their charges.

      Ophelia lost her smile and turned bright pink, but Felicity made a face at the old bags that was far beneath her already questionable station.

      She was distracted a moment later as Ophelia said, “Oh look. Are those the Marlowe sisters?”

      Felicity turned as Eliza did to study a trio of young ladies huddled together near one of the room’s smaller fireplaces. “They look terrified, poor things,” she said.

      “As well they should,” Eliza said with a disapproving frown. “Lord Marlowe has made it known that he will marry them all off to the highest bidder.”

      “Isn’t that why we are all here?” Felicity asked, arching one brow at the ladies, even though her instinct was to feel sorry for them.

      “Yes,” Eliza went on, “but Lord Marlowe has already begun his search for sons-in-law amongst men his own age who share his “tastes”, shall we say.”

      Felicity and Ophelia both made sounds of sympathetic disgust as they watched a man who must have been Lord Marlowe laughing lecherously with two other, paunchy, older men as the Marlowe sisters glanced warily at them.

      “Oh no.” Felicity clapped a hand to her chest as she recognized one of those men. “Is that Lord Cunningham?”

      “It is,” Eliza answered in a grave voice.

      “That means—”

      Felicity had no need to finish her sentence. They all spotted the horrible Lady Malvis Cunningham just a few yards away from her father. The peevish, spiteful woman had already proven a pill to Caro and their friend Josephine, now Lady Lichfield. Felicity held out no hope at all that she would somehow suddenly be agreeable at the house party.

      “Caro did say Rufus’s parents insisted she invite a few bad eggs,” Eliza confirmed Felicity’s thoughts with a sigh. “We’ll simply have to avoid her.”

      “If we can,” Ophelia said.

      A moment of dismal silence passed before Felicity shook herself out of the slump. “We shouldn’t be worrying about her,” she said. “We should be surveying the male company and planning our futures.” She broke into a smile once more.

      “There are quite a few eligible gentlemen,” Eliza said, sounding cheerier herself. “I have it on good authority that Caro invited five earls, three marquesses, half a dozen viscounts, and several other wealthy gentlemen without titles.”

      “Like Mr. Adolphus Gibbon from the Bow Street Runners,” Ophelia said, nodding across the room to where the man that they had interacted with to help Caro and the others retrieve the stolen Chandramukhi Diamond stood. “And is that Mr. Saif Khan?” she asked.

      “It is,” Felicity said, bursting into a smile. “Well done, Caro,” she laughed. When Ophelia glanced questioningly at her, Felicity went on with, “Inviting an Indian prince to a party like this is likely to turn a few heads.”

      “He is very handsome,” Ophelia said, blushing up a storm.

      Felicity opened her mouth to answer, but another gentleman caught her eye, one she didn’t know. He’d just walked into the room, on his own, and now stood mere inches inside the doorway, glancing around as if he didn’t know whether he’d entered a battle or a circus. He had dark hair and a strong jaw. He was tall and fit. The clothes he wore were finely tailored, but with her father’s background in textiles, Felicity could see at once that they weren’t new or overly expensive. In fact, the man had the appearance of a noble who had hit hard times, though she doubted many of the others in the room would notice it. And his eyes…. His eyes were a deep, luxurious brown—a fact which she noticed the moment they turned toward her, meeting hers and holding her captive.

      

      Sullivan Darrow, Viscount Whitlock, had taken a few leaps of faith in his life, but none of them had been half as intimidating as accepting Rufus Herrington’s invitation to a house party at his family’s Shropshire estate. He stepped into the parlor that was as big as the ballroom in his family’s crumbling, Derbyshire estate and froze. As far as his eyes could see, there was nothing but class and wealth. Gentlemen who exuded confidence flirted with ladies in the latest, London fashions. The sheer volume of jewels on display around the necks and wrists of the ladies, even though it was barely noon, dazzled the eye. The quality leather of the gentlemen’s boots made him pray that he’d done a passable job of polishing his boots that morning. He couldn’t afford a trained valet to do it for him anymore and he wasn’t sure he was a competent replacement.

      Boots aside, one worrying thought filled him. They knew. Every man and woman in the room that stretched on and on in front of him could see that he was penniless, that the title in his name was as hollow as a reed, and that if he didn’t make a prudent match sometime in the next six weeks, he was sunk. At least he could hire himself out as a valet if—

      His wry thought was cut short as his eyes locked with the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen off to one side of the room. She wore a fetching smile that hinted at mischief. Her thick, brown hair was pulled back without being twisted into submission, like so many ladies seemed to find fashionable. And her mouth was wide and sensual, as if it was made for…well, he didn’t dare imagine what it was made for while wearing fitted breeches that would reveal his every carnal thought if he wasn’t careful. Needless to say, his curiosity was instantly piqued.

      At least until Rufus marched up to him from behind, slapped him on the shoulder, and said, “Welcome to the madhouse, Whitlock.”

      Sully tore his eyes away from the mysterious woman and smiled gratefully at his friend. “I can’t thank you enough for extending the invitation, Herrington,” he said, shaking Rufus’s hand.

      “I know exactly what you mean,” Rufus said with a pointed look, “so there’s no need to explain.”

      “On the contrary,” Sully said, trying not to bristle with tension, “I think there’s every need to explain. If not for this opportunity, I don’t know what I’d do. The Whitlock name means next to nothing already, but you’ve given me one final chance to stop the whole thing from falling into an abyss.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Rufus said, turning to survey the room with him. “Between my parents and my wife, we’ve invited what feels like half the wealthy, eligible young ladies in England.”

      “Is that so?” Sully arched one brow at him.

      Rufus sent him a sideways grin. “I have it on good authority that every woman here comes with a healthy fortune,” he said frankly. “Some more than others. Caro swears by it, and so does my mother. All you need to do is take your pick and make your suit, and I’m certain your problems will be solved.”

      “Are you certain?” Sully asked. “I don’t mean to be coarse or casual about it, but marriage is my last hope.”

      “I’m certain, my friend,” Rufus said with an astoundingly sympathetic look. “Now, if you want my advice—”

      “Rufus, there you are.” They were interrupted as Lady Caro marched up to Rufus’s side and took his arm. “If you will excuse me, Lord Whitlock, the sun has actually deigned to make a brief appearance, and I want to be sure that my guests take full advantage of the moment.”

      “Certainly, my lady,” Sully said, bowing as Lady Caro whisked Rufus away. The summer had been the coldest and rainiest of Sully’s memory, after all, and the more they were able to enjoy the sun the better.

      Rufus’s departure, however, left Sully adrift once more. He walked deeper into the room, scanning the guests for someone, anyone, that he knew. The closest he came was to spot Saif Khan at the other end of the room. But seeing as he knew Saif from wild nights of debauchery at the East India Company’s house in London, he wasn’t sure renewing that friendship would be the best place to start.

      “Of course, I wouldn’t be averse to finding a bride myself,” a middle-aged gentleman with a gruff voice and a salacious laugh said as Sully passed him talking to two friends. “Am I right, sir?” he asked Sully.

      Sully blinked when he realized he was being spoken to. He wasn’t exactly certain he belonged in conversation with three men who looked to be his late father’s age, but he had to start somewhere.

      “I believe the entire purpose of this party is to find brides,” he said with as genial a smile as he could manage.

      “Right indeed,” the man who had spoken said, then extended his hand. “Lord Cunningham, at your service.”

      Sully took the man’s hand and shook it. “Lord Whitlock,” he introduced himself with a nod.

      “And this is Lord Marlowe,” Lord Cunningham introduced the sharp-faced man on his right. “And Lord Campbell,” he nodded to the man on his left.

      “Pleased to meet you, gentlemen.” Sully shook hands with each one.

      “Lord, you say?” Lord Marlowe asked, a spark of avarice in his eyes. “I have three daughters I’m attempting to marry off at this blasted party. What is your full title?”

      “Lord Sullivan Darrow, Viscount Whitlock,” Sully said, a self-conscious chill prickling its way down his back.

      “Oh.” Lord Marlowe instantly deflated, turning away to study the room, as if a viscount wasn’t a good enough marriage prospect for his daughters.

      Lord Cunningham laughed. “Don’t mind him. There’s nothing wrong with a viscount. Perhaps you and my Malvis will get along.”

      “Malvis?” Sully blinked.

      “It’s a family name,” Lord Cunningham said with a sneer. “My wife insisted. Bloody horrible name for a girl, if you ask me.”

      The name wasn’t what had given Sully pause, though. He’d heard stories of Lady Malvis Cunningham. Stories about how prickly and snobbish she was, but also stories of how large her dowry was reputed to be. It was exactly the sort of money he needed.

      “Gentlemen.”

      Sully was spared the agony of contemplating marriage to a woman with a reputation like Lady Malvis’s by a stout, grey-haired woman who marched right up to them without so much as an introduction.

      “I’m Mrs. Wallace,” she said with all the grace of an ox attached to a plow. “I’ve been charged with the task of finding a suitable husband for Miss Felicity Murdoch.”

      “Is that so?” Lord Campbell asked in a thick, Scottish brogue.

      The three older gentlemen exchanged amused sneers, but Mrs. Wallace continued.

      “I’m here to let you know that Miss Murdoch is comely and biddable. She’s lively as well and would make any man a charming companion.”

      Sully fought the urge to squirm. He wondered if the woman knew she was presenting her charge as though she were a pimp convincing the gentlemen that her whore was the most game of the lot.

      “Biddable, you say?” Lord Cunningham’s expression lit.

      “Indeed,” Mrs. Wallace said. “Does whatever she’s told. Though she does have a bit of a mouth on her.” The woman pivoted and nodded across the room.

      A rush of lust hit Sully square in the chest as Mrs. Wallace looked straight at the mystery woman he’d smiled at when he first entered the room. This time, his gaze went right to her mouth. Had Mrs. Wallace meant what she’d just said in the carnal sense? It didn’t seem possible, and yet—

      “Get her alone, I say,” Mrs. Wallace went on. “The aim here’s a marriage, no matter what. Any earls among you? Maybe a marquess?”

      “I am an earl,” Lord Cunningham said, looking beyond amused at the old woman.

      “Good.” Mrs. Wallace nodded. “That’s my job done. All you need to do is get Miss Murdoch on her own and ruin her so that she has to marry you and I get a whole pound for it.”

      Sully’s jaw dropped at the audacity of the statement. Not only because it caused him physical pain to think of a woman he’d been instantly drawn to being treated so cheaply, but because whoever had hired Mrs. Wallace as her chaperone obviously didn’t have enough care to hire an appropriate woman for the job. He would have put her in her place and explained the rules himself if he hadn’t been so flabbergasted. Or if she hadn’t moved on toward the refreshment table so swiftly.

      “Well, gentlemen,” Lord Cunningham laughed, eyeing Miss Murdoch and rubbing a hand over his mouth as he did as if to keep from drooling. “It looks as though there’s sport to be had at this party after all.”

      “You aren’t actually thinking of foisting yourself on that chit, are you?” Lord Marlowe said.

      “I might,” Lord Cunningham said, shifting his stance as the evidence of his thoughts became noticeable in the bulge of his breeches. “You heard the woman, after all. She’s biddable.”

      “I’m not certain that was what Mrs. Wallace intended to imply,” Sully said, the need to protect Miss Murdoch rising within him.

      “Nonsense,” Lord Cunningham said. “Just look at her.”

      All four of them glanced across to Miss Murdoch and her friends. Sully had to admit that Miss Murdoch seemed just as lively as Mrs. Wallace had implied. She certainly wasn’t behaving with rigid decorum or aloof manners, like half the rest of the ladies in the room. And there was something decidedly sensual in the curve of her bodice, the lines of her body, and that distracting mouth of hers.

      “I think I’ll have a go,” Lord Cunningham said.

      At the same time, Rufus and his bride appeared in the doorway to announce, “Ladies and gentlemen, we invite you to come outside to tour our newly redesigned garden. The sun is shining, and I’m certain you will all enjoy the magnificent work that the famous Count Camoni has done.”

      The doors along the side of the room were opened by several footmen and the guests all flocked toward them. Miss Murdoch and her friends went as well.

      “Now’s your chance, Cunningham,” Lord Campbell said, nudging his friend.

      Sully thought fast, jumping into motion. The only way he would be able to spare Miss Murdoch the indignity of Lord Cunningham’s company was to reach her first.
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      Sully had to dash around a pair of chattering young ladies who barely looked old enough to hunt for a husband, a trio of men who looked as though they had canes up their backsides and who were debating philosophy, and an older gentleman who looked rather like a toad, to zip through the doors and out into the garden fast enough to catch up to Miss Murdoch and her friends. He was disappointed to discover that he hadn’t been fast enough at that.

      “Well, I’ve sown the seeds,” Mrs. Wallace announced to Miss Murdoch as she attached herself to the young woman’s side ahead of him. “You’ll have the high and mighty banging on your door to press their suit against you by evening.”

      Sully made a face that mirrored the alarmed and appalled expression that flashed to Miss Murdoch’s face.

      “I must confess, I’m not entirely reassured by the way you’ve phrased that, Mrs. Wallace,” Miss Murdoch said.

      Mrs. Wallace shrugged. “It’ll get the job done, make no mistake.”

      Miss Murdoch’s lovely mouth hung open for a moment—a state that did nothing to quiet Sully’s earlier imaginings about what her mouth was capable of—but she didn’t have a chance to pursue the matter further.

      “There you are, my darling goose,” a middle-aged woman in the fussiest dress Sully had ever seen cut across the lawn to take one of Miss Murdoch’s companion’s arms. “I’ve been so worried about you getting lost among this terrifying throng.”

      “Oh, Aunt Millicent, I am quite well,” Miss Murdoch’s companion said. “I am with my friends.”

      “That is right, Lady Millicent,” Miss Murdoch’s blonde companion said. “Ophelia has been quite safe with us.”

      Aunt Millicent eyed Miss Murdoch and the blonde lady suspiciously. The angle of her scrutiny brought to light the fact that Sully had strayed far too close to the young ladies. Aunt Millicent spotted him and let out a terrified cry, as if she’d seen a ghost.

      “I do beg your pardon,” Sully was quick to say. It was awkward, as far as introductions went, and not at all the way things were done, but if it brought him one step closer to making Miss Murdoch’s acquaintance, then propriety be damned.

      “Oh, hello.” Miss Murdoch blossomed into a smile that had Sully’s blood running hot the moment she turned to see him.

      “Hello,” he answered, still clumsy and rather like a besotted schoolboy, much to his regret. A moment later, he shook his head and straightened his posture. “I’m terribly sorry to disturb you. It’s just that there is such a crush departing the house that I fear I ended up walking too close.”

      “I don’t think you could ever walk too close, mister….” Miss Murdoch left the question hanging.

      Sully practically dove to answer, “Whitlock. Lord Whitlock. Sullivan Darrow, Viscount Whitlock, that is.” An instant later he imagined what a fool he had made of himself. “I’m terribly sorry,” he said, face pinching with awkwardness. “That was unforgivably clumsy.”

      “Not at all,” Miss Murdoch said, her smile growing. She offered her hand. “Miss Felicity Murdoch.”

      Sully took her hand as though she’d offered him a prize and bowed over it. “I’m charmed to make your acquaintance, Miss Murdoch.”

      Felicity. The name suited her perfectly. There was a sparkle in her eyes that hinted at mirth, and perhaps the baser things Mrs. Wallace had hinted at. She certainly had a glow about her that went far beyond any of the other eligible women he’d met. It was as if fun radiated from her, which, he had been given to understand, was not a trait suitable young women were encouraged to cultivate. Sully rather liked it, though.

      “Impudent boy,” Aunt Millicent sniffed, hinting to Sully that he’d stood there holding Felicity’s hand and staring at her winsome eyes and sinful mouth for too long. “Come along, Ophelia. It will not do to make the acquaintance of a gentleman such as this.” She said the word as though Sully were anything but a gentleman, tugging poor Ophelia away.

      “Oh dear,” Ophelia said as she was whisked off. “I shall seek you out again later,” she said to her friends as she was dragged into the crowd.

      Sully couldn’t keep the wince off of his face. “I do apologize for driving a wedge between you and your friend,” he said, glancing from Felicity to her blonde companion, then back for a longer look.

      “It’s quite all right,” Felicity said, still smiling at him.

      “Do you know,” her blonde companion said, inching to the side, “I think I will go say hello to the Marlowe sisters. They all look as though they could use a friend. Until later.”

      The blonde woman dashed away so fast Sully would have believed a bee was chasing her. Felicity, on the other hand, hardly seemed to note her friend’s departure. “I see Count Camoni has begun to lead a tour around the garden,” she said, batting her eyelashes delicately.

      Sully offered her his arm in an instant. “I would be honored if you would allow me to accompany you, Miss Murdoch.”

      “Thank you, Lord Whitlock,” she said, her cheeks flushing pink as she took his arm.

      Sully couldn’t believe his luck. The very first woman he’d set eyes on at Rufus’s house party was exactly what he was looking for, and she seemed equally interested in him.

      That thought gave him pause the moment it popped into his head. Was that a signal that Mrs. Wallace was right? Was Miss Felicity Murdoch the sort of girl who would show a man a good time? He needed more information.

      “Are you a guest of Lord Herrington?” he asked the innocuous question as they joined the parade of groups, couples, and clusters ambling along the flagstone path through the rather damp-looking garden.

      “I am a friend of Lady Herrington,” she answered. A veiled look of mischief came to her eyes. “We met while attending Miss Dobson’s School.”

      A bolt of excitement shot straight through Sully, focusing in his groin. Miss Dobson’s School was situated directly adjacent to the East India Company’s house and the site of the debauched parties he’d attended. The school and its students had a colorful reputation.

      “And did you enjoy your time at school?” he asked, scrambling to find a polite way to ask if its students were as salacious as he’d heard whispered they were.

      “Oh, yes,” Felicity answered, her entire expression devilish. A moment later, she paused and grew more serious, tilting her head to the side. “Well, to be honest, not entirely. Miss Dobson herself was a harridan. But once Caro—that is, Lady Herrington—took over, it was highly educational and enlightening.”

      Another jolt of lust pulsed through Sully. “What subjects did you study?”

      “Everything,” Felicity answered, lowering her voice and sending him a significant look. “Arithmetic, rhetoric, elocution.” The way she said the word made it clear that her tongue was capable of amazing feats of gymnastics. “What did you learn at school, Lord Whitlock?” she asked.

      Her pertness would have offended half the men he knew, but it had him thrumming with excitement. “The same as you,” he said, attempting to equal her impishness. “Plus the classics.”

      “And what are the classics?” she asked.

      He desperately wanted to answer “lying down, from the back, against a wall” and the like, but there were too many people crowding around them. Instead, he said, “Greek and Latin, for a start.”

      “I know Latin,” Felicity said.

      Sully’s brow flew up and an entirely different part of his heart awakened. “You do?”

      “Yes. My father insisted I study it.” Her smile grew as wicked as ever. “Those Romans enjoyed themselves quite a bit.”

      He was decided. Whatever her reasons for attending the house party, Miss Felicity Murdoch was most certainly game. It was a breath of fresh air to clear away the gloom of the mission he’d come to Shropshire with. He still had to marry for money, but if he could marry a woman who didn’t look as though she would mind him burying himself balls-deep in her cunny in a reenactment of Roman orgies, then perhaps all was not lost after all. If he could just ascertain her fortune.

      “Have you been to Rome to further your studies?” he asked. If she’d traveled, her family definitely had wealth.

      “No,” she answered, still grinning. “One does not need to go so far from home to learn all about the Romans.”

      Her answer increased his confidence about her willingness but disappointed him when it came to what the serious part of himself told him he needed to concern himself with.

      “I suppose you own a great many imported books, then,” he said.

      “Not a one,” she laughed. “That is to say, I would if I could, but Papa has never been much of a scholar.”

      The answer disappointed him further. He scrambled for another way to ask her worth without offending her as they joined a group of ladies—all of whom quite obviously possessed a fortune, judging by the way they dressed, stood, and looked down their noses at everyone around them—in an attractively arranged rose garden.

      “Do I know your father?” he asked, hating how blunt even that question was.

      “I do not know,” she laughed. “Do you?”

      Before he could delve for more information, the cluster of self-important ladies turned toward them. Sully recognized Lady Malvis from the way her father had pointed her out to him just as she broke away from the others to approach Felicity, something that was either a grin or a sneer curling her lips.

      “Oh, dear,” she said in a positively acid voice. “Have Lord and Lady Herrington stooped so low as to let their son’s scandalous wife invite her gutter trash friends to such an esteemed party?”

      Every ounce of Felicity’s good cheer and mischievousness drained away, replaced by utter contempt. “It appears they have,” she said, raking Lady Malvis with a look.

      “How dare you?” Lady Malvis seethed, balling her hands into fists at her sides. She stepped threateningly toward Felicity. “You aren’t worthy to darn my stockings, let alone be seen in such esteemed company.” She instantly put on what she must have thought was an attractive expression and turned to Sully. “I do so apologize that this cheap harpy sank her claws into you so quickly. But then, it shows a clear lack of breeding, doesn’t it?”

      Sully’s stomach turned at the simpering in Lady Malvis’s voice and expression. But it turned for other reasons as well. Rufus had promised him that every eligible lady at the party was of a good fortune, and he’d somehow managed to single out the only one who seemed to have nothing. It was so bloody typical of him. All the same, he wasn’t about to let Lady Malvis’s behavior stand.

      “I have always been told that breeding is evident in the way a lady deports herself,” he said, smiling at Felicity. “Charming company is a sure sign of gentility.”

      Lady Malvis must have caught her error at once. She took a step back, laughing. “How right you are, Lord….” She used the same technique to learn his identity that Felicity had used, but without any of the sweetness or allure.

      “Whitlock,” he answered, stopping with that name and that alone.

      “Lord Whitlock,” Lady Malvis said, following that with an attempt to lower her eyes and appear demure. It was too late, though. Sully had already seen the woman’s claws come out, and it was a sight he wouldn’t soon forget.

      

      Felicity boiled with anger as she stood by Lord Whitlock’s side, but she kept as much of a smile plastered on her face as she could. Lady Malvis was as wretched as her name, but she was also doing most of the work of damning herself on her own.

      “Why do you not let me show you the rest of the garden,” she went on, looking like a stork trying to swallow a fish as she attempted to preen for Lord Whitlock. “I’m certain that Miss Murdoch knows nothing of the eminent garden designer, Count Camoni, or about gardens in general, seeing as her people come from Manchester.” She spoke both Felicity’s name and Manchester as though they were dirty words not to be spoken too loudly.

      “Manchester has many fine gardens,” Felicity said, holding her chin high.

      “Does it?” Lady Malvis asked, her nose wrinkling as though she smelled something foul. She stared daggers at Felicity for a moment before simpering over Lord Whitlock once more. “Let me show you around the garden and I’ll point out all the things that Miss Murdoch here most certainly does not know.”

      “I know quite a few things, thank you,” Felicity said, stiffening. Her tolerance for the insults was fast reaching its end.

      “Yes, I’m certain you’re quite educated,” Lady Malvis replied, causing her friends to titter.

      The insinuation went too far. “At least I’m not a frigid, disagreeable, sour toad who walks around as though I have thistles stuck up my arse,” Felicity hissed, leaning closer to the woman.

      She thought she heard Lord Whitlock choke on a burst of laughter behind her, but before she could make anything of it, Lady Malvis surged toward her.

      “How dare you so much as occupy the same garden as me, let alone—”

      “It’s about time someone dared correct your snooty, overbearing—”

      “Ladies, ladies!”

      Felicity was inches away from coming to blows with Lady Malvis when their battle was broken up by the appearance of none other than Lord Cunningham.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” the horrible man murmured to Lord Whitlock before continuing forward to his daughter’s side. Felicity didn’t have time to wonder what he had been told before Lord Cunningham took his daughter’s arm, chuckling. “Full of life as always, I see, my dear.”

      “I am terribly sorry for my outburst, Papa.” Lady Malvis fawned all over her father in a way that made Felicity want to vomit. “But I was accosted by this…this….”

      “There is no need to tell me,” her father said, patting Lady Malvis’s hand indulgently. He glanced to Felicity with clear lust in his eyes. “I know.”

      Felicity wanted to spit to get the taste of bile out of her mouth. The way Lord Cunningham stared at her neckline made her want to jump in the fountain one garden over to cleanse herself.

      “Lord Whitlock, I’ve come to fetch you so that I might introduce you to a few of my friends,” Lord Cunningham went on. “I overheard Lord Herrington telling that odd Bow Street Runner chap that you didn’t know many people here. I volunteer my services to alleviate that sad state of affairs.”

      “Oh,” Lord Whitlock said, looking nonplussed. “Um…I…that is to say….”

      “I won’t take no for an answer,” Lord Cunningham said. “I’m very well-placed, you know, and could do a great many things for you.” The way he looked right at Felicity as he spoke made it clear his words were for her.

      Felicity shivered in revulsion.

      “I am walking with Miss Murdoch at present,” Lord Whitlock said.

      “She will be here for the duration of the party,” Lord Cunningham shrugged. “There will be time for all that later.”

      “I hadn’t planned to—” Lord Whitlock went on, but Felicity stopped him. She’d just spotted Eliza and Ophelia around the corner of a boxwood hedge, gesturing to her.

      “It’s quite all right,” she said, suddenly brightening. “We will rendezvous again later.”

      She turned to Lord Whitlock, meeting his eyes, then darting a glance to the side. Lord Whitlock followed her line of sight. He must have spotted Eliza and Ophelia as well, as he made a sudden, quiet sound of understanding.

      “We will speak later,” he agreed. He hesitated for the briefest of moments, as though he wanted to wink at her or make some other gesture that would have been entirely inappropriate in present company.

      “Good,” Lord Cunningham said. “Take Malvis’s arm and I’ll introduce you both to the people you should know.”

      Felicity’s indignation at the way Lady Malvis smirked at her as she took Lord Whitlock’s arm wasn’t enough to keep her from taking her leave and rushing toward her friends.

      “What was all that about?” Ophelia asked as Felicity joined them. The three of them hooked arms and started off toward an orangery at the far end of the garden.

      “Oh, that Lady Malvis,” Felicity growled, finally free to vent her anger. “She did her best to embarrass me in front of that lovely Lord Whitlock by implying I am of low character.”

      “You are of low character,” Eliza said with a teasing wink. “We all are.”

      Coming from one of her nearest and dearest friends, the seeming insult was a delightful compliment. “Yes,” Felicity agreed. “We are of the very lowest character. And I intend to make the most of it while I’m here.”

      “With Lord Whitlock?” Ophelia asked, her eyes going wide.

      “Why not?” Felicity shrugged as they slipped into the relative seclusion of the orangery. The scent of hothouse flowers and orange blossoms filled the air. “I shouldn’t say it because I’ve only just met the man, but Lord Whitlock seems exactly the sort to amuse me to no end.”

      “Are you considering marrying him?” Ophelia asked.

      “Are you considering bedding him?” Eliza asked in a wickeder voice.

      “Yes,” Felicity answered both questions with the same word, then burst into laughter.

      Her friends laughed along with her, but Eliza stopped first to say, “You missed Caro’s announcement.”

      “Announcement?” Felicity blinked, her spirits lifting once more.

      “Yes, about games,” Ophelia said, clasping her hands in front of her with excitement. “There are games all around the property and will be for the duration of the party.”

      “What sort of games?” Felicity asked.

      “All sorts,” Eliza answered. “Croquet and archery, but also treasure hunts and other mysteries.”

      “I like the sound of mysteries,” Felicity said.

      “Caro said we would know them when we found them,” Ophelia added.

      “It sounds delightful.” Felicity paused, disappointed to find her anger over Lady Malvis was still there. “Ooh, I wish we could play games with Lady Malvis.”

      “She is horrible,” Ophelia agreed.

      “She most certainly needs to be taken down a notch or two,” Eliza said. “I didn’t like the way she was looking at your Lord Whitlock just now.”

      “He’s not truly my Lord Whitlock,” Felicity said, crossing through the center of the orangery to one of four wrought-iron benches placed at the quarters of the building’s central area. She sank into it and her friends sat with her. “Though I wouldn’t mind if he were.”

      “Oh!” Ophelia exclaimed, leaping up as soon as her backside hit the bench.

      “What is it?” Eliza asked, frowning in concern.

      Ophelia twisted to study her seat, then bent over. She reached between the ironwork and pulled out a small, silver key with a red ribbon tied around the end.

      “What have you found?” Felicity sat up straighter.

      “I suppose it’s one of Caro’s mysteries,” Ophelia said with a grin, resuming her seat.

      Felicity and Eliza hummed in agreement as they handed the key around.

      “It’s too small to belong to a door,” Felicity said.

      “Unless it’s a very special door,” Eliza agreed.

      “Perhaps it goes with a chest or trunk of some sort?” Ophelia suggested.

      “Or a cabinet somewhere in the house?” Eliza said.

      “There must be thousands of cabinets in Hadnall Heath.” Ophelia deflated somewhat.

      “I wish I could stuff Lady Malvis in one,” Felicity said, knowing full well she sounded like a grumpy child in need of a nap.

      “Well, why not?” Eliza asked, brightening. “Or, instead of shoving her in a cabinet, we could play some other prank on her.”

      “Like dumping ink in her drawers,” Ophelia suggested, clutching the key tightly to her chest.

      “Or putting pepper in her food,” Eliza laughed.

      “I’ve got it.” Felicity sat up straighter. “Lady Malvis is precisely the kind of person who might be so disgusted that she would leave the house party entirely if we put frogs in her bed.”

      Eliza and Ophelia laughed outright.

      “That would be devilishly good fun,” Eliza said.

      “It certainly would,” Ophelia agreed.

      “I saw a pond as we drove up the lane to the house,” Felicity said, gesturing for her friends to huddle closer. “I would be willing to creep down there first thing in the morning to obtain a few large croakers.”

      “And I’ll speak with Caro to find out which room Lady Malvis is occupying at present,” Eliza jumped in on the plan.

      “And I’ll….” Ophelia hesitated, shoulders dropping. “Well, I suppose I’ll investigate what this key might belong to.”

      “Perfect,” Felicity said. And once they removed Lady Malvis from the picture, she could turn her efforts into getting to know the intriguing Lord Whitlock much, much better. “This house party is going to be a delight,” she declared.

      Her friends grinned in agreement.
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      Caro and Rufus had so many activities planned for their guests that Felicity didn’t have an opportunity to sneak out of the house in search of frogs until early the next morning. As so many other days during that strange summer had, the morning dawned with a grey sky and chilly temperatures. That didn’t stop Felicity from clutching her wrapper tightly around her shoulders and scurrying down through the quiet, dew-drenched garden to the pond she’d seen while approaching the house.

      The mist that wafted up from the pond made the entire area look like some sort of secluded fairy grove, but it also sent a chill through Felicity. On the one hand, the idyllic little nook where the pond stood, surrounded by willows and shrubs that were trying their best to flower in the impossible summer, was the perfect spot to get up to mischief. It was partially concealed from the rest of the estate by a sloping hillside, not to mention the trees. The section of the pond that was visible from the drive was only a fraction of the pond as a whole.

      On the other hand, the almost eerie silence that enveloped the area—well, silence aside from birdsong and the croaking of the frogs that were Felicity’s targets—gave Felicity the sense that if she somehow slipped on the muddy banks or found herself in distress, no one would be able to see her or hear her cries for help.

      She came to a stop beside a particularly sturdy tree with a large section of moss, spread out like a blanket, beneath it and sighed. “I suppose there’s nothing for it but to dive in,” she said to herself, shrugging off her wrapper.

      She set it and the hat box she’d brought to carry the frogs in aside, then paused to stare at the water once more. Evidence of aquatic life was everywhere around the banks and in the water. Water lilies and algae alike grew in clusters near spots that must have gotten at least some sun, when the sun deigned to come out. She could even see the surface of the water break occasionally as frogs poked their heads up to see what business the strange lady with the hatbox might be about.

      “Watch yourselves,” she said, breaking into a grin as she removed her shoes and tossed them aside. She then leaned against the tree to tug off her stockings. “I want at least half a dozen of you to come home with me.”

      With her shoes and stockings removed, she tip-toed down to the water. She lifted her skirts and dabbled her toe in the side of the pond, then immediately yelped and pulled back.

      “It’s freezing,” she gasped, then laughed. She thought of Lady Malvis’s sour face and superior attitude and decided that the cold was a small sacrifice to make for justice.

      All the same, she really should be smart about things. That started with removing her gown so that it would be dry when she needed to wrap up in something warm for what would certainly be a mad dash to the house. That left her in nothing but her petticoat, chemise, and stays—which, on second thought, she decided to remove as well, since they would take forever to dry—as she inched into the water.

      “Oh!” she gulped as the chilly water lapped up against her ankles. “Oh, that is cold,” she gasped as she waded in up to her calves. “Do be sweet, little froggies, and allow me to catch you without needing to swim.”

      She gathered her skirts around her thighs and made her way toward the nearest patch of lily pads, only a few yards away. Of course, that presented the problem of how to catch frogs while holding onto her petticoat. The frogs were not obliging either. Just as she drew near to one that seemed sleepy enough for her to catch it, it ducked back under the water, swimming swiftly away.

      “That’s not fair,” she called to the retreating frog, huffing a sigh. But if the frogs weren’t going to play fair, she would need to take drastic measures.

      She let her petticoats go, freeing her arms. The hem rested delicately on the surface of the water for a moment, but as soon as she moved in pursuit of another frog, it quickly became soaked and dragged down into the water.

      Having her arms free made frog hunting much easier, which merely meant that the second frog she lunged after only got away by a hair. It evaded her even as she splashed into the water among the lily pads, soaking her forearms and speckling her chemise with mud.

      “Oh,” she growled in frustration, straightening. “This is not as easy as it should be.”

      “Perhaps you should have brought a net with you,” a laughing, male voice said from the bank.

      Felicity whipped around to face her observer so fast that she lost her footing on the muddy pond bottom and slipped. She had only the briefest glimpse of Lord Whitlock before she tumbled backward, arms flailing, into the pond. The shock of submerging under the icy water left her stunned and numb for a moment before instinct kicked in. She battled her way to the surface, gasping and splashing as she fought to get her feet under her and to stand.

      By the time she wiped her soaking hair out of her face enough to see, Lord Whitlock already had his boots, coat, and waistcoat off and was rushing toward the water in just his breeches and shirt.

      “No,” Felicity called to him. “What are you doing?”

      Lord Whitlock splashed his way into the pond and over to the cluster of lily pads where Felicity stood, now hugging herself against the cold. He sucked in a sharp breath and let it out in a series of blasphemous curses as he waded his way closer to her.

      “I’m rescuing you,” he said at last, then added, “Bloody hell, it’s cold.”

      Something about the sight of him halfway undressed, his hair tousled in his rush to disrobe, his cheeks pink with morning chill, and his handsome eyes wide with the shock of the water prompted Felicity to laugh. Her insides began to warm at once, especially when he stopped and stared openly at her.

      She peeked down, warming even further as she saw what he saw. Her chemise and petticoat were soaked through and clinging to her body. The thin fabric did absolutely nothing to hide any part of her from his gaze whatsoever. She might as well have been standing naked before him. What was more, her nipples were as tight as pebbles, and the way she hugged herself only thrust her breasts up so that they were pointing straight at him.

      “Oh,” she said, shifting restlessly and wriggling as her mind attempted in vain to decide whether she wanted to hide herself from him or let him look all he wanted. “Oh, my.”

      From all appearances, Lord Whitlock was undecided himself. He looked to be debating whether to turn away to protect her modesty or to lunge at her, sweep her into his arms, and ravish her like a pirate. She rather hoped he would decide the latter.

      All decisions were put on hold the moment a frog popped its head above the water only a few feet
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