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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Kama is the enjoyment of appropriate objects by the five senses of hearing, feeling, seeing, tasting, and smelling, assisted
               by the mind together with the soul.
            

            The Kama Sutra of Vātsyāyana

         

         
            London, 1820

            Ballroom of the Duke of Barrington’s House

         

         Venus rose from the undulating green waves, naked save for her long red-gold hair and a serene smile.

         
         Ethereal harp music rippled through the air.

         
         The small audience of titled gentlemen burst into applause.

         
         “Who is she, Hatherly?” Captain Lear asked.

         
         “She’s mine.” Nick’s gaze caressed the classical lines of his soon-to-be mistress’s lavishly curved form.

         
         Lear grinned roguishly. “Does she have a twin sister?”

         
         “How about the handmaiden?” Nick glanced at the pretty actress with long, flowing brown hair, threaded with white roses, waiting
            to garb Venus in a robe of sheer pink silk.
         

         
         “You make off with a goddess and I rate a mere handmaid?”

         
         “What can I say, old friend?” Nick poured Lear more French Armagnac from a glass decanter on the round table in front of them.
            “It’s my party.”
         

         
         Nick was infamous throughout society for his hedonistic entertainments. For tonight’s festivities he’d recreated Botticelli’s
            exquisite painting, The Birth of Venus, searching the opera houses of London for the perfect muse.
         

         
         No matter that her name was Sally and she hailed from Liverpool.

         
         Tonight she was Botticelli’s Venus.

         
         Art made flesh.

         
         Temptation incarnate.

         
         And tomorrow she’d be transformed back into the reigning goddess of the demimonde.

         
         Lear chuckled, his gaze sweeping over the gentlemen seated around the stage Nick had constructed in the ballroom at Sunderland
            House, his father’s palatial London mansion. “Just look at ’em. Rapt as babes with their mother’s teat. You’ll have trouble
            besting this one, Hatherly.”
         

         
         Nick nodded ruefully. “It’s getting harder to devise new amusements. I’ve seen everything. Done everything.”

         
         “What you need is a change of scenery. Wide open skies, bracing sea air . . .” Lear winked. “Buxom barmaids at every port.
            Flexible flamenco dancers.”
         

         
         In polite parlance Lear was known as an adventurer; a ship for hire.

         
         Others called him a pirate.

         
         He certainly wasn’t a true captain in the Royal Navy with his tanned skin, long black hair, and small gold hoop pierced through
            one ear, but he kept Nick supplied with this oak-aged brandy from France and spiced Portuguese wine, so Nick didn’t ask too
            many questions.
         

         
         Lear clapped a hand on Nick’s shoulder. “Come with me on my next voyage. No, I’m serious,” he said as Nick began to protest.
            “When was the last time you left London? You’re suffocating here in this soot-stained city when there’s a whole world to explore.”
         

         
         His friend’s words conjured a long-buried memory. Salt spray crusted on his cheeks. Staring over a bleak, gray ocean. In the
            cabin below, his father, the Duke of Barrington and celebrated orchid collector, feverishly scribbling in his journal, pausing
            only to fill his inkwell. Endless cramped lines of gibberish, his mind gone murky and as unfathomable as the ocean they crossed.
         

         
         Nick suppressed a shudder and swallowed the rest of the brandy in his glass, savoring the tart, sweet apple and caramel flavor.

         
         “I’ll never set foot on a ship again,” he said, his voice low and even, but the words ripped from his soul. “Hate the ocean.
            Hate the boredom. Pacing the deck for months on end. I’d go mad. Only did it for my father.”
         

         
         Lear searched his face with a puzzled expression.

         
         With an effort, Nick restored his customary expression of amused carelessness. “Only ships I want to see are theatrical props,
            old friend,” he said heartily, gesturing at the stage where the prow of a ghostly ship, stark against the blue backdrop, was
            rolling into view, signaling it was nearly time for Venus to sing.
         

         
         Her talents had been completely wasted in the chorus of that halfpenny opera.

         
         She had a smoky swirl to her voice that quickened a man’s pulse.

         
         This was where Nick belonged.

         
         Here, in the depraved heart of the decadent kingdom he’d built for himself.

         
         If the future held madness, he’d damned well drain every last drop of pleasure out of each moment left.

         
         He’d go insane in grand style, the most envied man in London, with a voluptuous goddess in his bed, and a cellar full of expensive
            brandy.
         

         
         “Besides,” Nick said, “you know I can’t leave the duke here alone. His mental derangement waxes and wanes. Today he’s fine.
            Tomorrow he could be manic like poor old George. Rest his soul.” Mad King George had gone to his troubled grave in the end
            of January, only four months previous.
         

         
         “Where is Barrington?” Lear craned his neck, searching the room. “I haven’t paid my respects.”

         
         “Left him slumbering in his chambers with his attendant, Stubbs, watching outside the door. No doubt the old man’s dreaming
            of searching for elusive ghost orchids in tropical climes.”
         

         
         “I brought him some rare bulbs from Spain this time,” Lear said. He brought the duke orchids every time he returned to London.
            “Packed them in bark and kept them warm and cozy so they should have survived. There’s money in orchid collecting these days.
            May have to find a wealthy investor and hunt some myself on my next—”
         

         
         A deep voice sounded from the stage, drowning his words. “Ho, there! Comely Venus! Have you seen my son?”

         
         Nick glanced up sharply, sloshing brandy over his cuff.

         
         His father balanced on the prow of the ship, swaying in time with the lengths of billowing silk waves. For some reason he
            was wearing evening dress, though his cravat had come undone and his white hair was standing on end.
         

         
         Lear snorted. “Slumbering in his bed, eh?”

         
         “How the devil did he climb up there? And where’s his caretaker?” Nick scanned the room for Mr. Stubbs, whom he’d hired from
            an agency after too many nurses quit because of the duke’s amorous advances. His father’s mind may have weakened, but his
            predilection for buxom older ladies remained firm.
         

         
         “Young lady, you ought to put some clothing on,” the duke called to Venus.

         
         Venus made surreptitious silencing motions, striving to maintain her beatific smile as the audience laughed.

         
         “You’ll catch your death on that clamshell in your altogether,” the duke scolded loudly.

         
         Her moment of triumph was quickly evaporating.

         
         “He’s liable to break his neck,” Nick said. “The ship’s not meant for anyone to stand on.”

         
         It was only a shell made from rotting old timber and mounted on wheels. Nick had rented the ship, as well as an entire theatrical
            troupe, for the evening from a theater on King Street.
         

         
         “Help me fetch him down.” Motioning for Lear to follow, Nick headed toward the stage.

         
         “Thar he be!” the duke thundered, pointing at Nick.

         
         “Come down from there,” Nick called.

         
         “Come and fetch me,” the duke crowed.

         
         More laughter from the onlookers.

         
         Venus pouted and stamped a dainty foot on her plaster clamshell.

         
         Which made the audience laugh even harder.

         
         That’s when the harpist seated to the left of the stage decided this had become a comedy and began improvising a rollicking
            sea shanty. The violins joined in, to the spectators’ vast amusement.
         

         
         Hearing the change in the music, the duke glanced up with a gleam in his faded gray eyes and began to dance what looked like
            it was meant to be a hornpipe.
         

         
         Nick’s blood froze as his father tottered precariously on the rolling deck.

         
         He vaulted onto the stage with Lear close behind.

         
         “Distract him,” Nick said urgently. “Keep him talking. If he’s talking, he’s not dancing. If he’s not dancing, the ship might
            hold.”
         

         
         “Aye.” Lear nodded. “What are you doing up there, Your Grace?” he called. “Why don’t you climb down?”

         
         “Hullo, Cap’n,” the duke said in a jovial, booming tone of voice. “I needed a platform. I’ve an announcement to make. Where’s
            my son? Wasn’t he with you?”
         

         
         Nick’s boot became tangled in the green silk stretched across the stage. He wrenched free and raced for the ship.

         
         “Speech! Speech!” called someone from the audience.

         
         The inside of the ship smelled like piss. An actor or two must have mistaken it for the privy. The smell made Nick’s eyes
            water as he climbed the rickety ladder that the duke must have used to reach the deck.
         

         
         “I played a game of cards tonight,” Nick heard the duke proclaim. “Not supposed to gamble. ’Tis a sin, I know.”

         
         “Had a lucky night?” someone shouted.

         
         “I lost.” Nick heard the familiar sound of confusion in his father’s voice. “Rather badly, I’m afraid.”

         
         The sound of the spectators’ hilarity was muted from inside the hollow hull of the ship.

         
         “How much did you lose?” Lear kept the conversation flowing, stalling for time as Nick had instructed.

         
         “Not how much . . . whom,” the duke replied.
         

         
         Nick gripped the ladder’s wooden slats. He’d have his father down within seconds.

         
         “Fine then, whom did you lose?” Lear asked.
         

         
         “My son,” boomed Nick’s father. “Gambled him clean away.”

         
         What in hell was that supposed to mean?

         
         Nick took a deep breath. It couldn’t possibly be true. The duke suffered from delusions and this was merely a new one.

         
         Nick grabbed hold of the duke’s boot, and his father stuck his head down the opening. “That you, Nicolas?”

         
         “It’s me,” Nick said grimly. “Now clasp my hand and I’ll help you down.”

         
         “No,” his father said stubbornly. “I’m making an announcement.”

         
         “I’d rather you didn’t.”

         
         “Hush. My audience awaits.” His father popped his head back up the opening.

         
         Nick sighed. Bodily force it was, then.

         
         “As I was saying, I lost the marquess at cards,” the duke proclaimed. “To a wealthy baronet. So you see, fair Venus, he won’t
            be yours much longer. He’s to be married to Miss Alice—”
         

         
         The end of his announcement grew garbled as, with one swift tug, Nick grabbed his father’s boots and pulled him into his arms.

         
         Not a moment too soon.

         
         The rotting deck splintered as Nick carried his father down the ladder.

         
         Nick shielded the duke as a wooden beam jarred across his back.

         
         Safely away from the collapsing ship and off the stage, Nick placed an arm around his father’s shoulders.

         
         “You’re all right,” he soothed, as his father stared wildly about him, frightened by the sound of splintering wood and the
            shouting from the gentlemen in the audience.
         

         
         Captain Lear helped Venus off her shell and draped his evening coat about her shoulders.

         
         She glared at Nick. Her expression did not bode well for the night of debauchery he’d planned.

         
         Lear made a chivalrous bow and kissed her hand. “Captain Lear, at your service, Miss Venus.”

         
         “Sally’s the name,” she cooed in her smoky, sensual voice. “Though you may call me anything you like, Captain.” She tossed
            her long gold curls and narrowed her eyes at Nick. “If you take me away from here.”
         

         
         “I believe that could be arranged.” Lear glanced at Nick.

         
         Nick gave his friend a brief nod. Who could blame the lovely opera singer for wanting to leave? They hadn’t even become lovers
            yet. Nick had promised her sensational success and the adulation of every gentleman in the room, and delivered only farce.
            She’d no doubt be happier with Lear tonight.
         

         
         Lear flashed Nick a triumphant grin as he led his prize away. Goddess, he mouthed. Mine.
         

         
         Nick groaned. This evening was plummeting to hell faster than a bishop in a bawdy house.

         
         Members of the acting troupe had already cleared away the ship’s wreckage. Nick caught the manager’s eye and gestured for
            the next act to begin.
         

         
         The show must go on.

         
         Nick placed an arm around his father’s shoulders and helped him across the room, shielding him from the swarm of inebriated
            gentlemen who all seemed to be speaking at the same time.
         

         
         “Did you truly wager the marquess, Your Grace?”

         
         “Who’s the lucky lady?”

         
         The Earl of Camden’s heavy jowls wobbled into Nick’s peripheral vision. “Not to worry, Hatherly.” He laughed. “I’m sure the
            girl will be gentle with you on your wedding night.”
         

         
         Loud guffaws.

         
         Elbow jabs to the ribs.

         
         Everyone howling with merriment.

         
         Nick laughed along, pretending this was all a huge joke.

         
         With such an unpredictable father, he’d learned to hide his emotions and appear cavalier no matter what happened.

         
         “Back to your seats, gents,” he called. “You won’t want to miss what comes next.”

         
         When they were safely away from the ballroom, Nick relaxed his grip on his father’s shoulders. “That was a fine show, Barrington.
            You could have injured yourself.”
         

         
         His father grinned sheepishly. “I’ve always loved a good climb. Haven’t I?” His voice wobbled as he asked the question, filling
            with uncertainty.
         

         
         He’d been an adventurer before the madness claimed him, scaling mountains the world over, finding rare orchids for his collections.

         
         “Always.” Nick smoothed his father’s wiry white hair down but it sprang right back up. “Let’s find your bed, shall we? Where’s
            Stubbs?”
         

         
         “Don’t know. Maybe still at the Crimson?”

         
         The Crimson? Had his father truly visited such a notorious gaming hell? Didn’t seem probable. His many vices had never included gambling,
            and Nick trusted that Stubbs would never have allowed the duke to enter such a place.
         

         
         “You didn’t really gamble, did you?” asked Nick.

         
         His father cast his gaze to the carpet. “I did.” He clutched Nick’s hand. “It was you or Sunderland. Had to make a choice,
            you see?”
         

         
         The aging duke loved Sunderland House with the desperation of a drowning man clinging to a scrap of driftwood—the house was
            his last, tenuous link to sanity. Here, in the familiar surroundings of his childhood, with his orchid conservatory and his
            son to care for him, the duke remained relatively tranquil and his malady harmed no one.
         

         
         “Easy now.” Nick unclenched the duke’s gnarled fingers. “We’ll speak of it in the morning,” he said lightly, steering his
            father up the stairs.
         

         
         The duke leaned heavily on Nick’s arm as they climbed the stairs. “Lost you to Sir Alfred Tombs. Had the devil’s own luck . . .”
            He yawned. “Daughter’s name is Alice. Hear she’s . . . pretty at least . . .”
         

         
         His chin nodded near his chest and Nick propped him up, half carrying him to his chambers.

         
         Sir Alfred—wealthy shipping merchant. Reputation for ruthlessness.

         
         Nick had even met the daughter once at an art exhibition. He remembered her perfectly.

         
         Miss Tombs was pretty, Nick would give her that. On the tall side for a female, with a fine complexion, deep dimples, and
            sparkling turquoise eyes.
         

         
         Nick had been contemplating a seductive portrait of a gauze-draped woman when Miss Tombs had suddenly appeared, a vision of
            virginal white lace and rosy cheeks. Very sweet and wholesome . . . until she opened her mouth.
         

         
         For some reason, she’d decided to beguile him with a gory description of how the portrait artist had died of a putrid fever.
            She’d described the entire course of the putrefaction in lurid and gleeful detail, with no agonizing or malodorous aspect
            spared.
         

         
         Good God. The ghoulish Miss Tombs was as far from a prospective bride as Nick could imagine.
         

         
         Not that he ever imagined marriage.

         
         That venerable institution was the snare waiting to trap unsuspecting gentlemen into allowing one lady to ruin them for all
            others, as it had done to his friends the Duke of Harland and the Duke of Osborne, who were foolishly, irretrievably in love
            with their wives.
         

         
         Nick was the last man standing of their disreputable band of ruffians and rogues.

         
         Speaking of ruffians and rogues, where were his so-called servants? Not a one to be found when he needed them.

         
         The duke roused slightly as Nick helped him remove his coat and cravat. “What time is it?”

         
         “Bedtime.”

         
         The duke held out his hand to Nick with a befuddled expression. “I think I have a splinter.”

         
         Nick plucked a small painted slice of boat from his father’s palm. “Good as new. Into bed with you.”

         
         Obediently, the duke snuggled under the coverlet. “Nicolas?”

         
         “Yes?”

         
         “I gambled you away.”

         
         “So you’ve said.”

         
         “Oh.” His father was silent for a moment. “Well, marriage might do you good.” He yawned and rubbed his eyes. “You need someone . . .
            to love. But find someone strong. Not delicate, nor easily crushed.”
         

         
         “Go to sleep now.” Nick tucked the covers tighter around his father.

         
         As soon as the duke’s breathing grew slow and steady, he left to go find Stubbs. The man had many questions to answer.

         
         You need someone to love.

         
         He tried to shake his father’s words away but they stuck like a splinter in his mind.

         
         It wasn’t that Nick didn’t believe in love. He just didn’t believe in tomorrow—or in any kind of permanence.

         
         He kept his amatory liaisons on a surface level, protecting his heart as stringently as he protected against unwanted progeny.

         
         He had no intention of marrying or passing on the suffering of the curse that lurked in his direct line. His sanctimonious
            curate of a cousin would be delighted to inherit the dukedom and restore the family’s reputation when Nick’s dark days were
            done.
         

         
         “Bargained away like a harem girl,” he muttered as he descended the stairs. “I’ll never live this down.”

         
         It must be one of his father’s outlandish imaginings, but the rumor would spread across London like an outbreak of plague
            and slosh its way across the channel to his mother in her extravagantly expensive apartments in Switzerland.
         

         
         He’d unravel the tangle in the morning. Right now he had to find Stubbs, before returning to the ballroom and attempting to
            control the damage.
         

         
         Give the gentlemen he’d invited enough brandy and actresses and they might forget the duke’s announcement.

         
         And even if it did turn out to be true, there was no chance Nick would allow anyone to coerce him into marriage, least of
            all a grasping merchant and his pretty but decidedly odd daughter.
         

         
         Nick gripped the smooth wooden staircase balustrade.

         
         They had no idea whom they were dealing with.

         
          

         Obviously, the Earl of White had no idea whom he was dealing with.

         
         He clearly thought Alice should be overwhelmed with gratitude at the honor he was bestowing by wooing her this fine late spring
            morning in the small inner courtyard of her father’s town house.
         

         
         They were sitting on a bench next to a flowering hawthorn shrub and Lord White was gazing at her devotedly.

         
         “Miss Tombs, you are a goddess sent from heaven above.” He flung a hand heavenward, to make his point. “I adore you most ardently.
            Your dimples are divine.”
         

         
         Any other young lady of the ton would be thrilled. They pined for his pale yellow hair and pale blue eyes, and his languishing, poetic pronouncements.
         

         
         Silly things.

         
         Fortunately, Alice had always had an uncanny ability for languages. Along with Latin, Greek, French, and the three other foreign
            tongues she’d mastered, Alice was fluent in Impoverished Rake.
         

         
         She knew precisely what White’s words translated to: Miss Tombs, my ancestral coffers are running precariously low. Marry me so I may squander your father’s vast fortune on gold-embroidered
               waistcoats and costly courtesans.

         
         Gracious, how Alice loathed the idle nobility.

         
         Take away their titles and they’d have not one skill with which to earn a living. And if she were poor they would never pay
            the slightest attention to her dimples.
         

         
         “Dimples, Lord White, are naught but muscular deformities,” Alice said briskly. “Occurring in approximately twenty percent
            of the population, from my observations.”
         

         
         The earl trailed an elegant, unlined hand through the air. “Pray, do not belittle yourself, Miss Tombs. You are hardly deformed.
            Your features are fetching beyond compare.”
         

         
         And will fetch forgiveness of my tailor bills, Alice translated.
         

         
         Lord White must have outrageous tailor bills.

         
         She stared with morbid fascination at his waistcoat. She’d never seen such a shade of chartreuse. And what was embroidered
            upon the garment? Could those be hounds and . . . rodents? The plump creatures had red, beady eyes but the ears were rather long . . .
         

         
         “I see you are admiring my fox and hare waistcoat.” The earl smiled indulgently. “I hope you may have the pleasure of watching
            me ride to hounds someday at Whitehaven. I’m a crack shot.”
         

         
         Hares? Alice squinted at the waistcoat. The shapes could be construed as rabbitlike, she supposed. Appropriate, really. She felt
            rather like a hapless woodland creature trapped in the sight of the earl’s rifle.
         

         
         Boldly, Lord White stroked her cheek with one knuckle. “Your skin is as soft as these lily petals.” He lifted one of the early-blooming
            Asiatic lilies he’d plucked from her mother’s flowerbeds.
         

         
         Hadn’t even brought his own flowers. Wooing her was an afterthought. He’d assumed she would tumble easily into his arms.

         
         I’ll outrun you yet, Alice thought. What she needed to do was turn the tables.
         

         
         Hunt the hunter.

         
         Her lady’s maid, Hodgins, was reading a book on a nearby bench. She must have been instructed to ignore small improprieties
            in pursuit of the larger goal.
         

         
         Mama was counting on the earl’s proposal.

         
         The wedding invitations had already been mentally composed; the trousseau ordered.

         
         All part of her mother’s plans to scale the dizzying heights of London society.

         
         Alice had a plan as well, and it did not include marriage to a vain and vapid nobleman. She would marry someday, but not until after she had at least one grand adventure
            abroad.
         

         
         “Do stop waving those flowers about, Lord White.”

         
         “Oh, that my lips were brushing yours.” The earl trailed one of the lilies across his mouth.

         
         “I wouldn’t press my lips to that lily if I were you, Lord White. Lilium asiaticum are highly poisonous. We wouldn’t want you to begin drooling and cast your breakfast all over this blanket, would we?”
         

         
         He dropped the lily. “I say, you’re not like other girls, are you,” he said peevishly, scooting farther from her on the bench
            in a sulk.
         

         
         No, I’m not. Best do your wooing elsewhere, there’s a good earl.

         
         Inconvenient things, suitors.

         
         Stood in the way of one’s plans for adventurous voyages to India.

         
         Her younger brother, Fred, who had reluctantly embarked on a Grand Tour of the Continent one year ago, would be home soon.
            And after he returned, Fred had promised to bring Alice with him on his upcoming voyage to visit potential sites for tea plantations
            in India.
         

         
         Papa was a wealthy shipping merchant and wanted Fred to begin assuming responsibilities in the stewardship of his business
            concerns.
         

         
         Alice had other plans for India.

         
         When Papa had unexpectedly inherited the baronetcy after the tragic early deaths of his father and elder brother, the family
            had moved from the provincial Yorkshire town of Pudsey to her grandfather’s London town house.
         

         
         There’d been no love lost between Sir Alfred and his father, who’d been a director of the East India Company, and a notorious
            voluptuary. Alice’s father had immediately discarded or burned most of the late baronet’s possessions.
         

         
         Alice had rescued an entire box of ancient Indian manuscripts from the fire. Teaching herself to read them by studying A Grammar of the Sanskrita Language, she’d sent several short translations to Mr. Vidyasagar and Mr. Carey, Sanskrit scholars at Fort William College in Calcutta.
            The learned scholars had replied with great excitement to say that they believed one of the manuscripts she possessed to be
            the missing fragment of a larger work entitled The Kama Sutra of Vātsyāyana, an ancient Hindu text of great societal significance.
         

         
         They had invited her to visit the college and bring her chapters of the Kama Sutra, along with her translation, and she had enthusiastically agreed.
         

         
         There was only one slight wrinkle in her plans.

         
         She might have signed her letters and translations as Fred Tombs.
         

         
         It had seemed easier at the time to pretend to be male, to have her scholarship taken seriously.

         
         Interrupting her thoughts, the earl abruptly leaned forward and glued his lips to hers, apparently deciding that where words
            hadn’t produced the desired effect, his kiss would bring her to heel.
         

         
         Startled by the suddenness of the move, Alice didn’t immediately draw away.

         
         She’d never been kissed before, and she’d been thinking quite a lot about kissing lately.

         
         The Sanskrit fragment she’d been translating had proven surprisingly naughty. The Kama Sutra described in great detail the sixty-four arts of pleasure.
         

         
         Sixty-four! Alice was fairly certain she’d translated the number correctly, although it had seemed incredible at first.

         
         The ancient text had given her quite a number of questions about the practical application of its instructions. It described
            the various types of kissing, all of which were supposed to produce the most rapturous and voluptuous sensations.
         

         
         Apparently, Lord White had never studied the Kama Sutra.
         

         
         His kiss was rather alarmingly damp. His lips moved over hers with a smacking, rhythmic motion that made her feel seasick.

         
         He smelled of lilies and overpoweringly musky cologne, and his hands were everywhere at once—in her hair, around her waist,
            stroking her cheek . . . rather like an octopus.
         

         
         Ugh. This was not making her feel the slightest bit enlightened or amorous.
         

         
         Deciding he had nothing to teach her about the art of kissing, Alice plucked a hairpin from her coiffure and jabbed it into
            his cheek in a defensive motion her friend Charlene, the Duchess of Harland, had taught her.
         

         
         “Ouch!” the earl yelped, pulling back. “You needn’t poke a gentleman’s eye out.”

         
         At his exclamation, Hodgins finally lifted her head from her book and glanced their way, frowning as she watched Lord White
            rub his cheek and pout.
         

         
         “You brought my retribution upon yourself,” Alice said in a vehement whisper. “You shouldn’t try to kiss unsuspecting ladies
            without their consent.”
         

         
         “You’d better not have left a mark.” His cheeks were red, his eyes stormy, and his languid, poetic air had vanished.

         
         Alice held her breath, waiting for him to signal to his manservant, who stood a discreet distance away, that he wished to
            pack up and leave.
         

         
         To her chagrin, the earl made a visible effort and forced a smile to his lips. “Please forgive me for startling you, Miss
            Tombs. I was carried away by your beauty. Have you had ample opportunity to prepare yourself now?” He glanced meaningfully
            at her lips and bent near again.
         

         
         Drat! This one was remarkably persistent. He must be truly desperate for funds.
         

         
         Time to utilize the fail-safe method; proven to be effective one hundred percent of the time in dissuading amorously inclined
            fortune hunters.
         

         
         “My father thinks very highly of you, Lord White,” she said sweetly.

         
         He stopped halfway to his target. “Of course he does.”

         
         “Just the other day he was speaking of you.” She pretended to have to think about what she’d supposedly overheard. “He said,
            ‘Don’t let the earl slip through your fingers, he has a remarkably ancient title.’”
         

         
         Lord White nodded approvingly. “Sensible fellow, your father.”

         
         “And then he said, ‘Don’t let on about the disaster, though. We mustn’t worry him with details of that storm off the Cape
            of Good Hope.’”
         

         
         Lord White stared in consternation, his nose twitching with the scent of scandal. “What’s that you say? A storm?”

         
         “Oh, silly me.” Alice covered her mouth with her hand. “I wasn’t supposed to mention that. I’ve really no idea what he meant.
            Of course, he has so many trading ships in his fleet that losing a dozen or more couldn’t mean much to him.”
         

         
         The earl gulped. “A dozen, you say?”

         
         “It was nothing, really. Only heavy cargoes of silk and porcelain. I’m sure Papa has simply boatloads more. Though he was
            tearing his hair out the other day when that nasty newspaper writer paid us a visit.”
         

         
         The earl’s face began to match his title. He scooted back from her on the blanket, rising to his knees.

         
         “Why, my lord, is anything the matter?” Alice asked innocently.

         
         He glanced at his waiting servant, clearing his throat and drawing an ostentatious gold timepiece from his waistcoat pocket.
            “Oh lud, it completely slipped my mind. I’m late. Ever so late. I must be going. I’ve an appointment at . . . Tattersall’s . . .
            to see a man about a horse.”
         

         
         Alice hid a smile behind her lacy parasol. “Must you go?”

         
         “I really must. I’m ever so late.”

         
         He couldn’t return her from the courtyard back to the parlor fast enough.

         
         Hodgins had to run to catch them, and only arrived after Lord White had rudely left Alice without even saying good-bye to
            her parents, escaping out the front door and fairly leaping into his yellow phaeton.
         

         
         Alice laughed softly.

         
         Another one down.

         
         Now her third social season was well and truly over. Lord White had been the last prospect standing.

         
         One step closer to her journey to India and to returning her fragment of the Kama Sutra to its proper home.
         

         
         “Oh! There you are.” The excitable Lady Tombs entered the parlor, her blue eyes shining and white cap ribbons floating.

         
         “I’m sorry, Mama.” Alice tensed her shoulders in anticipation of a sound scolding. “I’ve no idea why Lord White left in such
            a—”
         

         
         “Never mind the earl, my dear.” Mama waved the words away. “He was a frivolous fop and you’re best rid of him.”

         
         Alice stared at her mother suspiciously. “Yesterday you said he was the quintessence of masculine perfection.”

         
         “Oh! That was yesterday. This is today. And your father has the most wonderful news. Follow me to the study, if you please.”

         
         Alice’s senses twitched to high alert like her pet cat’s nose twitched when she scented a mouse in the walls.

         
         She and her mother had opposite ideas of what constituted wondrous tidings.

         
         Maybe she had received an unexpected offer of marriage from a mystery gentleman.

         
         Alice smoothed the peony-pink skirts of one of the ridiculously beribboned and frilled gowns her mother forced her to wear.

         
         No impoverished rake would ruin her Eastern adventure.

         
         She jabbed her hairpin back into place.

         
         Whoever he was—she’d make short work of him.

         
          

         They found Sir Alfred pacing up and down the length of his study, hands clasped behind his back and deep furrows lining his
            forehead. “Damned good-for-nothing boy,” he muttered as he walked. “Ruined. Utterly ruined.”
         

         
         “What’s the matter, Papa?” Alice asked, puzzled by the tirade. Hadn’t her mother said there was good news?

         
         “We’ve had a letter from Fred,” Mama whispered.

         
         “Oh? What news? When will he arrive?” She was eager to set their plan in motion and obtain permission to accompany Fred to
            Calcutta. They’d agreed it would be best if Fred suggested the idea.
         

         
         “What news? I’ll tell you what news,” Sir Alfred sputtered. “The worst news. Damned empty-pated boy.”

         
         “Language, sir,” fluttered Lady Tombs, following after her husband with small, worried steps.

         
         “I’ll damn him to hell and gone! I’ll damn him right out of my will and testament! Marry an opera singer, will he? Throw away
            everything? If I were there I could have bought her off easily enough, the greedy little trollop. But now the damage is done.”
         

         
         “Oh!” Lady Tombs laid a hand to her high, lacy collar.

         
         “What’s this?” Alice clutched the edge of the desk. “Fred is married?”

         
         This was disaster; the end of all her dreams.

         
         How could Fred have been so foolish? Now how would she go to India? And who would deliver the documents and her translations
            to the college in Calcutta? She couldn’t entrust the priceless and fragile palm leaf manuscript of the Kama Sutra to the post.
         

         
         “Never should have sent that fool of a boy to the Continent,” her father grumbled. “He was an easy mark for fortune-hunting
            jezebels. I’m too old for all this traveling. I wanted Fred to assume the mantle. Instead he disgraced us.” He jabbed a finger
            at Alice. “Why couldn’t you have been born the heir, eh? You’d have made a damned fine boy, Alice. You’ve a sensible head
            on your shoulders.”
         

         
         Why, indeed? Alice thought with familiar frustration. She was the one who loved learning languages and longed to travel to foreign lands.
            Fred wasn’t interested in studies or traveling. It truly wasn’t fair.
         

         
         “Please, sir, I beg you,” pleaded Lady Tombs. “Please don’t dwell upon it so. There may still be time to have the marriage
            annulled.”
         

         
         “Not likely,” the baronet said, his face flushed with anger. “That doxy will bear him a babe in seven months’ time.” He stabbed
            the air with his forefinger. “Mark my words.”
         

         
         “Yet remember that today is also a happy day, my dear husband.” Her mother sidled closer. “Our Alice will be the means to
            restore us from disgrace.”
         

         
         Oh no. No, no, no.

         
         Now her mother would be even more desperate for Alice to find an aristocrat to wed.

         
         “Tell her the news, dear husband,” said Mama. “Such news. Such wonderful news.”

         
         Sir Alfred slapped a palm against the desk and Alice jumped. “After I read that idiot boy’s letter yesterday I went straight
            to a gaming house to clear my head.”
         

         
         There was nothing new in that. Her father loved to gamble. And he always won.

         
         He had a ruthless way of making his opponents commit errors.

         
         She couldn’t let him do the same to her today.

         
         She squared her shoulders. “Congratulations.” She managed a thin smile. “I’m sure you won a great sum of money.”

         
         “No.” His graying whiskers curved as he smiled grimly. “I won you a marquess.”

         
         Alice blinked. “A what?”
         

         
         “Oh happy, happy day!” Mama clasped her hands together. “How good it was of you, sir. Only think what a household you shall
            have, dear Alice. I always knew such a handsome, clever girl would improve our prospects and make the most advantageous of
            matches.”
         

         
         “I was rather proud of myself,” Papa said modestly. “Not every day one wins a marquess.”
         

         
         Alice’s mind reeled with shock.

         
         First Fred’s defection and now suddenly she had a fiancé?

         
         She wanted to grab the brass paperweight shaped like a raven off the writing desk and heave it through one of the windows.
            Instead she unclenched her hands from the desk and smoothed her skirts.
         

         
         She hadn’t used every tool in her workshop to unstick Lord White only to be forced to cleave to another conceited, idle aristocrat.

         
         “How exactly does one win a marquess at cards?” she asked.

         
         “Quite easily, as it turns out,” her father said. “Found the Duke of Barrington playing whist at the Crimson, won his crumbling
            old London mansion, and he suggested I take his heir instead. I accepted on your behalf.”
         

         
         At Alice’s stricken expression, he frowned. “Well? Aren’t you going to thank me? You weren’t exactly producing any proposals,
            my girl. Becoming a bit long in the tooth, I’d say.”
         

         
         Seething, Alice reminded herself that her father probably thought he’d been doing her a favor. “Surely you can’t mean the
            Marquess of Hatherly, Papa,” she said through gritted teeth.
         

         
         “The very gentleman.”

         
         Worse and worse.

         
         Alice had met the notorious Lord Hatherly at the Duchess of Osborne’s art exhibition last year. He’d more than lived up to
            his wild reputation, making a splashy entrance with a bosomy woman on each arm, reeking of decadence and power.
         

         
         He’d commanded the room, insufferably full of himself, certain that every lady in the room would swoon at his feet.

         
         Even more annoyingly, they had.

         
         Lady Melinda had fainted dead away when he spoke to her.

         
         Dizzy-headed thing.

         
         For her part, Alice had made certain to make an impression of a very different sort. She’d given him a lecture on putrid fevers
            that he wouldn’t soon forget.
         

         
         There was some slight reassurance in the fact that, thanks to her prudence and forethought, she’d already laid the groundwork
            for ensuring he’d never contemplate marrying her.
         

         
         “Lord Hatherly is not interested in marriage in the slightest. Everyone knows that,” said Alice.

         
         “Then his father shouldn’t have bargained him away.”

         
         “Isn’t the duke mad? Can he be held responsible for his actions?” asked Alice.

         
         “Didn’t seem mad,” her father replied. “Quite lucid. Entertained me with tales of his orchid-hunting expeditions.”

         
         “I’m sure the rumors of insanity have been greatly exaggerated,” her mother said. “One day Lord Hatherly will be a duke. A duke.” Her mouth trembled with the grandeur of the thought. “What matter a few skeletons in the family closet when you shall be
            a duchess? We shall assume our proper place in society, no matter what Fred has done, isn’t that right, Sir Alfred?”
         

         
         Sir Alfred’s face grew thunderous again. “Damned disgrace of a boy.”

         
         Apparently there was no more time for subtle persuasion.

         
         Alice drew herself up to her full height, nearly a head taller than her mother, and spoke in a calm, authoritative voice.
            “Papa, remember that box of grandfather’s Indian books and papers I saved you from burning? I’ve been corresponding with the
            Sanskrit scholars at Fort William College and one of the manuscripts could be the missing chapters from an important ancient
            text. I want to travel to Calcutta with Fred in—”
         

         
         “Alice Perpetua Felicity Tombs!” said Mama.

         
         Alice flinched. She’d been named for two holy Church of England martyrs. Her mother invoked their long-suffering names only
            when she was thoroughly fed up with Alice’s foibles.
         

         
         “However could you have fixed upon such a nonsensical scheme?” The ribbons streaming from her mother’s white lace cap quivered
            indignantly. “Have I not taught you your proper place is at the center of the circle of domestic bliss? A female must never
            stray from hearth and home. Your duty is to marry well. Even doubly so now that Fred has . . . done what he has done.”
         

         
         Oh yes. Alice had been taught her proper place very thoroughly.
         

         
         Hearth and home. Housekeeping and homilies.

         
         The muscles in Alice’s jaw began to ache. She turned to her father. “I’m not asking for a Grand Tour, Papa. Only a very modest
            and scholarly one. Grant me this one favor and I’ll be the most dutiful daughter in the world when I return. I’ll marry immediately,
            and to great advantage.”
         

         
         Her two best friends had found worthy gentlemen to love. Perhaps Alice might find a kind, gentle, scholarly sort of gentleman.
            Maybe even one who cared for her, instead of only her father’s fortune.
         

         
         Papa averted his gaze, rearranging the papers on his desk. “Out of the question.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “Beg your pardon, Sir Alfred,” interrupted Ellen, one of the upstairs maids, entering the room with saucer eyes and bobbing
            a quick curtsy. “There’s a carriage arrived. Danvers sent me to warn you, sir, as I was closest at hand.”
         

         
         “Well?” Sir Alfred said irritably. “Who is it?”

         
         “It’s . . . it’s the M-Marquess of Hatherly, if you please, sir.”

         
         Sir Alfred frowned. “Are you quite sure?”

         
         “Oh yes. There’s no mistaking him, sir. I saw him leave the carriage with my own eyes. So very imposing, he is. And just as
            handsome as the papers say.”
         

         
         “Do you hear that, Alice?” her father said. “Your intended is quite a handsome fellow.”

         
         “Lord Hatherly is here?” Lady Tombs’s hand flew to her lace cap. “Oh dear me. I must do something about my appearance. I’m
            not fit to be seen.”
         

         
         Why must every female flutter so about the man?

         
         Ellen’s cheeks were flushed, her bosom heaved, and her eyes had an unhealthy brilliance.

         
         Sure symptoms of a Hatherly sighting.

         
         Alice crossed the room to the maid. “You’re not about to swoon, are you?” she asked in a clipped undertone.

         
         “I don’t think so, miss. Only those eyes of his. Like twice-polished silver, they are. They quite take one’s breath away.”

         
         “Calm yourself, please. He’s only a man.”

         
         “Yes, miss. Only . . .”

         
         “Yes? What is it?”

         
         Ellen twisted her apron in her hands. “You might feel breathless when you see him. Truly you might.”

         
         Breathing was essential to life. Alice was never breathless. And wouldn’t be until she expired at a ripe old age.

         
         “Inform Danvers I’ll be down shortly,” Papa said.

         
         “You mean to keep the marquess waiting?” Ellen’s eyes widened. “Oh, Sir Alfred, are you sure that’s the best—”

         
         A forceful, arrogant blur of black silk and stark white linen strode into the library.

         
         “Oh!” Ellen squeaked, jumping behind Alice and using her as a shield.

         
         Poor Danvers, the butler, followed close behind, breathing heavily.

         
         “His Lordship, the Marquess . . . of . . . Hatherly,” Danvers gasped.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            It is notorious that men who have given themselves up to pleasure alone have been ruined along with their families and relations.

            The Kama Sutra of Vātsyāyana

         

         Alice studied the gentleman who made parlor maids squeak and debutantes swoon, as if he were a map, plotting out the best
            route to cross him.
         

         
         Thick, dark brown hair.

         
         Long, lean nose; long, lean body.

         
         Ruby-red silk waistcoat and indecently fitted buckskin breeches that sent a clear message: Here stands a man who rides hard. Batten the hatches. Lock up the ladies.

         
         Alice shivered slightly.

         
         Here stood a gentleman who must have an intimate knowledge of all sixty-four varieties of pleasure. She was quite sure of
            it.
         

         
         There was an aura of danger about him—an air of unpredictability.

         
         The apothecaries of the world would do a brisk trade if they could distill his decadent allure to sell to the masses.

         
         Only a dab of this, Mr. Smith, and the ladies will swoon at your feet.

         
         Alice stood taller. She might be country bred, but no man, no matter how outrageously good-looking, would make her breathless.

         
         Really, his eyes are an ordinary gray, she reflected.
         

         
         Mice are gray. Cobwebs. Dirty dishcloths.

         
         He was perfectly at ease in unfamiliar surroundings.

         
         All that expensive tailoring and aristocratic indolence made the library’s new-purchased Aubusson rugs and gilt ormolu clocks
            look tawdry and pretentious.
         

         
         “This won’t stand, Sir Alfred,” Lord Hatherly said with an icy smile. “The duke can’t be held responsible for his actions.”

         
         Her father crossed his arms, refusing to crumple under the disdainful assault of Lord Hatherly’s gaze. “My man of business
            made some inquiries this morning. We believe the wager to be legal and binding, Lord Hatherly.”
         

         
         A brief flicker of surprise lit Hatherly’s eyes. He hadn’t expected such resistance.

         
         “You may have one of our other properties.” The marquess made an impatient gesture. “You’re welcome to the castle in Essex.
            It’s far more profitable and better maintained than Sunderland.”
         

         
         “I’ll have Sunderland House or I’ll have you for a son-in-law. It’s entirely up to you,” Papa said belligerently, not yielding
            an inch.
         

         
         Mama gave Alice a small push forward. “Here is our daughter, Miss Alice Tombs. Curtsy to His Lordship, Alice.”

         
         Alice dropped a grudging curtsy, hoping the marquess remembered the gory details of their last conversation.

         
         “We’ve met.” Hatherly’s gaze flicked over her dismissively.

         
         She gave him her best kitten-with-sharp-claws smile. “So your father gambled you away, Lord Hatherly? What must the other
            gentlemen be saying? How very inconvenient to be society’s latest drollery.”
         

         
         “Alice,” whispered her mother warningly.

         
         Hatherly’s gaze darkened. “I could challenge this in the courts.”

         
         “But you won’t,” said her father with a smug smile. “You don’t wish for a protracted public dispute.”

         
         Hatherly’s wide shoulders went rigid. Slowly, he rotated toward Alice’s father. “Do not presume to know what I want, sir.”

         
         Her father shrugged. “If you don’t wish to marry, Sunderland will be mine. Even if I have to fight you for years. I have unlimited
            resources, don’t forget.”
         

         
         Alice’s heart sank into her kid slippers. This was bad.

         
         The only silver lining here was the way Hatherly’s cold gaze swept over her with approximately the same amount of interest
            he might give a moldy carrot.
         

         
         Excellent. She didn’t need him to find her attractive. Quite the opposite. She needed him to find her repellent.
         

         
         So repellent that he’d be willing to give up his house rather than marry her.

         
         Alice had to make absolutely certain the option of marrying her was inconceivable.

         
         She had more pressing problems. No Fred. No passage to Calcutta. No reuniting the missing chapters of the Kama Sutra to make a whole.
         

         
         An adventureless lifetime stretching before her.

         
         Her painstaking translation moldering in a drawer somewhere, unread. Unloved.

         
         She must rid herself of the marquess swiftly and concoct another plan.

         
         But how to send him running?

         
         A man who wore such tight-fitting breeches required something custom-fit, Alice decided.

         
         Hit him where it hurts the most.

         
         “Papa, I simply can’t marry Lord Hatherly given his”—she arched her eyebrows delicately and lowered her eyes to his snug breeches—“condition.”
         

         
         “My what now?” Hatherly asked with a frown.
         

         
         “The price you’ve paid for a lifetime of dissolution and dissipation.”

         
         “I’ve absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, Miss Tombs.”

         
         “Come, ’tis plain for all to see. The unhealthful sheen upon your brow.” Alice warmed to her topic, improvising glibly. “The
            grayish pallor of your skin.” Actually, his skin was a nicely tanned shade, as if he liked to be out of doors in summer in
            only his shirtsleeves. “How your hands tremor.”
         

         
         He looked down at one of his large hands for a moment in puzzlement.

         
         She shook her head sadly. “It is ever so with gentlemen who overindulge in drink, fatty meats, and other immoderate pleasures
            of the flesh.”
         

         
         Hatherly stared at her with a gratifyingly dazed expression.

         
         “Stop this nonsense immediately, Alice.” Mama stamped her foot and set the perfectly formed clusters of curls about her cheeks
            shaking.
         

         
         “What are you implying, Miss Tombs?” Lord Hatherly’s deep, bass voice held a jagged edge.

         
         “I’m not implying anything, my lord.” She leaned closer to deliver the coup de grâce. “Everyone says you’ll never be able
            to sire an heir. Terribly tragic, I’m sure.”
         

         
         She heaved a dramatic, anguished sigh, as if she were auditioning for the role of Lady Macbeth.

         
         Out, out, damned marquess!

         
         Hatherly stared at her as though she had crawled out from a crack in the wall. No young lady had ever dared impugn his manhood
            before.
         

         
         “Alice,” her mother wailed. “Such an indelicate topic! Are you just going to stand there, Sir Alfred? You must do something
            to stop your daughter! She’s behaving most impertinently.”
         

         
         Sir Alfred hooked his thumbs into his waistcoat pockets and regarded Alice with an amused smile. “I’m rather enjoying myself,
            my dear. It’s obvious they suit each other perfectly.”
         

         
         “Pardon?” Alice and Hatherly said in unison.

         
         “We don’t suit,” the marquess growled.

         
         “Not in the slightest,” Alice agreed.

         
         What a preposterous notion.

         
         She could never care for an idle nobleman with thoroughly unwholesome appetites, and he could certainly never care for her.

         
         All he cared for was his immediate gratification.

         
         He’d drink himself into an early grave, if he didn’t go mad first.

         
          

         Of course the lady didn’t suit him.
         

         
         Not in temperament—she’d just implied he had brewer’s droop, for God’s sake—or in appearance. Overly sweet and freshly scrubbed—exactly
            as he’d remembered—with those deep, symmetrical dimples and glossy, light brown hair clustered in ringlets on either side
            of her face.
         

         
         Her dress made his teeth hurt—all strawberry muslin and sugary lace—like a confection placed in a shop window to entice him
            into ruining his supper.
         

         
         Fortunately, Nick hated sweets and he never took dessert.

         
         He accepted a glass of sherry from a footman. He needed fortification after the night he’d had. Only a few fitful hours of
            sleep and then he’d gone to his friend Dalton, Duke of Osborne’s house. Dalton had intimate knowledge of every gaming hell
            in London, and his brother Patrick was a lawyer who had promised to help determine the legalities of his father’s wager.
         

         
         The duke had never gambled before.

         
         Despite his uncle’s insistence, Nick had never filed the writ de lunatico inquirendo and been appointed his father’s committee. He hadn’t wanted to drag his father through the lengthy and humiliatingly public
            process of being found insane.
         

         
         Where the devil was Stubbs? The caretaker had vanished without a trace. Nick found it difficult to believe that the gentle,
            caring giant he’d hired to watch over the duke could have led him so very far astray.
         

         
         Nick swallowed more of Sir Alfred’s lamentable sherry. He needed something to alleviate the worst of the pounding in his skull.

         
         Slamming his glass down on a table for emphasis, Nick planted his feet firmly and crossed his arms. This had gone on long
            enough. “We need privacy, Sir Alfred.”
         

         
         He and the baronet would talk gentleman to gentleman.

         
         There would most likely be fists involved.

         
         Though the baronet didn’t appear easy to topple. Brawny arms and bushy whiskers. Looked like he should be throwing logs onto
            a barge somewhere.
         

         
         Sir Alfred’s calculating smile said he knew he had Nick over a barrel and was enjoying every moment. “Certainly, Lord Hatherly,”
            he said with a jovial chuckle. “Come, my dear, privacy is required.” He set a hand under his wife’s elbow and nudged her toward
            the door.
         

         
         Lady Tombs dug in her heels and turned her head, twining one of the ribbons of her lace cap around a plump finger. “It was
            gratifying to make your acquaintance, Lord Hatherly,” she said in a high, tremulous voice. “I do fervently hope that we shall
            become far more intimately acquainted in the coming days. Why, as I was saying to Sir Alfred—”
         

         
         “Come, come, the marquess wants privacy.” Sir Alfred propelled her forward.

         
         Miss Tombs shot Nick a pointed barb of a glance and followed after her parents.

         
         Sir Alfred nodded at the footmen and they left the room first. The wife followed after one last bright smile at Nick.

         
         Sir Alfred flashed Nick a conspiratorial grin. “I’ll leave the two of you to become better acquainted.”

         
         Before Nick could protest, the wily baronet was gone, slamming the door, leaving his daughter behind.

         
         A key turned in the lock.

         
         “Wait,” Nick shouted after him. “I meant privacy with you. Gentleman to gentleman.”
         

         
         “Father.” Miss Tombs pounded on the door. “This isn’t funny.” There was no answer. “Father?”

         
         She slowly turned around, keeping her back against the door, eyeing him warily. “This is his idea of a little joke, I’m afraid.”

         
         Clearly, Nick was being outmaneuvered.

         
         He probably should have eaten some breakfast before he came charging over to the baronet’s house. Last night’s brandy still
            sloshed in his belly and it wasn’t mixing well with the inferior sherry.
         

         
         Only one thing to be done.

         
         Drink more.

         
         Nick poured another glass of sherry, willing his hands not to shake again before the damnably perceptive Miss Tombs.

         
         She sashayed to the windows and flung the curtains wide.

         
         He winced in the sudden slash of sunlight.

         
         “Oh, I do hope you didn’t overimbibe last night, Lord Hatherly,” she said with a sugary smile, her voice dripping with false
            concern. “I’ve heard you rarely venture out of your house in the daylight.”
         

         
         Her dimples were truly impressive.

         
         They’d be lethal if she had any idea how to use them.

         
         “Does your father often lock you in libraries with strange gentlemen to become better acquainted, Miss Tombs?”

         
         “Only with gentlemen who were foolish enough to allow themselves to be gambled away.”

         
         “The duke didn’t know what he was doing.”

         
         “That doesn’t help our plight, now does it? He mucked everything up.”

         
         “I think it was your father that did the mucking.”

         
         “Well, the two of them landed us in this steaming mess.”

         
         “A poetic turn of phrase, Miss Tombs.”

         
         “An appropriate one, Lord Hatherly.”

         
         Her eyes sparked with intelligence, wit, and . . . displeasure.

         
         She was as unhappy about the situation as he was.

         
         Intriguing.

         
         “You don’t want to marry me,” he stated with surprise.

         
         Marriageable ladies had been heaving themselves at him since he came of age. They were usually willing to overlook the family
            curse of lunacy in pursuit of the title . . . and the handsome devil that came with it.
         

         
         “Congratulations.” She rolled her eyes. “Give the marquess a prize.”

         
         He hadn’t noticed before what an unusual shade her eyes were. More intensely green than blue, with flecks of gold around the
            irises.
         

         
         “Why don’t you wish to marry me?” he asked.
         

         
         “Don’t sound so surprised, my lord.” She folded her arms over her chest. He couldn’t help noticing that the motion mounded
            her breasts over her bodice enticingly.
         

         
         She had nice breasts. Generous and lush for such a slender frame.

         
         “It’s not the usual response I receive from young ladies.”

         
         “I’m supposed to swoon at your feet, is that it?”

         
         “It’s been known to happen,” he goaded, in order to watch the color heighten in her cheeks.

         
         “Allow me to assure you that I have never swooned, not once in my life, and I don’t intend to begin now just because you’ll
            be a duke and you’re almost stupidly handsome and your buckskin breeches are tight enough to—” She bit her lower lip, her
            cheeks flushing, as if she hadn’t meant to say all of that out loud.
         

         
         “Please, by all means, finish your sentence,” Nick drawled.

         
         Miss Tombs turned her back on him and gazed out the window.

         
         “My breeches are tight enough to . . .” he prompted, moving closer. “Turn a girl’s head? Give a lady ideas?”

         
         She wheeled around, swirling the lace of her hem into motion. “Cause permanent damage.”

         
         Nick chuckled appreciatively.

         
         He was beginning to like her unusually bawdy sense of humor. She certainly talked about a man’s private parts more than your
            ordinary

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062397775_coverimage.jpg





9780062397775_tpimage.jpg
(ENora Pt
Blame Tt

on the

vke

The Disgraceful Dukes &






