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Chapter 1







Valentine Corbett, the Marquis of Deverill, lifted his glass. I see trouble, he murmured, taking a swallow of whiskey.


Not my husband, Lydia, Lady Franch said, lifting her head.


No, hes still ogling Genevieve DuMer. Shifting a little, Valentine could make out Lord Franchs profile near the entrance to the gaming room. The elderly Franchs attention remained steadily on young Miss DuMers ample bosom as they chatted.


The oaf. Lydia lowered her head again.


Half closing his eyes, Valentine cupped the back of the viscountesss neck, encouraging her ministrations. His gaze, though, returned to the more significant little drama unfolding beyond the gauze of curtains.


Lydia paused again. What trouble do you see, then? she asked.


John Priestley is offering Lady Eleanor Griffin a bracelet of pearls, and shes allowing him to fasten them around her wrist.


Lady Franchs next comment was muffled and tickled a little, but Valentine assumed it to be a request for more information. Setting aside the whiskey, he slid his fingers along the edge of the curtain.


The two of them are standing in plain view of everyone, he continued, including all three of her brothers. He sighed, firming his grip on Lydias head as her bobbing became more enthusiastic. I very much doubt that the Duke of Melbourne, at the least, approves of his sister accepting gifts from a gentlemanespecially in public, and especially from an idiot not deemed worthy to be a suitor.


He tilted his own head back, the antics of his fellows becoming less interesting as the motions of Lydias mouth upon his cock began to produce results. Even as he allowed himself to go over the edge, though, Valentine kept his eyes open and his attention on the crowded ballroom beyond their cozy little hideaway. He never closed his eyes; with the games he enjoyed playing, that would be both stupid and suicidal.


As Lydia straightened again, he handed her the glass of whiskey. I do enjoy waltzing with you, my dear, he said, standing and helping her off her knees.


Yes, but you enjoy dancing with everyone, Valentine, she returned, finishing off the whiskey as he buttoned his trousers.


A fact about which I have always been honest.


One of your few positive qualities.


Valentine returned his attention from the room long enough to lift an eyebrow. I have at least two positive qualities. And the bosom has found a dance partner, which, I believe, means Franch will be looking for his wife.


Yes, with his poor eyesight he likes to have something close by to ogle. She adjusted the barely covered objects of her husbands adoration. Ill be at the Beckwith soiree on Thursday, Lydia continued, smoothing the front of her gown. They do have that lovely tropical garden.


And with insufficient illumination, I hear. Perhaps I should try archery.


Shall I paint a target on myself?


I believe I can hit the mark. Stepping sideways, Valentine allowed Lady Franch to reenter the ballroom first.


He leaned against the wall for a moment, looking out at the drama that had originally caught his attention. Lady Eleanor Griffin was being a foolish chit. Not only had she permitted Priestley to place the bracelet on her wrist, but now she appeared to be encouraging him to parade her about in a waltz. Emerging into the large, mirrored ballroom, Valentine glanced at Eleanors eldest brother. Sebastian, the Duke of Melbourne, continued his conversation with Lord Tomlin, but Valentine knew him well enough to see that he wasnt pleased. Hm. Perhaps the evening still had a few moments of interest left in it.


Hes insane.


Valentine glanced to his left, though hed already recognized the voice. I assume youre referring to Priestley?


Hes already been warned. Standing against the back wall of the ballroom, Lord Charlemagne Griffin followed the meanderings of his younger sister and John Priestley with pale gray eyes.


Then you have to give him a point or two for bravery. Valentine gestured for another glass of whiskey.


The gray gaze flicked in his direction and back again. For abject stupidity.


Its just a bracelet, Shay. At a soiree hardly worth a footnote in the society pages.


A bracelet on my sisters wrist. Charlemagne straightened. And I dont care where in damnation we are. I booted him off the front walk last week, and Melbournes already bared his teeth at the fortune-hunting idiot. Eleanor knows all of that, as well.


Valentine looked at the pair of dancers again. Honeyed brunette hair coiled into an artistic knot at the top of her head and pale green gown swirling about her legs, graceful Lady Eleanor Griffin actually looked more composed than her dance partner. Her brothers werent likely to kill her, however. Priestley might not be so lucky. Perhaps your sister is staging a little rebellion.


If she is, its going to be a short-lived one.


Chuckling, Valentine finished off his new glass of whiskey. Complications. They are one of the reasons Im happy not to have siblings. Ill see you tomorrow, yes?


Charlemagne nodded. Melbourne said hed asked you by.


With a last glance at Eleanor and Priestley, Valentine headed for the door. He might be friends with the male members of the Griffin family, but becoming involved in their domestic troubles not only didnt interest him, but left him with a keen desire to be elsewhere. Especially when hed heard rumors of a rich game of loo beginning at the Society Club.


As he left, he glimpsed several young ladies following him with their eyes. It was something he was used to, and offering the chits a slight smile, he memorized the faces for future reference. One never knew when one might become bored with cards.





Eleanor Griffin had lately begun to notice a pattern in her life. Whenever she had an evening she would loosely label as fun or amusing, the next morning would feature a lecture from one, or perhaps two, or occasionally even all three of her brothers on what shed done incorrectly and how she should endeavor never to do it again. As if she didnt already know both the rules and the consequences of breaking themeven if shed never dare to do more than bend them a little.


Im not going to waste my time lecturing if youre not going to pay attention, brother number one said, tapping his fingers on the smooth surface of his mahogany desk.


She supposed authority came naturally to Sebastian Griffin; hed been elevated to the position of the Duke of Melbourne, and the patriarch of their family, at the age of seventeen. If the ensuing fifteen years had done anything at all, theyd made him even more blasted arrogant and sure of himself than when hed begun.


It seemed her duty to take him down a notch or two, or at least remind him that he was human, whenever possible. Eleanor straightened. Good. Ill be in the music room, then.


The point being, pay attention. If I meant to talk merely for the purpose of hearing my own voice, Id deliver an address to Parliament.


Has anyone told you that youre insufferable, Sebastian?


Dark gray eyes gazed at her. Someone has to demonstrate a little dignity and restraint in this family. You dont seem capable of doing it.


She blew out her breath. Dont you ever tire of proclaiming us the perfect and almighty Griffin clan? Society already looks upon us in awe and despair.


You wouldnt find it so tiresome from the outside looking in. The Duke of Melbourne resumed drumming his fingers. Men wouldnt be trying to give you jewelry if you were a shopkeepers sister.


The jewelry, Sebastian, is not important. All three of you seem to delight in chasing men away from me before they can even say hello.


We only chase the wrong men away. He leaned forward. And today, jewelry is important.


No, its


Shall we focus on your behavior, then? Though if you wanted to demonstrate that your actions can cause damage, Im already aware of that.


For heavens sake, Sebastian, you have no idea


Perhaps then it was about you intentionally making trouble for me. Whatever the reasons, Eleanor, today we will focus on what you did. You will tell mepromise methat you will no longer accept sparkling baubles from gentlemen while in public places. Especially not from fortune-hunting gentlemen making poor attempts to look as though they arent after your dowry.


Sometimes Eleanor wanted to screameven when her brother was correct, which happened surprisingly often considering that he usually didnt deign to look beyond her actions to try to understand why she did things. But right or wrong, he didnt need to talk to her as if she were a half-wit child. I agree. I will only accept sparkly things from gentlemen, fortune-hunting or otherwise, in private.


The expression on the tanned face beneath his dark, wavy hair didnt change. Only his eyes grew cooler, but it was enough. Sebastian had a long fuse to his temper, but she was nearing the end of itagain.


Slowly he stood, forcing her to look up to continue meeting his gaze. The Griffin name and reputation has been beyond reproach for eight hundred years. That fact will not alter while it is in my charge.


I know that, Seb


If you dont wish to spend the Season in London, I can arrange for Charlemagne to escort you back to Melbourne Park.


She lurched less gracefully to her own feet, her heartbeat accelerating at the threat. For heavens sake, the Season had just begun, and Melbourne was half the island away in Devon. Shay wouldnt do it.


One eyebrow lifted. Yes, he would. The duke leaned forward, setting his knuckles against the desktop. I wouldnt choose to play this game if I were you, Eleanor. You will lose.


With a growl she yanked the pearl bracelet out of her pocket. She didnt even particularly like pearls, but it had felt romantic when Viscount Priestley had placed them around her wrist, particularly when hed been banned from anything more than the occasional dance with her. She had to admire Johns bravery, whatever his motives. Fine. Send it back, then. Heaven forbid that some gentleman should like me enough to actually give me a gift. She slammed the bauble onto the desk.


At least shed managed the last word. Lips clamped together, Eleanor stalked to the office door. With a disdainful sniff she pulled it open.


A true gentleman wouldnt risk causing a scandal by giving you a gift in the middle of a crowded ballroom. He would come to me and ask permission to call on you. She heard the bracelet slide across the desk and fall into a drawer. Lord Priestley, Sebastian continued, will not be receiving that permission.


Gripping the door handle, Eleanor forced in a deep breath. You already told him that.


Then he had no business giving you anything.


That settled it. She was simply going to have to take up drinking. Im going to a nunnery, she said, so at least I wont expect to find gentlemen calling on me.


Dont tempt me, Nell.


Ha. Shed like to see him try it. Good day, Your Grace. Shall I send in a peasant for you to behead?


No, thank you.


One day she intended to knock the wind out of his arrogant, condescending sails. The only thing worse than Sebastian treating her like a child was that he made her feel like a child. Of course she knew accepting baubles in public was improper; if her brothers hadnt preemptively turned Lord Priestley away on four previous occasions, she never would have felt sorry enough for the viscount to allow him to fasten the bracelet around her wrist. Last night, though, it had seemed the only way to show the tyrants that they couldnt completely control every aspect of her life.


Except that apparently they could. And turning away suitors they found unacceptable was one thing; now that shed past her twenty-first birthday shed begun to worry what would happen when they decided to find her an acceptable one. For all she knew, they already had several dull, thin-blooded prospects in mind. Prospects who would, of course, acknowledge the superiority and authority of the Griffin males. Someone who wouldnt challenge their leadership and who therefore would never be a matchor a challengefor her.


Zachary and Charlemagne, Shay for short, were upstairs playing billiards, and it annoyed her that they could be having fun while she was being lectured and while shed begun worrying about what they might have planned for her future. Heaven help them if they decided she needed further chastisement today. With the way Sebastian had a counter for every argument, her blood boiled for a fight she could win. And each loss only made the determination stronger. This morning she felt like Mount Vesuvius. Eleanor stalked up the wide, curving staircase, her blue muslin skirt gathered in one hand as she stomped to the second floor.


At the open door to the billiards room, though, she stopped. Inside her brothers conversed, their voices joined by a third who spoke in a low, sardonic drawl. For a moment she listened, enjoying the smooth, cultured tone. She knew the rules as well as any Griffinno family rows in public. Thankfully this guest didnt count as public.


You two are cowards, she announced, entering the room.


A ball thudded onto the carpeted floor. Shay, the taller of the two, straightened from the table. Damnation, Nell, he cursed, standing his cue upright. You just cost me five quid.


Good. I thought it was your duty to protect me.


Not from Sebastian.


Besides, Zachary broke in, leaning on his own cue, Melbournes correct. We dont want a member of the family giving the impression that she can be bought for a short string of pearls.


He wasnt buying me! she retorted. And apparently he tried to give me the bracelet in a more discreet setting, and on more than one occasion. Someoneseveral someonesmade it impossible for him to do so.


Zachary, the youngest of the three brothers, made a face. Then he should have acted like a gentleman and desisted.


Eleanor folded her arms, turning her attention to the tall, black-haired man pouring himself a whiskey at the liquor table. Humph. And what do you think, Lord Deverill?


Actually, Valentine Corbett, the Marquis of Deverill, returned, your brothers are completely correct.


What?


See? You may not listen to


Shut up, Zachary, she snapped, otherwise ignoring her brothers in favor of the lean face and half-lidded green eyes of the man shed always considered not her champion, but her best example of how she wished she could behave but knew she wouldnt ever, ever dare to emulate. Explain yourself, Deverill.


He inclined his head. Little as I like to give the Griffin brethren credit for anything, any male knows not to show favor in public to the female he pursues. Causes all sorts of difficulties.


Im not speaking of your clandestine relationships with married ladies and opera singers, she retorted. Im discussing a true gentleman with a genuine regard for a lady, one who wanted to demonstrate his honest interest by giving her a small gift.


A slight smile touched that famously capable mouth and vanished again. You should have been more specific, then. I dont know anything about that sort of nonsense. Honest interest?


You see? she exclaimed, flinging out her arms in her brothers direction. Not even Deverill knows what youre talking ab


On the other hand, Lord Deverill interrupted, in the case of an honest regard, Priestley should have joined the bracelet with a necklace and ear bobs. Then at least we could be assured that he didnt just nick the trinket from his mothers jewelry box. Which he likely did, considering that he has no money of his own and is after yours.


While Shay and Zachary laughed, Eleanor looked into those deceptively lazy green eyes, one of them obscured by a falling lock of coal black hair. Some mamas with impressionable daughters claimed that if the devil could choose a countenance with which to lure young ladies into sin, he would look precisely like Valentine, Lord Deverill. Thank God she knew how charming he could be. Of course it wasnt much of a challenge to resist him when he never even looked at her askance. Her lips twisted. Now Ive determined to keep you off my side in this argument.


I can understand that. I wouldnt want me on my side either. You should be ashamed of yourself, anyway, allowing Priestley to approach and speak to you in public. Next youll tell me you were just standing there and he accosted you.


Thats not the point, Deverill, Zachary interrupted. She didnt have to accept the bracelet, regardless.


Bravely said by a brother who should have done a better job of warning Priestley away from her in the first place, the marquis said, his easy drawl deepening, before the fellow could tempt her with a pretty trinket. Not that Im taking sides, but it does seem to me that you three are the ones who made the error.


Shays complexion darkened. We cant be expected to


And you continue to err, Deverill broke in, leaning across the billiards table to take his shot. For instance, if youre concerned over Lady Eleanors maidenly virtue, why the devil did you let me into the house yet again?


I was just about to ask myself the same question, Sebastians dry voice came from the doorway.


I think you should all leave, Eleanor muttered, folding her arms across her bosom.


At the beginning she thought Lord Deverill had been at least partly on her side, but declaring her brothers responsible for her actions didnt precisely leave her feeling any better. In fact, it was almost more insulting than her brothers original argument. She could easily have turned Lord Priestley away if shed wanted to, after all.


It was far more likely that Deverill wasnt on anyones side, and didnt give a whit about the outcome. He did have a penchant for arguing simply because he enjoyed it. Which of course meant he was frightfully good at it, as he was at everything he attempted.


I was invited, the marquis returned, unflappable as always.


So you were, Sebastian admitted. Care to join me in the stable?


Deverill tossed his cue to Charlemagne. You still want my opinion of your new mount, then? he asked, making for the doorway.


The duke nodded, stepping aside to let Valentine pass. I actually thought you might want to take him off my hands. The beast tried to nip Peep yesterday.


Eleanor stood there for a moment, her mouth hanging open. Of all the nerve, she finally blurted. That is my horse, and Peep already said she was teasing him with an apple.


Valentine stopped in the doorway to look from her to Sebastian. I wont deprive a lady of her mount, he said, and his lips curved in a sly smile. Not without offering a suitable replacement, at any rate.


Valentine, the Duke of Melbourne said, his tone clipped.


Im damned well not going to be pulled into the middle of a family feud. I canceled luncheon with Lwith a very nice young lady to answer your summons.


Lydia Franch, perhaps? Shay suggested, rolling the L on his tongue.


Or Laurene Manchester? Zachary put in.


The marquis chuckled. I never kiss and tell.


Oh, this was too much. Excuse me, but I believe we were discussing my horse, Eleanor interrupted. Ask Peep if you dont believe me. She promised to be more cautious.


Sebastian gazed at her with an expression in his eyes that could allegedly make grown men quake in their boots. Even though shed grown up under his command, it made her want to either punch him or flee. The Lord knew shed never asked to have a duke for an eldest brother. Lately that circumstance had been gnawing her insides raw.


Eleanor, he said in the cool, patient voice that belied the glint in his eyes, my daughter is six years of age. I trust my opinion over hers.


You trust your opinion over everyones, Sebastian. And you are not taking my horse.


No, Im not. Deverill is.


I havent even seen it yet, the marquis cut in, though I do have to wonder why you think I would want a ladys animal.


Hes not a ladys animal, Sebastian returned. Eleanors been training him to tolerate the sidesaddle.


I have trained him to do so. She put her hands on her hips. Dont you dare take my Helios, Valentine Corbett.


That is enough, Eleanor, Sebastian snapped, the remaining humor leaving his voice.


Yes, it is, Deverill seconded. Inclining his head in Eleanors direction, he headed past Sebastian out the door. If youll excuse me, I may still be able to salvage my luncheon engagement.


As the marquis descended the stairs, Eleanors brothers stood glaring at her. Scowl all you want, she said, turning her back on the lot of them. You may take my bracelet, and you may attempt to steal my horse, but that doesnt make you right. It only makes you bullies. She strode into the hallway.


Where do you think youre going? Sebastians even, controlled voice came.


I think Im going shopping, she returned over her shoulder as she stalked to her bedchamber. It would have been more effective if shed had something stronger with which to retort. Im going off to sea or Im joining the army would have sounded so much more defiant. Still, even shopping was something, and it did show the brothers Griffin that they didnt rule her or her schedule entirely, as much as they might like to think so.


Eleanor stifled a frustrated sigh. No, a declaration of shopping didnt prove much of anything. And no distraction was as effective as it used to be at calming her desire to do something outrageous, something completelywicked, something that wouldnt show her brothers as much as it would show her that she could be free.


She paused in her search for a pair of gloves to look out her bedchamber window. Below her, Valentine took his horses reins from a groom and swung into his saddle. Blast it, she envied the Marquis of Deverill, able to do whatever he wanted whenever he wanted and with whomever he wanted. No one told him it wasnt proper, or correct, or threatened to withhold his allowance, or even frowned at himwell, some of the old, tight-laced patronesses might frown, but he certainly didnt care what they might think. He didnt care what anyone thought.


Drawing a deep breath, Eleanor pulled on her gloves. Hm. She did care about the Griffin name and reputation, whatever Sebastian might think. She therefore might not be able to gamble or smoke cigars or go aboutfornicating with whomever she chose, but her brothers hadnt won, yet. Eventually they would, when they decided they were tired of her rebellions and forced her to marry. She had no illusions about that. It would happen, and Sebastian had such complete control over her finances that realistically she would be unable to refuse his orders.


That was then, however, and this was now. And tonight she meant to make a stand.













Chapter 2







By the time Eleanor arrived downstairs for dinner, Zachary, Shay, and Melbourne were already seated, as was Sebastians daughter, Penelope. Peeps presence might be a problem to her plans, but once the drama began Eleanor was fairly certain Sebastian would see to it that the six-year-old exited before any blood could be shed.


Good evening, she said, relieved that she sounded calm. No hysterics, no shouting, nothing but calm and logic. That was how she would succeed tonight.


I believe I had your maid notified that dinner would begin at seven this evening, Sebastian returned. Do I need to have her dismissed for failing to pass on that information?


Calm. Helen informed me. The fault is mine, not hers.


I dont doubt that. Take your place, if you please. Stanton, you may begin serving.


The butler bowed. Thank you, Your Grace.


A moment, if you please, Stanton, Eleanor countered, drawing the folded paper she held from behind her back. It had been so difficult not to clench it in her fingers, but wrinkles or sweat marks on the paper would have lost her the game before it began.


Sebastian glanced toward her hand and returned his gaze to her face again. What do you have there, Nell?


If he was using her nickname, hed already realized something was afoot. Damnation. He knew Nell made her feel like a child. Its a declaration, she said, moving forward to hand it to her eldest brother.


A declaration of what? Zachary asked, as she reversed direction to take her seat farther down the table.


Shed considered standing defiantly beside Sebastian while he read her missive, but putting a little distance between them had seemed wiser. Of independence. My independence, in case that was your next question. Shed come to the table prepared for a battle of wits and wills, so they might as well get on with it.


Peep, sitting beside her, leaned closer. Aunt Nell, the Colonies got in trouble for having one of those.


Yes, I know, she whispered back. Im likely to have the same difficulty.


Oh, dear, Peep whispered, shaking her head so that her hair bounced in dark, curling ringlets.


Sebastian hadnt opened the paper. He hadnt even looked at it again, but instead kept his gaze steady on Eleanor while she gazed back at him. This was serious, and the sooner he understood that, the better.


Stanton, he said quietly, please escort Lady Penelope upstairs to Mrs. Bevins, and then inform Cook that dinner will be slightly delayed.


The Duke of Melbourne understood.


At once, Your Grace.


I dont want to go, Peep protested, even as the butler moved around to pull her chair out from the table. I want to help Aunt Nell.


No, you dont, her father replied. Upstairs. Ill have your dinner sent to the playroom.


The butler and his charge exited, and after one look from Melbourne, the two footmen whod remained behind also made themselves scarce. It would have been more fair if Sebastian made Zachary and Shay leave, as well, but of course theyd all hate to miss an opportunity to gang up on her. Eleanor folded her hands in her lap and waited, and tried to ignore the sick flutter of butterflies in her stomach. Shed thought this out; she could do it.


Once the door closed, Sebastian turned his attention to the folded paper in his hand. He opened it, read perhaps a line, and looked up at her again. This is ridiculous.


It is perfectly serious, I assure you. As am I.


Shay reached for the paper. What does it


The duke avoided his brothers grasp. In the interest of saving time, allow me. I, Eleanor Elizabeth Griffin, he read aloud, being of sound mind and body, do hereby declare the following. I


Sounds like a bloody last will and testament, Zachary muttered, sending a look in Eleanors direction. Hope its not prophetic.


Dont interrupt me, Melbourne said, his clipped voice the only indication that he was less than tranquil. I am of legal age to make my own decisions. I am competent to make my own decisions. I am aware of the consequences of poor decisions, and I am capable of taking responsibility for any and all of my decisions, poor or otherwise.


Further to this point, he continued, I hereby requestno, insiston being permitted to make my own decisions without restriction, up to and including the selection of a husband. No further tyranny or bullying will be tolerated, or I shall be forced to note in public my dissatisfaction with my treatment in this household.


Eleanor thought Sebastians voice shook a little as he read that part, but her own nerves were unsteady enough that she couldnt be sure. At any rate, he didnt hesitate to continue. In consequence, I hereby absolve my brothers, Sebastian, Duke of Melbourne; Lord Charlemagne Griffin; and Lord Zachary Griffin of any responsibilities for my life from hereon, and in the event of any untoward circumstance, shall make clear to anyone necessary that the other members of the Griffin family are not to be held at fault in any way, form, or manner for my actions. We then have the signature, dated 23 May, 1811.


For a long moment no one spoke. From his overall tone Eleanor couldnt tell whether Melbourne was reading a list of laundry items or a declaration of war with France. Her brothers were easier to decipher, though she almost wished she couldnt do so. Zachary, the closest to her in age and temperament, looked aghast, while Shays jaw was clenched tight with obvious anger. Well, shed thrown down the gauntlet. The only question was who would take it up first.


Finally Sebastians dark gray eyes lifted again to meet hers. Tyranny? he repeated slowly, curling the word into something that made her flinch.


When you refuse to listen to my side of a story, or to take into account my feelings or wishes, and instead make sweeping declarations which are counter to any hope of happiness on my part, then yes, I call that tyranny. She sat forward. Vesuvius was erupting; look out, Pompeii. What would you call it, Your Grace?


Were your older siblings, Shay bit out. It is our obligation, our duty, to offer guidance and to


Offer? I hardly th


I would assume that in addition to your absolute freedom you would require a continuance of your monthly allowance? the duke interrupted, as though she and he were the rooms only two occupants.


Ah, the threats. Im not removing myself from reality, she responded. This is not some flight of fancy. I will merely be making decisions on my own behalf. I have no wish to estrange myself from my family. Shed known this would be the stickiest point, and shed spent hours considering her response. I insist that my choices be independent and free from your interference.


Interfe Shay started to say.


Done, Sebastian stated.


Charlemagne snapped his mouth closed. What? he blurted, his face darkening. Melbourne, you cant be serious.


Im very serious. The duke tucked her letter into his pocket. Your independence is grantedunder one condition.


Ha. She knew there would be a catch. And what might that be?


I have no intention of letting your declaration be bandied about in public, any more than I would permit you to publicly air your grievances with this household. And whatever you put in writing, you cannot absolve this family from a scandal of your making. Therefore, if a scandal involving you comes to public attention, this agreement ends.


Eleanor took only a moment to consider that. Shed actually thought hed have something much more heinous in mind. Done.


Im not finished. Not only will this agreement end, but once Ive dealt with whatever trouble youve caused, you will agree to marry the gentleman of my choosing, without


What?


Without delay, and without protest. Sebastian picked up the bell sitting at his elbow and rang it. Immediately footmen appeared to begin placing dinner on the table. Did you think there wouldnt be consequences? he continued in the same even tone.


You areevil, she sputtered, images of a dozen dull gentlemen crashing about in her skull.


I am a tyrant, I believe, he returned. Theres always a price for freedom. If you wish to play, you must be prepared to pay. Are we in agreement?


If she refused, he would use both her declaration and her cowardice against her at every opportunity. And he would probably force her to marry the first insipid man he encountered just to prove his point, anyway. Eleanor took a breath. The greatest difficulty in this was deciding to fight a battle when the outcome of the war was already a given. She was a Griffin, and she would never forsake her family. Any husband she selected would have to be at least marginally acceptable to Melbourne. But it was the moments before she made that decisionor before it could be made for herthat would count.


She at least had forced open a door. She only needed to go through it, and she could have a moment of freedom, and a voice in deciding her own matrimonial future. We are in agreement, she said slowly.


No we are not, Shay growled. This is ridiculous, Melbourne.


Blinking as though hed forgotten his brothers presence, the duke turned his attention to the other side of the table. Eleanor and I have made an agreement. You will honor it. Is that clear?


For a moment she thought Shay might have an apoplexy, but with a strangled growl the next-oldest brother nodded. Zachary, looking as if he was torn between horror and laughter, followed suit. By God, Nell, youve got a pair, he murmured.


A pair of what? she asked sweetly, though she knew perfectly well what he was referring to. One didnt grow up with three older brothers without hearing the occasional vulgarity, most of it involving the maleor femaleanatomy.


Zachary only shook his head. Jesus. Just be careful.


Thats the thing, Zachary, she returned, Im free. I may do whatever I pleaseshe glanced at Melbourneas long as it doesnt cause a scandal.


And heaven help us all, Shay muttered.


No, Sebastian put in, as he calmly selected a prime cut of beef from a footmans tray, heaven help Eleanor. Because we wont.





It was nearly one oclock in the afternoon when Valentine dragged himself upright among the tumble of his down pillows and silk sheets. The Griffin clan and their squabble had indeed ruined what hed hoped would be a private, decadent luncheon yesterday, but because of that hed run across Lord Whitton and Peter Burnsey and a high-stakes game of faro at Whites. Fifteen hours later and nearly a thousand quid richer, hed returned home and to bed after sunrise.


Matthews! he bellowed, shedding bedsheets and reaching for a pair of buckskin trousers while clutching at his skull with his free hand to keep it from exploding.


His bedchamber door opened so quickly that his valet had likely been leaning against it. Yes, my lord? Shall I have breakfast set out?


No. Get me a clean shirt.


The trim valet nodded, diving into the nearest wardrobe. You should eat something, my lord, his muffled voice came.


Valentine scowled. If you mention food or eating again today, I will have to shoot you, he grumbled. Entertaining and profitable as the evening had been, Burnsey was one of the few men who could match him drink for drink. The fact that Peter outweighed him by two stone probably helped, but hed never been one to pass up a challenge.


Yes, my lord. But Mrs. Beacon will want to know


Ill have luncheon at the Society. Now fetch my pistol.


The valet emerged from the wardrobe. My lord?


You heard me. I warned you, and now I have to shoot you, or everyone will think Im not a man of my word.


But youre not, my lord. A man of your word, I mean.


What? Valentine downed the remains of the stale brandy left at his bedside. Yes, I suppose youre right. Wheres my damned shirt?


Here you are, my lord.


Valentine donned the shirt and sat at his dressing table to shave while Matthews laid out a dark gray jacket and a cream waistcoat, then threw open the heavy, dark curtains.


Very nice, Matthews, he complimented the selection of wardrobe, squinting in the reflected light as he lifted the razor to his chin.


Thank you, my lord. And I sharpened your razor last evening.


At times Valentine wasnt sure whether he kept Matthews about because of his supreme unctuousness or because he had half a suspicion the valet was trying to kill him. Readjusting his grip, he slid the razor along his face. Any news?


Well, Lord and Lady Arthorpes housekeeper has rather abruptly been relocated to the estate in Sussex.


Good God. I hope the infant wont have Arthorpes nose.


We all hope so, my lord. And as you usually ask, I made a point of discovering that Lady Arthorpe and the earl are not at this moment on speaking terms.


Valentine made a face. Mary Arthorpe hasnt bathed since last Christmas, Id wager. I prefer less aromatic bedmates. Anything else?


Oh, yes. Mr. Peter Burnsey has closed the east wing of Burnsey House and dismissed nearly half his staff.


That explains why the idiot wouldnt leave the game last night. I probably won his last twenty quid.


He should have known better than to wager against you, my lord.


Yes, he should have.


That explained both Burnseys exceptionally heavy drinking and his own pounding skull, but not why the usually pragmatic gentleman had decided to wager what amounted to the remainder of his estate in a card game. Valentine shrugged. God help the world if he ever became that desperate. All things considered, if armed robbery failed, a ball through the brain seemed both more decisive and less painful than the path Burnsey had chosen for himself.


Shrugging off Burnseys troubles, Valentine finished his morningafternoonablutions and had Iago saddled. The big bay stallion was used to irregular hours, and he barely batted an ear as they trotted off in the direction of the Society Club.


He chose a path that took him along Bond Street, nodding at various acquaintances spending the afternoon shopping. A glimpse of bright material caught his attention down one of the narrow, less-populated side streets, and he turned his head to look down the lane. And pulled Iago to a halt.


Lady Eleanor?


Eleanor froze halfway out of the small dress shop shed obviously been visiting. With a breath she faced him, then visibly relaxed. Deverill. Thank goodness.


Thats the first time goodness and I have ever been mentioned in the same breath, he returned, urging Iago toward her down the narrow street. He glanced at the rear door of the shop from which Lady Eleanor had just emerged, and at the deep, rich burgundy material half hidden beneath her bundled shawl. Madame Costanzas? he murmured, lifting an eyebrow.


The fine rose blush of her cheeks deepened. I needed a few new gowns.


Valentine nodded, deciding to keep to himself the information that some of Londons finestand most daringactresses and high-flyers hired Madame Costanza to make their gowns. From Eleanors high color, she already knew that, anyway. Im certain theyll be stunning.


Before he could take his leave she approached, clasping the toe of his Hessian boot in one hand. Dont say anything, Deverill. I want it to be a surprise.


He couldnt help grinning. No worries. Im all for creating a ruckus, but it doesnt seem quite in your character.


The color fled from her cheeks. It is not in my brothers character. I doubt anyone knows my character. Yet.


That sounded intriguing. At the same time his stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadnt eaten in twelve hours. I hope Im there for the unveiling, then.


Do you attend the Beckwith soiree tonight?


I do.


Then you will be.


A small, secret smile touched her mouth, the expression lighting her eyes with a breathless, indescribable excitement. Valentine realized he was staring, and shook himself. Hed known Eleanor Griffin since she was five, and she fell into one of two well-defined categories he had for females. She was in the do not touch section, along with nuns and grandmothers and very ugly chits. She was the younger sister of a good friend, and therefore not actually a female as much as she was apuppy dog.


Except that puppy dogs didnt have that sly smile or those fine gray eyes. Valentine cleared his throat. Ill see you then.


Her smile deepened. Unless youre distracted elsewhere, of course.


Hm. I think its fair to say I wont be.












Chapter 3







My lady, are you certain you wish to wear thisparticular gown this evening?


Eleanor pretended to ignore both Helens carefully worded commentary and the way her maid kept wringing her hands in obvious dismay. Of course she knew what a risk she was taking, but tonight she had a definite purpose. This was a test, both of her resolve and of her brothers willingness to abide by their agreement.


Yes, Im certain, she returned, facing herself in the full-length dressing mirror. Burgundy silk stitched with fine gold thread complemented her dark hair and gray eyes, and while the close-fitting bodice left little room for disguising flaws. The skirt hugged her hips and then flowed into a beaded, glittering swirl of the same-colored material.


But your brothers, my lady. Wont they dis


Disapprove? Im sure they will. Its not a hair shirt or a nuns habit. She smiled at her reflection, and was surprised at the excited, seductive female gazing coyly back at her. I, however, dont care what they might think.


You dont?


No, I dont. All the parts which should be covered, are. Perhaps with a little less material than usual, but there are other perfectly respectable females who dress in a similar style. Not many, but a few. Now help me on with my cloak, if you please.


But if you dont care


Im not an idiot, either.


The gray cloak, which covered all but the very bottom of her new gown, was only for effector so she told herself. Her brothers and the rest of the guests at the Beckwith soiree would all see her at the same moment. It was just a happy coincidence that by the time she unveiled the new creation it would be too late for Melbourne to do anything about her appearance.


The cloak did its job well, and when she reached the foyer downstairs the only suspicious looks were at her hair, which shed had Helen pin in a confusion of burgundy ribbons and curling brown hair cascading down to her shoulders.


Melbournes gaze, however, was on her face. Remember what I said about scandal, Eleanor, he said as he shrugged into his caped greatcoat.


And you remember that scandal and conversation are two different things, she countered, stepping outside as Stanton pulled open the front door.


They can be two different things, the duke replied, following her out and handing her up into the coach. Push the boundaries of one too far, and it becomes the other.


I should have started drinking earlier, Zachary muttered, climbing up behind her. Be cautious, Nell, will you?


She straightened her gloves. No, Zachary. Im not doing anything wrong, and Im not going to be cautious.


Then this will be a short-lived experiment, Charlemagne put in, and you can forget that nonsense about finding your own husband.


Eleanor hoped with all her heart that Shay was wrong about that. I wouldnt wager against me, if I were you, she declared, hoping she sounded more confident than she felt.


Beckwith House was only five blocks away, but she couldnt recall a coach ride that had ever taken so long. She fairly vibrated with tension, and it didnt help that the cloak, fastened all the way up to her chin, was stifling in the closed carriage. In addition, Sebastian sat gazing at her for the entire duration of the ride. Shed always half thought he could read minds, but the fact that he didnt stop the coach and make them turn around proved that suspicion false.


It wasnt as though she intended to do anything bad, but she was quite aware of how seriously her eldest brother guarded and protected the Griffin name. She had chosen to walk a very narrow path, with scandal on one side and his constraints on the other. Eleanor only hoped that her road led somewhere other than to a dead end.


At twenty-four and twenty-eight respectively, Zachary and Charlemagne had certainly had lovers and mistresses, but that was perfectly fine with Society as long as it was done discreetly. The rules for females were much stricter, and the possibility of downfall much greater. But she didnt want a lover or anything so blatantly wicked. If she didnt take this chance to explore life, she might as well shrivel up and die.


At the crowded drive of Beckwith House they disembarked. Traditionally when the Griffins attended an event as a family they entered in ranks, with her on Melbournes arm and Shay and Zachary bringing up the rear. Tonight, though, once theyd navigated the last of the trampled mud and horse manure and reached the marble and stone of the front portico, Sebastian released her.


After you, he said, gesturing her to lead the way.


She nodded, pretending shed expected the move, and entered the grand house. Since shed handed over her declaration shed sensed that Melbourne had been angry with her, not so much because of the paper as because of the idea behind itthat shed been dissatisfied enough with his patriarchy that shed staged a rebellion. Well, shed meant to shake him. Perhaps they would both learn something from the exercise. At the least he might realize that other people had thoughts and feelings that didnt necessarily equate with hisand that those thoughts wouldnt necessarily lead to the downfall of their family.


At the coatroom she hesitated, but they were already in view of at least two dozen guests, several of them notorious gossips. Eleanor took a deep breath and unfastened the button that held her cloak closed. Whatever shed said on paper, her declaration began now.


As a footman helped pull the cloak from her shoulders, Zachary at the rear of the group made a choking sound, while the silence from her other two brothers spoke at least as loudly. Ha. Wait until I turn around.


She turned around. The gaze of all three brothers dropped to her bosom and then slid back to her face again.


Holy mother of God, Shay whispered, his tanned face growing pale.


She hoped he meant that in a good way. With another breath Eleanor faced the open ballroom doors and started forward. Shall we? she asked with a smile, stopping beside the butler just inside the doorway.


The Beckwith butler didnt need their invitation to make the announcement of their arrival. Most servants of good households were aware of the Griffin clan. Ladies and gentlemen, the Duke of Melbourne, Lord Charlemagne Griffin, Lord Zachary Griffin, and Lady Eleanor Griffin.


The room stirred as she stepped forward. She could hear her brothers walking behind her, practically feel the hostility they directed toward the room at large as they silently dared anyone to say a word about her choice of wardrobe.


With the ease of long practice, Eleanor hid a scowl. Though their silent intimidation might make the evening progress more smoothly, it also meant that she was still under their protectionand their watchful eyes. She spun around, feeling the silk material of her gown swirling deliciously about her legs.


Stop it, she muttered.


Stop what? Charlemagne returned in the same tone, his gaze over her shoulder at the crowded room beyond.


Trying to intimidate everyone in sight. As long as were here, you dont know me, and I dont know you.


Shay opened his mouth to protest again, but abruptly Melbourne stepped between them. I think its time we began that drinking Zachary mentioned.


In a moment Eleanor stood alone inside the ballroom. Remaining there too long would make it obvious that something was afoot with the Griffin clan, so as soon as she spied her friend Lady Barbara Howsen, she made her way toward the refreshment table.


As she neared, though, her eyes found another acquaintance. He stood beside the doors that led to the Beckwiths substantial tropical gardens. Lord Deverill gazed at her, plainly ignoring Lady Franch as the countess overtly flirted at him from the far side of the door.


For the first time she realized how other females must feel when the green-eyed god gazed at them. The sensation of heat running down her spine as she met that deceptively lazy gaze made her feelwicked. Thank goodness they were friends, and shed only caught him by surprise. And thank goodness she knew what a scoundrel he was.


Shaking herself, she turned toward Barbara at the refreshment table. Good evening, my love, she said, kissing the Marquis of Peltons second daughter on one cheek. You look wonderful.


Barbara returned the gesture, her expression one of undisguised delight. I told you to try Madame Costanza, she whispered. Im surprised Melbourne didnt have an apoplexy when he saw you. How did you talk him into letting you out of your bedchamber?


He didnt see the gown until you did, Eleanor returned in a low voice. It wouldnt do any good for anyone else to overhear where shed begun shopping for dressesnot with Melbournes clause about scandal. And besides, we made an agreement. I, my dear, may do as I please.


It does appear that way, Barbara admitted with a chuckle. And you look absolutely stunning, by the by. I think Wendell DuMer was drooling.


Eleanor grinned. I dont think that has anything to do with me, Bar. In fact, I


Lady Eleanor, a masculine voice came from behind her.


She turned around. Mr. Cobb-Harding, she said, not having to feign her surprise. I thought you still in Paris.


I returned a few days ago. The first dance of the evening is about to begin, and I notice you havent used your dance card. Will you do me the honor of joining me for the waltz?


Not even five minutes into her adventure, and already shed been asked to dance by someone Melbourne would have rejected. As if it was Stephen Cobb-Hardings fault that his father was only a baronet, and that his mothers family, the Cobbs, had had the moneyhence the hyphenated surname.


I would be delighted, she answered, taking his outstretched hand.


The orchestra began the waltz just as they reached the cleared area of floor in the center of the ballroom. Mr. Cobb-Harding slid a hand about her waist and drew them into the dance.


Ive been trying to find a way to do this for a year, he said, his light blue gaze focused somewhere below her neck.


Well, she hadnt worn a low-cut gown by accident. In a way, it was refreshing to be seen as somethingsomeoneother than a member of the almighty Griffins, even if it was only her bosom being noticed. Then why have you waited until now?


Finally his gaze beneath wavy blond hair lifted to her face again. Ill give you three guesses, my lady.


Three, indeed. Ah. Well, my brothers and I have recently come to an understanding. And so you and I may dance whenever we wish to do so.


He smiled. That is the best news Ive heard in weeks.


I dont know about that, but thank


I do. And thank you.


Hm. Shed always thought of Stephen Cobb-Harding as handsome, and though shed never experienced it firsthand, shed heard of his reputation for wit and charm. Apparently wit, relative poverty, and a low social standing among the nobility made him toodangerous for her. For heavens sake, she had a brain. Dancing with a man didnt mean she intended to marry him. Yes, here she was, seeking out her own husband and her own adventure, but some mild, harmless fun could fit in quite nicely. You are quite welcome, Mr. Cobb-Harding.


Stephen, please. Sometimes I think people forget what theyre about to tell me by the time theyve finished saying my name.


Eleanor chuckled. I think it has an air of distinction about it, myself.


In light of that compliment, Lady Eleanor, allow me to confide that Ive heard some rather off-putting tales about men who dont meet your brothers approval. Just how many limbs am I risking?


None. That, I promise you. In fact, if they even scowl at you, please let me know, Stephen.


His deep laugh made her smile in return. I would like to think I can call on you without having to hide behind your skirts. He paused. Though your skirts are exceptional.


Perhaps this could be more than mild fun. Stephen was a member of the nobility, after all, and didnt have any scandal attached to his name. Thank you. Its something of a new style Im trying.


Please continue with the effort. He gazed at her, admiration clear in his light blue eyes. By God, you are lovely. And that is another thing Ive been wanting to tell you for the past year.


She had the abrupt desire to punch each of her brothers in their arrogant noses. Already tonight shed managed to have more fun and excitement than her brothers had allowed her since shed turned fifteenwhich was when Melbourne had decided it was time she stopped behaving like a child. In an instant hed put a stop to her racing about barefoot and practicing her fencing with Zachary, and so many other things that it made her want to cry when she thought about them. Six years later, and shed finally won her freedom again. Now, thanks to Stephen Cobb-Harding, she had a direction to go with it.


Perhaps you would care to escort me to Hyde Park tomorrow, then, Stephen?


His charming smile deepened. Might eleven oclock be acceptable?


Eleven oclock would be perfect.




Valentine!


At the strident feminine hiss, the Marquis of Deverill looked away from the ballroom floor. Lady Franch?


Lord Franch isnt feeling well, and hell want to leave early, Lydia said, from her tone not for the first time.


Gout?


She edged closer. I have no idea. Probably. So we must hurry.


A burgundy gown swirled by and vanished into the crowd of dancers again. Hurry? he repeated, shifting his gaze to the Griffin brethren. None of them were dancing, and none of them were looking at their sister. Eleanor had been right. Something significant had happened. Something that had allowed her to pour herself into one of Madame Costanzas famously decadent creations. And considering the results, he could only applaud the change in the Griffin weather.


Lady Franch moved closer still, so that he could feel her breath warm on his cheek. Hurry to give me your cock, she whispered.


Apologies, Lydia, but I need it elsewhere this evening.


He could practically feel the vibration of her abrupt annoyance as she turned to follow his gaze. Lady Eleanor? Simply because shes wearing that rag? Youve never even looked at her before.


Ive never seen her before, he returned absently.


It was so odd. Though hed known Eleanor Griffin for years, most of their encounters had consisted of light bantering and the occasional bit of frivolous nonbrotherly advice, generally concerning how to avoid entanglements with blackguards such as himself. He didnt consider her a sister, mainly because he didnt have siblings and didnt care to acquire any through social adoption. Far too much of an obligation and a burden, family members were. Since this afternoon, though, Eleanor had abruptly becomeinteresting.


I dont suppose I can do anything to distract you from the little upstart? Lady Franch queried, her tone edged with frustration. Lord Franch would owe him a vote of thanks for tonight, no doubt. The old fools birthday had just come early.


Id hardly call the Duke of Melbournes sister an upstart, but actually Im merely curious about her presence and appearance, he returned. What would cause Melbourne to escort her here, and then not pay any attention to what she does?


Except that the brothers, or the duke, at least, were paying attention. Hed lay a wager on that fact. They simply werent taking any action about it. And that intrigued him.


I have no idea. Is figuring it out worth missing a fuck with me?


Apparently it is. And theres your husband, anyway. He inclined his head in her direction. Good evening, my dear.


As soon as Lady Franch left his side, he returned his attention to Eleanor. The waltz had ended, and the group of young men surrounding her, claiming spots on her dance card, were for the most part so-called gentlemen that her brothers would normally never have let bow in her directiongamblers, fortune hunters, and general idiots, mostly. Well, they were bowing now, and practically falling over one another
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