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         Once upon a time, in a land quite on the other side of the world, there lived a queen both beautiful and wise. She was called
               Ravenhair. …
—from Queen Ravenhair

      

      
      LONDON, ENGLAND

      
      OCTOBER 1737
      

      
      The daughter of a duke learns early in life the proper etiquette for nearly everything. What dish to serve roasted larks in.
         When to acknowledge a rather risqué dowager countess and when to give her the cut direct. What to wear while boating down
         the Thames, and how to fend off the tipsy advances of an earl with very little income at the picnic afterward.
      

      
      Everything, in fact, Lady Hero Batten reflected wryly, but how to address a gentleman coupling vigorously with a married lady
         not his own.
      

      
      “Ahem,” she tried while gazing fixedly at the molded plaster pears on the ceiling overhead.

      
      The two people on the settee appeared not to hear her. Indeed, the lady gave a series of loud animal squeals from under the skirts of her atrocious puce-and-brown-striped gown, which had been flipped up to cover her face.
      

      
      Hero sighed. They were in a dim little sitting room off the library of Mandeville House, and she was regretting choosing this
         particular room in which to fix her stocking. Had she picked the blue Oriental room, her stocking would be straight by now
         and she’d already be back in the ballroom—far away from this embarrassing predicament.
      

      
      She lowered her eyes cautiously. The gentleman, wearing an anonymous white wig, had discarded his embroidered satin coat
         and was laboring atop the lady in his shirtsleeves and a brilliant emerald waistcoat. His breeches and smallclothes were loosened
         to facilitate his endeavors, and every now and again a flash of muscled buttock was visible.
      

      
      Sadly, she found the sight mesmerizing. Whomever the gentleman was, his physical attributes were quite … astonishing.

      
      Hero tore her gaze away to look longingly at the door. Really, few would find fault with her should she turn and tiptoe from
         the room. That was exactly what she would’ve done when she’d first entered had she not passed Lord Pimbroke not two minutes
         before in the hallway. For, as it happened, Hero had noted the atrocious puce-and-brown-striped gown earlier in the evening—
         on Lady Pimbroke. Much as Hero was loath to embarrass herself, her own feelings were not, in the end, as important as the possibility
         of a duel and subsequent injury or death to two gentlemen.
      

      
      Having come to this conclusion, Hero nodded once, took off one diamond earbob, and lobbed it at the gentleman’s backside.
         She’d always quietly prided herself on her aim—not that she used it much in everyday life—and she was rather gratified to hear a yelp from the male.
      

      
      He swore and turned, looking at her over his shoulder with the most glorious pale green eyes she’d ever seen. He wasn’t a
         handsome man—his face was too broad across the cheekbones, his nose too crooked, and his mouth too thin and cynical for true
         masculine beauty—but his eyes would draw any female, young or old, from across a room. And once drawn, their gaze would linger
         on the look of arrogant male virility he wore as naturally as he breathed.
      

      
      Or perhaps it was merely the, er, circumstances that gave him the look.
      

      
      “D’you mind, love?” he drawled, the anger in his expression having changed to faint amusement when he’d caught sight of her.
         His voice was gravelly and completely unhurried. “I’m busy here.”
      

      
      She could feel heat suffusing her cheeks—really, this was an impossible situation—but she met his gaze, making quite sure
         hers did not wander lower. “Indeed. I had noticed, but I thought you should know—”
      

      
      “Unless you’re the type who likes to watch?”

      
      Now her face was aflame, but she wasn’t about to let this … this wretch get the better of her verbally. She allowed her gaze to drop swiftly and scornfully down over his rumpled waistcoat and shirt—
         fortunately the tail hid his open breeches—and back up. She smiled sweetly. “I prefer entertainments in which I’m not in
         danger of falling asleep.”
      

      
      She expected her insult to anger him, but instead the rogue tutted.

      
      “Happens a lot to you, does it, sweetheart?” His voice was solicitous, but a sly dimple appeared beside his wide lips. “Falling asleep just as the fun’s about to begin? Well, don’t
         blame yourself. Like as not, it’s the gentleman’s fault, not yours.”
      

      
      Good God, no one ever spoke to her like this!

      
      Slowly, awfully, Hero arched her left brow. She knew it was slow and awful because she’d practiced the movement in front of
         a mirror for hours on end at the age of twelve. The result made seasoned matrons tremble in their heeled slippers.
      

      
      The devilish man didn’t turn a hair.

      
      “Now, as it happens,” he drawled obnoxiously, “my ladies don’t have that problem. Stay and watch—it’ll prove instructive,
         I guarantee. And if I have any strength left over after, maybe I’ll demonstrate—”
      

      
      “Lord Pimbroke is in the hallway!” she blurted before he could finish his dastardly thought.

      
      The mound of puce-and-brown-striped skirts quaked. “Eustace is here?”

      
      “Quite. And heading this way,” Hero informed Lady Pimbroke with only a touch of satisfaction.

      
      The gentleman exploded into action. He was up and off the lady and throwing down her skirts to hide her pale, soft thighs
         before Hero could even blink. He caught up his coat, made one swift, appraising glance about the room, and turned to Hero,
         his voice still unhurried. “Lady Pimbroke has torn a ribbon or lace or some such thing, and you’ve kindly consented to help
         her.”
      

      
      “ But—”

      
      He placed his forefinger against her lips—warm, large, and quite shockingly inappropriate. At the same time, a male voice
         called from the hallway.
      

      
      “Bella!”
      

      
      Lady Pimbroke—or Bella—squeaked in fear.

      
      “There’s a good girl,” the rogue whispered to Hero. He turned to Lady Pimbroke, bussed her on the cheek, and murmured, “Steady
         on, darling,” before disappearing under the settee.
      

      
      Hero had only a moment to watch Lady Pimbroke’s pretty, insipid face go ashen as she realized fully the peril she was in,
         and then the door to the sitting room crashed open.
      

      
      “Bella!” Lord Pimbroke was big, reddened, and quite obviously intoxicated. He glanced belligerently around the room, his hand
         on his sword, but froze in consternation when he saw Hero. “My lady, what—?”
      

      
      “Lord Pimbroke.” Hero casually stepped in front of the settee, obscuring a large masculine heel with her wide skirts.

      
      She employed her left eyebrow.

      
      Lord Pimbroke actually backed up a step—quite gratifying after the reception her eyebrow had received from the rogue—and
         stammered. “I … I …”
      

      
      Hero turned to Lady Pimbroke, touching lightly the horrid yellow braiding on the elbow of her gown. “That’s fixed, I think,
         don’t you?”
      

      
      Lady Pimbroke started. “Oh! Oh, yes, thank you, my lady.”

      
      “Not at all,” Hero murmured.

      
      “If you’re done here, m’dear,” Lord Pimbroke said, “then perhaps you’re ready to return to the ball?”

      
      His words may have been a question, but his tone of voice most certainly was not.

      
      Lady Pimbroke took his arm rather sulkily. “Yes, Eustace.”

      
      And with a perfunctory good-bye, the two left the room.
      

      
      Almost immediately, Hero felt a tug upon her skirts. “Hist! I can hardly breathe under here.”

      
      “They may return,” she said serenely.

      
      “I think I can see up your skirt.”

      
      She moved back hastily.

      
      The rogue rolled out from under the settee and stood, towering over her.

      
      Nonetheless, she glared down her nose at him. “You weren’ t—”

      
      “Now, now. If I was, do you really think I’d tell you?”

      
      She sniffed, sounding rather like Cousin Bathilda at her most priggish. “No doubt you’d boast of it.”

      
      He leaned over her, grinning. “Does the thought have you all hot and bothered?”

      
      “Is your wig growing tight?” she asked politely.

      
      “What?”

      
      “Because I would think your swelled head would make it quite uncomfortable.”

      
      His smile became a trifle grim. “My head isn’t the only thing out of proportion, I assure you. Maybe that’s why you came in
         here? To sneak a peek?”
      

      
      She rolled her eyes. “You have no trace of shame, do you? Most men at least pretend to be abashed when caught in wrongdoing,
         but you—you strut about like a feckless cockerel.”
      

      
      He paused in the act of donning his coat, one arm thrust out, the sleeve half on, and widened his beautiful green eyes at
         her. “Oh, of course. Moralizing. Naturally you must hold yourself superior to me when—”
      

      
      “I saw you engaging in adultery!”

      
      “You saw me engaging in a pleasant fuck ,” he said with slow emphasis.
      

      
      She flinched at the crudity but stood her ground. She was the daughter of a duke, and she would not flee from a man such as
         he. “Lady Pimbroke is married.”
      

      
      “Lady Pimbroke has had numerous lovers before me and will have numerous lovers after me.”

      
      “That does not forgive your sin.”
      

      
      He looked at her and laughed—actually laughed — slow and deep. “And you are a woman without sin, is that it?”
      

      
      She didn’t even have to consider the matter. “Naturally.”

      
      His mouth twisted cruelly. “Such certainty.”

      
      She stared, affronted. “Do you doubt me?”

      
      “Oh, no, far from it. I believe absolutely that the thought of sin has never once crossed your perfect little mind.”

      
      She tilted her chin, feeling a thrill of excitement—she’d never before argued with a gentleman, let alone a strange one.
         “And I begin to wonder if any thought of righteousness has ever crossed your shameless little mind.”
      

      
      He watched her a moment, a muscle twitching in his jaw. Then he bowed abruptly. “I thank you for going against your own inclinations
         and saving me from having to kill Lord Pimbroke.”
      

      
      She nodded stiffly.

      
      “And I hope most fervently that our paths never cross again, my Lady Perfect.”

      
      Unaccountably, Hero felt a pang of hurt at his dismissive words, but she made sure not to let the weak emotion show. “I will
         certainly pray that I never have to suffer your presence again, my Lord Shameless.”
      

      
      “Then we are in agreement.”

      
      “Quite.”

      
      “Good.”
      

      
      For a moment she stared at him, her breasts pressing against her stays with each too-fast breath, her cheeks hot with emotion.
         They’d drawn closer in the heat of their argument, and his chest nearly brushed the lace of her bodice. He stared back, his
         eyes very green in his loathsome face.
      

      
      His gaze dropped to her mouth.

      
      Her lips parted and for an endless second, she forgot to breathe.

      
      He turned and strode to the door, disappearing into the dim hallway beyond.

      
      Hero blinked and inhaled with a shudder as she looked dazedly around the room. There was a mirror hanging on the wall, and
         she crossed to it to peer at her reflection in the glass. Her red hair was still elegantly coiffed, her lovely silvery-green
         dress properly in place. Her cheeks were a little pinkened, but the color was becoming. Strangely, she didn’t appear all that
         changed.
      

      
      Well. That was good.

      
      She threw back her shoulders and swept from the room, her step graceful but quick. Tonight of all nights, it was important
         she present a serene, lovely, and perfect aspect, for tonight her engagement to the Marquess of Mandeville was to be announced.
      

      
      Hero tilted her chin at the remembered sneer of the stranger as he’d mouthed the word perfect. What could he possibly have against perfection anyway?
      

      
      GODDAMN ALL SELF-SATISFIED, perfect women—and that red-haired wench in the sitting room in particular!

      
      Lord Griffin Reading, strode toward his brother’s ballroom in a foul mood. Damnable chit! She’d stood there disapproving and priggish and dared to look down her narrow nose at him. She’d probably never felt an honest human urge in her entire, too-sheltered life. The only sign of her embarrassment had
         been the pink blotches climbing her delicately pale throat as she stared at him. Griffin grunted. That censorious face should
         have caused any man’s pride to wilt.
      

      
      Except, as it happened, he’d had just the opposite reaction—and it wasn’t because he’d not reached completion with Bella,
         either. No, the prospect of being discovered by an irate husband, followed speedily by a bloody duel at dawn had cooled his
         ardor quite thoroughly, thank you. By the time he’d rolled out from under the settee, he’d been calm in both body and mind.
         Until, that is, he’d exchanged heated words with that holier-than-thou madam. His cock had seemed to look upon the argument
         as some kind of bizarre preamble to bedsport, despite the lady’s obvious respectability, her hostility to him, and his own instant dislike of her.
      

      
      Griffin paused in a shadowed corner, trying to calm himself as he fingered the diamond earring in his pocket. He’d found the
         thing under the settee and had meant to give it back to Lady Perfect before her tart tongue had made him forget the trinket
         altogether. Well, served her right to lose her pretty earring if that was how she talked to gentlemen.
      

      
      He rolled a shoulder. When he’d entered the ballroom half an hour ago, he’d not even had time to greet his mother and sisters
         before Bella had waylaid him with her naughty suggestion. Had he known her husband was attending the ball as well, he’d never
         have let himself be drawn into such a dangerous tryst.
      

      
      Griffin sighed. But it was too late now for self-recriminations. Better to simply file the embarrassing episode under Things Best Forgotten as Soon as Possible and move on. Megs and Caroline probably didn’t care one way or the other that he’d disappeared, but Mater would no doubt
         be keeping an eagle eye out for him. No use in putting it off. With a last tug at his neckcloth to make sure it was straight,
         Griffin entered the ballroom.
      

      
      Lights blazed from crystal chandeliers high overhead, illuminating a veritable crush. This would be the event of the season,
         and no member of London society wanted to miss it. Griffin began to weave his way through the mass of colorfully dressed bodies,
         his progress made slower by the frequent need to greet old friends and curious acquaintances.
      

      
      “How kind of you to attend, darling,” a dry voice said at his elbow.

      
      Griffin turned from a duet of simpering young matrons blocking his way and leaned down to kiss his mother on the cheek. “Ma’am.
         It’s good to see you.”
      

      
      The words were rote, but not the sudden emotion behind them. He hadn’t been to London in almost a year, and it had been over
         eight months since his mother had visited him at the family estate in Lancashire. He tilted his head, studying her. Her fine
         hair, knotted elegantly under a lace cap, might have a few more gray threads, but otherwise her dear face was unchanged. Her
         brown eyes, bracketed with crinkled laugh lines, were far too intelligent, the soft-bowed mouth pursed to hide a fond smile,
         and the straight eyebrows were faintly arched in a perpetual amusement that matched his own.
      

      
      “You’re as brown as a nut,” she murmured, reaching up to touch one finger to his cheek. “I suppose you’ve been out riding the lands.”
      

      
      “Perceptive as always, my dear mater,” he said, offering his arm.

      
      She linked her elbow with his. “And how is the harvest?”

      
      A point of pain throbbed in his temple, but Griffin answered cheerfully, “Well enough.”

      
      He felt her worried look. “Truly?”

      
      “It was a dry summer, so the harvest was smaller than anticipated.” A pretty gloss on what in fact had been an abysmal harvest.
         Their land was not particularly fertile to begin with—something his mother already knew—but there was no point in making
         her fret. “We’ll do well with the grain, never fear.”
      

      
      He was deliberately vague about what exactly he’d be doing with the grain. That was his burden to bear for his mother and
         the rest of the family.
      

      
      His answer seemed to reassure her. “Good. Lord Bollinger is showing interest in Margaret, and she’ll need new gowns this season.
         I don’t want to overstretch our funds.”
      

      
      “That’s not a problem,” he replied, even as he swiftly calculated in his head. It would be a near thing as always, but he
         should be able to get the monies—providing he suffered no further losses. The pain in his temple intensified. “Buy Megs all
         the fripperies she wants. The family purse can stand it.”
      

      
      The line of worry between her brows eased. “And, of course, there’s Thomas.”

      
      He was braced for the subject of his brother, but somehow he wasn’t able to prevent the slight stiffening of his muscles.

      
      Naturally Mater sensed it. “I’m so glad you came, Griffin. Now is the time to put that little contretemps behind you two.”
      

      
      Griffin snorted. He hardly thought his brother considered the matter a “little contretemps.” Thomas acted with propriety in
         all things, and he’d not have argued with Griffin over anything trivial. To have done so would be to let emotion rule him,
         which for someone as proper as Thomas was anathema. For a moment, Lady Perfect’s wide gray eyes came to mind. She , no doubt, would’ve gotten on famously with his priggishly correct brother.
      

      
      Griffin made an attempt to appear pleased at the prospect of seeing Thomas again. “Of course. It’ll be wonderful to talk to
         Thomas.”
      

      
      Mater frowned. Obviously he needed to work on his pleased expression. “He misses you, you know.”

      
      He shot her an incredulous look.

      
      “Truly, he does,” she insisted, though he noticed two spots of color had flown into her cheeks—even Mater had doubts about
         Thomas’s reception of him. “This estrangement must end. It’s not good for the family, it’s not good for you both, and it’s
         not good for me. Why it ever dragged on this long, I’ll never know.”
      

      
      Griffin caught a flash of moss green out of the corner of his eye, and he turned, his pulse picking up. But the lady wearing
         the dress had already disappeared into the crowd.
      

      
      “Griffin, pay attention,” his mother hissed.

      
      He smiled down at her. “Sorry, thought I saw someone I wanted to avoid.”

      
      She huffed. “I’m sure there are any number of disreputable ladies you wish to avoid.”

      
      “Actually, this one is rather too reputable,” he said easily. His hand had drifted to his coat pocket, and he fingered the little diamond earring. He ought to return it to her,
         he supposed.
      

      
      “Really?” For a moment, he thought his mother might be diverted from her harangue. Then she shook her head. “Don’t try to
         change the subject. It’s been three years since you and Thomas began this wretched argument, and my nerves are terribly frayed.
         I don’t think I can take one more freezing letter between the two of you or dinner watching my every word for fear I’ll raise
         the wrong topic of conversation.”
      

      
      “Pax, Mater.” Griffin chuckled and bent to kiss her outraged cheek. “Thomas and I shall shake hands and make up like good
         little boys, and you shall dine with the both of us while I’m in London.”
      

      
      “Promise?”

      
      “On my honor.” He held his palm to his chest. “I’m going to be so pleasant and thoroughly nice that Thomas won’t be able to
         stop himself from falling on me with protestations of fraternal love.”
      

      
      “Humph,” she said. “Well, I certainly hope so.”

      
      “Nothing in the world,” he assured her blithely, “can possibly stop me.”

      
      “HAPPY?”
      

      
      Hero turned at the deep male voice and saw her dear elder brother, Maximus Batten, the Duke of Wakefield. For a moment, her
         mind blanked at the question. In the two months it had taken to arrange her engagement to the Marquess of Mandeville, Maximus
         had asked her several times if she was content with the match, but he had never asked her if she was happy.
      

      
      “Hero?” Maximus’s straight dark brows drew together over his rather arrogant nose.
      

      
      She’d often thought that Maximus’s looks suited his rank perfectly. If one closed one’s eyes and tried to paint the perfect
         duke in one’s mind, Maximus would appear. He was tall, his shoulders broad but not heavy, his face long and lean and just
         a tad too coldly commanding to be truly handsome. His hair was dark brown—though he cropped it close, as he habitually wore
         immaculate white wigs—and his eyes were brown as well. Brown eyes were often thought warm, but one impatient glance from
         Maximus was enough to disabuse anyone of that notion. Warmth was the last thing one would associate with the Duke of Wakefield. But despite all that, he was still her
         brother.
      

      
      Hero smiled up at him. “Yes, I’m quite happy.”

      
      Was that relief she saw in those stern eyes? For a moment, she felt a traitorous flash of irritation. Maximus had shown no
         sign before this moment that her happiness might be a factor in the match. The consolidation of lands and interests, the strengthening
         of his parliamentary alliance with Mandeville, those were the important considerations. Her feelings, as she well knew, played
         no part at all in the negotiations. And that was fine with her. She was the daughter of a duke, and she’d known from the cradle
         what her purpose and place in life was.
      

      
      Maximus compressed his lips, surveying the crowded ballroom. “I wanted you to know that there is yet time for you to change
         your mind.”
      

      
      “Is there?” She glanced about the ballroom. Mande ville House was exquisitely decorated. Blue and silver swags—the Batten
         family colors—intertwined with Reading scarlet and black. Vases of flowers stood on every table, and the marquess had hired and outfitted a veritable platoon of footmen.
         Hero looked back at her brother. “The contracts are settled and signed already.”
      

      
      Maximus frowned in ducal displeasure. “If you truly wished to escape this engagement, I could break it.”

      
      “That’s very generous of you.” Hero was touched by Maximus’s gruff words. “But I am quite pleased with my engagement.”

      
      He nodded. “Then I think it time we joined your intended.”

      
      “Of course.” Her voice was steady, but her fingers trembled just a bit as she laid them on her brother’s deep blue sleeve.

      
      Fortunately, Maximus didn’t seem to notice. He led her toward one side of the ballroom, moving unhurriedly but with his usual
         determination. Sometimes Hero wondered if her brother even realized that his way was made smoother because people were quick
         to step out of his path.
      

      
      A man stood by the dance floor, his back to them. He wore somber black, his wig a snowy white. He turned as they approached,
         and for a moment Hero’s heart stuttered in disbelief. Something in the set of his shoulders and the jut of his chin in profile
         reminded her of the rogue she’d argued with just minutes before. Then he faced her, and she curtsied gravely to the Marquess
         of Mandeville, chiding herself for her silly imagination. It was hard to think of anyone less like Lord Shameless than her betrothed.
      

      
      Mandeville was tall and appropriately handsome. If Mandeville smiled more often, his looks would come perilously close to
         beautiful. But one felt somehow that beauty in a marquess would be gauche, and gauche was the last thing one could call the Marquess of Mandeville.
      

      
      “Your Grace. Lady Hero.” Mandeville executed an elegant bow. “You are even more lovely tonight than usual, my lady.”

      
      “Thank you, my lord.” Hero smiled up at him and was pleased to see a faint softening of his usually somber lips.

      
      Then his gaze moved to the side of her head. “My dear, you’re wearing only one earring.”

      
      “Am I?” Hero automatically felt both earlobes, her face heating as she remembered what had happened to the missing earring.
         “Goodness, I must have lost one.”
      

      
      Hastily she removed the lone diamond earring and gave it to her brother to place in his pocket.

      
      “That’s better,” Mandeville said, nodding approvingly. “Shall we?” he asked the question of her but glanced at Maximus.

      
      Maximus nodded.

      
      Mandeville signaled to his butler, but already the room was growing quiet as the guests turned toward them. Hero pasted a
         serene smile on her face, standing straight and still as she’d been taught from the nursery. A lady of her rank never fidgeted.
         She disliked being the center of attention, but it rather went with being the daughter of a duke. She glanced at Mandeville.
         And a marchioness would draw even more stares.
      

      
      Naturally.

      
      Hero suppressed a small sigh and inhaled and exhaled slowly, softly, and imagined she was a statue. It was an old trick to
         get through events such as these. She was a hollow, perfect facade of a duke’s daughter. Really she—the woman within—didn’t
         have to be here at all.
      

      
      “My friends,” Mandeville boomed. He was well known for his oratory in parliament, his voice rich and deep. Hero rather thought
         there was a touch of the theatrical about it as well, but of course she’d never say so to his face. “I welcome you all here
         tonight for a very important celebration: the engagement of myself to Lady Hero Batten.”
      

      
      He turned and took her hand, bending and kissing her knuckles very prettily. Hero smiled and curtsied to him as their guests
         applauded. They straightened and were immediately surrounded as the guests surged forward to offer their congratulations.
      

      
      Hero was thanking a rather deaf elderly countess when Mandeville called behind her. “Ah, Wakefield, Lady Hero, I’d like to
         introduce you to someone.”
      

      
      She turned and met wickedly amused light green eyes. Hero could only stare, speechless, as Lord Shameless bowed and took her
         hand, brushing smooth, warm lips over her skin.
      

      
      Distantly she heard Mandeville say beside her, “My dear, this is my bother, Lord Griffin Reading.”

   
      
      Chapter Two

      [image: image]

      
      
         Queen Ravenhair had ruled her kingdom fairly and peacefully ever since the death of her husband, the late king. But it is
               not an easy thing for a woman to wield power in a world of men. For though she had advisors and ministers and men of letters,
               she could not fully trust any of them. Which was why every night Queen Ravenhair stood upon her balcony and held a little
               brown bird between her cupped palms. She would whisper her secrets and worries to the bird and then, opening her hands, let
               him fly free, high into the night, carrying her cares with him….
—from Queen Ravenhair

      

      
      Hero took a deep, steadying breath and fixed a social smile—neither too wide nor too small—upon her face. It was a very
         middling expression that in no way revealed the shock of finding out that Lord Shameless would soon be her brother-in-law.
         “I’m very pleased to meet you, Lord Griffin.”
      

      
      “Are you?” He was still half bent over her hand so only she could hear his murmur.

      
      “Naturally.”

      
      “Liar.”

      
      Her middling smile became a bit rigid as she hissed under her breath, “Don’t you dare cause a scene!”
      

      
      “A scene? Me?” His eyes narrowed, and she realized that she might have made a tactical error.

      
      Hero tried to retrieve her hand, but the awful man tightened his hold as he straightened unhurriedly. “How delightful to finally
         meet my new sister. You don’t mind if I call you ‘sister,’ do you, my lady? I feel as if we already know each other. Soon
         we’ll be rubbing shoulders at every family gathering—dinners, breakfasts, tea, and the odd snack here and there. The prospect
         simply takes my breath away, dear little sister. What a jolly family we’ll be.”
      

      
      He grinned wickedly at her.

      
      Hero’s soul revolted at this rogue using such a familiar term. He was in no way fraternal to her. “I don’t think—”
      

      
      “I’m so sorry to hear that,” he murmured.

      
      She grit her teeth and surreptitiously yanked on her hand. His grip held firm.

      
      “Lord Griffin, I—”

      
      “But pray will you dance with me, my lovely new sister-to-be?” he asked with jaw-dropping innocence.

      
      “I don’ t—”

      
      He raised his eyebrows at her words, his green eyes sparkling with sly mirth.

      
      “—believe ,” she gritted, “that would be a good—”
      

      
      “Of course.” He bowed his head, his eyes downcast. “Why would such a proper lady wish to dance with a wastrel such as I? I’m
         so sorry to have importuned you.”
      

      
      His lips actually trembled. Hero felt her face heating. Somehow he had made her the villain of this piece.
      

      
      “Well …” She bit her lip.

      
      “It’s a pretty offer, Hero. What do you say?” Maximus rumbled beside her.
      

      
      She started, just a little bit, but Reading squeezed her fingers in warning. Good Lord! She’d almost forgotten they were in
         the midst of a crowded ballroom. Such a thing had never happened to her before. No matter where she was, Hero was always completely
         conscious of being a duke’s daughter, completely conscious of how she should act.
      

      
      She looked at Reading in consternation and saw that he had lost his mocking smile. In fact, there was no expression at all
         on his face as he turned to his brother. “With your permission, of course, Thomas.”
      

      
      Standing together, she could see now the similarities between the brothers. They were of the same height, but beyond that
         they both tilted their square chins in a certain way, as if challenging any other man in the room. Studying the brothers,
         Hero thought that Reading’s countenance looked the older of the two, though she knew he was the younger by several years.
         Lord Reading’s eyes were deeper set, more lined, and much more cynical. He looked as if he’d experienced lifetimes more than
         Mandeville.
      

      
      Mandeville had not answered his brother, and the pause was growing awkward. The dowager marchioness stood between the men
         and was looking anxiously at her elder son. Perhaps she communicated something silently to him.
      

      
      Mandeville nodded abruptly at his brother and smiled, though only his lips moved.

      
      Reading immediately turned and started leading her toward the dance floor. His pace seemed unhurried, but Hero found herself halfway across the room before she knew it.
      

      
      “What are you about?” she hissed.

      
      “A minuet, I believe.”

      
      She gave him a speaking glance at the childish witticism.

      
      “Now, now, dear sister, mine—”

      
      “Stop calling me that!”

      
      “What, sister?”
      

      
      They were on the dance floor now, and he pivoted to face her as other couples took their places around them.

      
      Hero narrowed her eyes. “Yes!”

      
      “But you will soon be my sister,” he said slowly and patiently, as if talking to a not-very-bright toddler. “The wife of my
         elder brother, above me in rank if not in age, always to be deferred to. What else should I call you but sister?” He widened
         his eyes so guilelessly she nearly laughed.
      

      
      Fortunately she was able to restrain herself. Lord knew what Mandeville—let alone her brother—would think if she giggled
         like a schoolgirl at her engagement ball. “Whyever did you ask me to dance?”
      

      
      He feigned hurt. “Why, I thought to celebrate your wondrous engagement to my brother, of course.”

      
      She raised her left eyebrow, sadly ineffective though it was.

      
      He leaned toward her and whispered hoarsely, “Or perhaps you’d like to discuss the particulars of our meeting in front of
         both our families?”
      

      
      The music began and Hero sank into a curtsy. “Why would I mind? It seems to me that you have more to lose than I should the
         circumstances of our meeting be made public.”
      

      
      “One would think so,” he replied as they circled each other. “But that supposition does not take into account my brother’s
         incredibly stodgy personality.”
      

      
      Hero frowned. “What are you trying to insinuate?”

      
      “I’m stating ,” Reading murmured, “that my brother is a narrow-minded ass who, if he had discovered you in that sitting room with Belle
         and me, would have imme diately leaped to several unfortunate and wrong conclusions.”
      

      
      The movements of the dance parted them for a moment, and Hero tried to grapple with the notion of a man with a mind so blackened
         he would think the absolute worst of his own brother.
      

      
      When they again met, she said softly, “Why are you saying these things to me?”

      
      He shrugged. “I merely speak the truth.”

      
      She shook her head. “I think not. I think you strive to alienate my affections from your brother, which is a very wicked thing
         to attempt indeed.”
      

      
      He smiled, though a muscle jerked under his right eye. “Lady Perfect, we meet again.”

      
      “Stop calling me that,” she hissed. “I do not think Mandeville is as ill-willed as you seem to believe.”

      
      “I hesitate to contradict a lady, of course, but you have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      
      She glared. “You are insulting, sir, both to your brother and to me. I cannot think what your brother has ever done to you
         to deserve such infamous treatment.”
      

      
      He leaned over her, so close she caught the scent of lemons and sandalwood. “Can’t you?”

      
      She couldn’t repress a shiver at the implied threat of his proximity. She wasn’t a small woman—in fact, she stood taller
         than many of her female acquaintances—but Reading was male and loomed at least a foot over her. He was using that physical fact to intimidate her.
      

      
      Well, she wasn’t so easily intimidated. She snorted softly and turned to look him in the eye. “No. No, I can’t conceive of
         a wrong so terrible that you would vilify your brother’s character to me.”
      

      
      “Perhaps, then, your imagination is defective,” he said, his eyes hooded.

      
      “Or perhaps it is you who is defective.”
      

      
      “In your eyes I probably am. After all, I do not possess the perfections of my brother. I am not a leading member of parliament,
         and I do not have his beauty or his grace. And”—he leaned close again—“I do not have his lofty title.”
      

      
      For a moment, she stared at him in disbelief; then she laughed softly under her breath. “Are you so jealous of him that you
         think I’m marrying your brother only for his title?”
      

      
      She was gratified to see him jerk his head back, a scowl on his face. “I am not jealous —”

      
      “No?” she interrupted him sweetly. “Then perhaps you’re merely a fool. Mandeville is an honorable man. A good man. And, yes,
         a man respected by his peers and by everyone he deals with, as well as my brother’s friend and ally. I am proud to be his
         fiancée.”
      

      
      The dance broke them apart, and when they rejoined, he nodded stiffly. “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps I’m merely a fool.”

      
      She blinked, caught off guard. The rogue she’d thought him would not admit so readily to a human failing.

      
      He glanced at her, a corner of his mouth quirking up as if he knew her thoughts. “Will you tell Thomas about our meeting?”

      
      “No.” She didn’t even have to think about it.
      

      
      “That’s wise. As I’ve said, my brother would not think the better of you for your involvement.”

      
      Uncertainty whispered in her mind. As much as Hero didn’t want to believe it of Mandeville, her fiancé might just jump to
         the wrong conclusion.
      

      
      She shook off the thought and looked Reading in the eye. “It’s your reputation that I seek to preserve with your brother.”
      

      
      He threw back his head and laughed, the sound rich and masculine, drawing stares from the other dancers. “Didn’t you know?
         I don’t have a reputation to preserve, my Lady Perfect. Put away your shield and sword; lay down your shining armor. There
         is no dragon to slay for me. Nothing to protect at all.”
      

      
      “No?” she asked, sudden curiosity making her speak without forethought. She’d heard a few whispered rumors about her fiancé’s
         mysterious brother, but they’d been maddeningly vague. “Are you so irredeemable?”
      

      
      “I am a veritable blackguard.” He circled her, pacing slowly to the music, whispering so only she could hear. “A seducer,
         a rake, the worst sort of profligate. I am notorious for my pleasures—I drink too much, wench with abandon, and belch in
         mixed company. I have no discretion, no morals, and no desire for either. I am, in short, the devil himself, and you, my dearest
         Lady Perfect, would do well to avoid my company at all costs.”
      

      
      A BURST OF male laughter made Thomas Reading, the Marquess of Mandeville, glance at the dance floor. Griffin had thrown his head back
         as he laughed with unbecoming abandon at something Lady Hero had said. Fortunately, the lady appeared less amused. Still, Thomas couldn’t help the instinctive tightening of his shoulders.
      

      
      Damn Griffin to hell.

      
      “Your brother seems to be enjoying his dance with my sister,” Wakefield murmured.

      
      Thomas looked at the duke and met cool brown eyes. It was always deucedly hard to puzzle out what Wakefield was thinking,
         but at the moment the man could’ve modeled for a male sphinx.
      

      
      Thomas grunted and turned his gaze back to where Griffin paced about his intended bride. “He does indeed.”

      
      Wakefield folded his arms across his chest. “Hero has been sheltered all her life—as is proper for her station—but her personal
         morals are of the highest. I know she will not fall even if presented with temptation.”
      

      
      Thomas nodded, feeling a flush of mortification creep up his neck. He had an urge to tug at his neckcloth at the duke’s veiled
         admonition. “I believe you, Your Grace. Lady Hero has my complete faith, and I shall never treat her in any way other than
         with respect.”
      

      
      “Good.” Wakefield clasped his hands behind his back and was silent a moment as they both watched the dancers. Then he said
         quietly, “The clause is ineffective.”
      

      
      Thomas glanced at him sharply. In an effort to act against the scourge of gin drinking among the poor of London, they’d attached
         a gin clause to parliament’s Sweets Act last June. The clause gave a bounty to informers who brought in illegal gin sellers.
      

      
      “Every day more gin sellers are hauled before the magistrates,” Thomas said slowly. “How is this ineffective?”

      
      Wakefield shrugged. His voice was low and controlled, but his ire was plain. “They drag in the poor women who sell that devil’s drink in wheelbarrows. Wretches who make only pennies
         a day. What we need is to catch the men distilling the gin. The powerful ones who hide in the shadows growing rich off the
         backs of those poor women.”
      

      
      Thomas pursed his lips. On the dance floor, Lady Hero was frowning at Griffin and the sight relieved him. “Catch enough of
         the gin sellers and it will impact the makers as well—I assure you. The clause is only months old. We must give it time,
         my friend.”
      

      
      “I haven’t time,” Wakefield replied. “London is wasting under this plague. More citizens die than are born in our great city.
         Bodies litter the streets and garrets of the East End. Wives are deserted by their drink-destroyed husbands, babes killed
         by their drunken mothers, children abandoned to die or prostitute themselves. How can England prosper if the workers deteriorate
         in mind and body? We will wither and fail as a nation if gin is not eradicated from our city.”
      

      
      Thomas knew that Wakefield was concerned about the gin problem, but to care so deeply about this one cause? Such passion didn’t
         fit the man he knew.
      

      
      A movement from the other side of the dance floor caught his eye and scattered his thoughts. A woman stepped to the edge of
         the crowd. Her skirts were a flaming orange over primrose petticoats. Her hair was a deep, impossible wine-red, her lips and
         cheeks artificially rouged. Every man on that side of the dance floor watched her as she flirtatiously rapped her male companion’s
         arm with her folded fan. He said something, and she arched her white throat and laughed, making her breasts jiggle.
      

      
      “… only if a man of substance is brought to account for gin making,” Wakefield said.
      

      
      Thomas blinked, realizing that he’d missed most of what his companion had said. He turned his head to the duke, but out of
         the corner of his eye he could still see the woman playfully drawing her fingers across the slopes of her breasts. “Wanton
         baggage.”
      

      
      “Who?”

      
      Damn, he’d spoken aloud and now Wakefield waited for an answer.

      
      Thomas grimaced. “Mrs. Tate.” He jerked his chin to indicate the woman across the room. “Every time I see her, she has a different
         beau, all younger than herself. The woman should be hauled up on indecency charges. Anyone can see that she’s five and thirty
         if she’s a day.”
      

      
      “Eight and thirty,” Wakefield murmured.

      
      Thomas turned to look incredulously at him. “You know her?”

      
      Wakefield’s eyebrows rose. “I believe most of London society knows her.”

      
      Thomas glanced back at Mrs. Tate. Was Wakefield speaking of biblical knowledge? Had the duke bedded the woman?

      
      “She has a quick wit and an easy manner,” Wakefield was saying lightly. “Besides, she married a man three times her age. I
         don’t begrudge her a little merriment now that she’s widowed.”
      

      
      “She flaunts herself,” Thomas gritted. He could feel Wakefield’s look.

      
      “Perhaps, but only with unmarried gentlemen. She is careful not to dally with a man otherwise engaged.”

      
      As if she’d heard the word engaged , Lavinia Tate suddenly looked up, her eyes meeting his across the distance that separated them. He knew, even though he could not see them
         now, that her eyes were a plain brown. That, he thought with satisfaction, was something she couldn’t change. Her eyes were
         and always would be ordinary brown, no matter how much paint she employed.
      

      
      She held his eyes and lifted her chin in a challenge that would bring any red-blooded man to attention. It was a look as old
         as Eden, as old as Eve daring Adam with a bit of over-ripened fruit.
      

      
      Thomas deliberately looked away from her proud gaze. He’d tasted that fruit once, and though it had been difficult, he’d weaned
         himself from its heady sweetness. The woman was a jade, plain and simple. And if there was one thing he’d had enough of in
         this lifetime, it was jades.
      

      
      LADY HERO’S FACE was calm and grave and almost beautiful—and she looked not at all impressed by Griffin’s dramatic recitation of his sins.
      

      
      “I had already decided you were a rake,” she said as he halted before her. She sank into a graceful curtsy. “But as you are
         to be my brother-in-law, Lord Reading, I think avoiding your company entirely may be somewhat difficult.”
      

      
      The woman certainly knew how to prick a man’s illusions about himself. Once again he was hit with the awful irony that this woman out of all the women at the ball should be the one Thomas had chosen as his bride. A woman who made no bones about
         her displeasure with Griffin. A woman who had seen him at his very worst—and showed no signs of forgetting the sight. A woman
         who was proud of her snowy-white soul.
      

      
      Lady Perfect—a perfect lady for his perfect brother.
      

      
      He eyed her with disfavor, watching as she arched her damned left eyebrow in pointed query. She wasn’t quite a beauty, his
         brother’s fiancée. Instead she had that sort of elegance that was found sometimes among the upper crust of English society—
         creamy pale skin, a slightly overlong face, properly neat features, and hair that was red without going so far as to be gauchely
         ginger.
      

      
      He’d seen her type a hundred times before, and yet … something about Lady Hero was decidedly different. For one thing, most
         of the ladies of her rank would’ve simply left him to his fate in the sitting room. Yet she had gone against her own rigid
         morals to save both him and Bella. Had she acted out of compassion for two strangers? Or merely a stolid code of ethics that
         superseded even her own distaste for what she’d found in the sitting room?
      

      
      Griffin looked about. The music had halted, the dance was at an end, and he was supposed to escort her back to stodgy Thomas.
         Which he would do, of course—just not yet.
      

      
      He bowed, proffering his elbow in feigned docility. “Sad, isn’t it?”

      
      She looked at his arm with sudden suspicion, but was forced by her own rigid propriety to take it. Griffin tamped down a surge
         of triumph.
      

      
      “What is?” she asked, her voice wary.

      
      “Oh, that a woman as pious as you should have to put up with the company of a rake like me merely because of polite convention.”

      
      “Humph.” She lifted her chin as he led her slowly through the crowd. “I hope I know my duty.”

      
      He rolled his eyes. “Buck up. Enduring my presence in your life will surely give you points toward sainthood.”

      
      If he hadn’t turned to look at her at that very moment, he would’ve missed the twitch of her soft, pink lips. Egad. Lady Perfect
         had a sense of humor! He’d seen her smile, but the expression had been fixed and immobile. What would a genuine smile look
         like on her face? What would happen if she actually laughed?
      

      
      Intrigued, he bowed his head toward hers, inhaling the scent of flowers. “If you aren’t marrying my brother for his title,
         then why?”
      

      
      Wide gray eyes looked up, startled, into his. She was so near he only had to lean an inch or so closer and his lips would
         touch hers. He could find out what she tasted like, if she would break under his tongue and run soft and sweet like honey.
      

      
      Good God! Griffin jerked his head back.
      

      
      Fortunately, she seemed to have missed his confusion. “What do you mean?”

      
      He inhaled and glanced away. They were nearly across the room now and moving in the opposite direction from Thomas, though
         she didn’t seem to notice. He was playing with fire, but he’d always found danger terribly tempting.
      

      
      “Why marry Thomas?”

      
      “My brother and he are friends. Maximus urged me to make the match.”

      
      “That’s all?”

      
      “No, of course not. My brother would not have considered Mandeville for me if the marquess weren’t well regarded, kind, and
         a man of substance.” She rattled off his brother’s attributes as if listing the points of a breeding ram.
      

      
      “You don’t love him?” he asked with honest curiosity.

      
      She knit her brows as if he’d burst into Swedish. “I have no doubt that I will someday have affection for him, naturally.”
      

      
      “Naturally,” he murmured, feeling again that idiotic triumph. “Rather like a favorite spaniel, perhaps?”

      
      She stopped dead, and if she hadn’t been restrained by her propriety, he had the feeling she would’ve set her hands on her
         hips like an irate fishwife. “Mandeville isn’t a spaniel!”
      

      
      “A Great Dane, then?”

      
      “Lord Griffin …”

      
      He tugged her forward, leading her toward the outside edge of the ballroom. “It’s just that I’ve always thought it would be
         nice.”
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “To be in love with one’s wife—or in your case, one’s husband.”

      
      Her face softened for a moment, her gray eyes going a little foggy, her sweet lips parting. Griffin found himself drawn to
         her fleeting emotion. Was this a glimpse of the true Lady Hero?
      

      
      Then she was back to being Lady Perfect, her spine erect, her lips firm, and her eyes giving nothing away. The change was
         rather fascinating. What had made her into such a chameleon?
      

      
      “How romantic,” she drawled in a bored, social voice that set his teeth on edge, “to think that love has anything to do with
         marriage.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because marriage at our rank is a contract between families—as you well know.”

      
      “But can’t it be more?”

      
      “You’re deliberately being obtuse,” she said impatiently. “You don’t need me to explain society’s rules to you.”

      
      “And you’re being deliberately thickheaded. My parents had it.”
      

      
      “What?”

      
      “Love,” he said, trying to keep the irritation from his voice. “They loved each other. I know it’s rare, but it is possible,
         even if you’ve never seen it—”
      

      
      “My parents, too.”

      
      It was his turn to look confused. “What?”

      
      Her head was bent so that he saw only her mouth, curved down in sadness. “My parents. I have memories of … of a deep affection
         between them.”
      

      
      He remembered suddenly—awfully—that her parents had been killed. It had been a cause célèbre over fifteen years before—
         the Duke and Duchess of Wakefield murdered outside a theater by common footpads. “I’m sorry.”
      

      
      She inhaled and glanced up, her face unbearably vulnerable for a moment. “Don’t be. Hardly anyone mentions them to me. It’s
         as if they’d never existed. I was in the schoolroom when they died, but I have a few fond memories of them, before … before
         it happened.”
      

      
      He nodded, feeling a protective tenderness for this proud, prickly woman. They strolled in silence for a moment, the crowd
         surging around them, but making no contact. It was as if they were strangely apart. Griffin inclined his head to one or two
         people as they met, but he kept walking, forestalling conversation.
      

      
      “Perhaps you’re right,” she said after a bit. “Marriage with love between the partners is surely the ideal.”

      
      “Then why settle for less?”

      
      “Love may grow between a husband and a wife after marriage.”

      
      “It also may not grow.”
      

      
      She shrugged, looking pensive. “All marriages are gambles of a sort. One tries to even the odds by choosing wisely—a man
         who is well liked, comes from a good family, and is kind.”
      

      
      “And the Readings do have a lack of madness in the family that is somewhat refreshing in aristocratic lineages,” he murmured.

      
      She wrinkled her nose up at him. “Would you rather I marry into a family with a history of madness?”

      
      “No, of course not.” He frowned, trying to articulate why her rather cold-blooded decision to marry his brother bothered him.
         Lord knew he wasn’t worried about Thomas’s heart. “You said yourself that a love match is ideal. Why not wait to make one?”
      

      
      “I have waited. I’ve been out for over six years.”
      

      
      “You’ve been looking for true love all this time?”

      
      “Maybe.” She shrugged, obviously irritated. “Or something like true love. Besides, how long would you have me wait? Months?
         Years? I’m four and twenty. I have an obligation to marry and marry well. I cannot wait forever.”
      

      
      “An obligation.” The words were sour on his tongue, though the thought wasn’t new. Didn’t all ladies of her rank have an “obligation”
         to make a good match?
      

      
      She shook her head. “What if I met my true love at sixty? What if I never meet him? There
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