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            Dedication

         
         
            With love to my dear friend, Nancy Haddock, who taught me the joy to be found in dancing on the beach

         

          

         
            And in memory of Jerry Haddock, a gentle giant among men, who always made me feel welcome
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            June 9, 1873

         

         “I say, this is a marvelous opportunity for one of us to snag herself a duke.”

         
         The raspy voice—like fine sandpaper massaged over velvet, a bit of roughness against tantalizing softness—forced Lord Griffith
            Stanwick to come awake with a jolt of pure physical want that nearly made him groan as his cock responded with a need that
            would go unsatisfied that morning. Not that he had a particular interest in bedding this particular woman.
         

         
         On the best of days, he found Lady Kathryn Lambert’s optimistic presence deuced irritating, but at this precise minute her wretched cheerfulness was particularly annoying because tiny hammers were bombarding his skull, his stomach was roiling, and he was striving to remember how he had come to be lying facedown in the dirt behind the hedgerows near the terrace where his sister was no doubt enjoying a morning repast with her dear friend, who had been residing with them for a fortnight now, while her parents toured Italy. Obviously too much scotch the night before was partially responsible for his unwelcomed state, but he was no stranger to inebriation and had never before ended up where he didn’t want to be. What else had he gotten up to that had led him to a garden bed rather than a more enticing one with sheets? 

         
         “But surely the duke is in want of a debutante,” a sterner voice suggested. Lady Jocelyn, another friend to his sister, was
            equally irritating. Apparently, she had decided to join them at this ungodly hour, whatever it was. When the trio was together,
            gossip flowed, and silence was not to be found. Right now, he dearly craved silence. “Closing in on four and twenty, we’re
            nearly on the shelf. We’d be lucky to attract a spare.”
         

         
         “Not a spare. Never a spare,” Lady Kathryn insisted. “That would not work for me at all.”

         
         It wasn’t the first time he’d overheard her make such a claim in a tone that implied to find herself shackled with a spare would be the equivalent of encasing herself in horse manure. In spite of his foggy mind, the words stung. Capturing the heart of a second son was not the worst circumstance that could befall a woman. He knew dukes whose breath could knock a man over at twenty paces, marquesses whose laugh resembled a mule’s bray, earls with hands as soft as porridge, and viscounts with boils. Although considering his present state, he had to acknowledge that he might not be the best one to cast stones. 

         
         Besides, he was well aware that Lady Kathryn was not alone in her distaste for those never destined to inherit. It was one
            of the reasons that at seven and twenty, he had yet to do any serious wooing. Another reason was that as the spare, he was
            not required to provide an heir. And he enjoyed bachelorhood. No responsibilities. A modest allowance. An abundance of spirits,
            wagering, and women of questionable moral character at his disposal. Every night was bursting with escapades, although the
            mornings were beginning to become quite tedious. It wasn’t bad when he awoke next to a warm, willing adventuress, but of late,
            if he was honest, he was growing a bit bored with them as well. Not so bored, however, that he preferred awakening among the
            hedgerows.
         

         
         How the bloody hell had he ended his night here?

         
         “As Cupid’s arrow has struck true in my case,” Althea announced with calm determination and a bit of glee at her recent good
            fortune, “I cannot help but believe, dearest friends, that you both will join me in betrothal bliss before this Season’s end.”
         

         
         “Chadbourne is one fortunate fellow,” Lady Kathryn said. “All of London knows you’ve completely won him over, and he will make a marvelous husband. He is besotted with you. Absolutely besotted.” 

         
         He imagined his sister, blushing and smiling at the mention of the earl. Althea was equally besotted with the gentleman she
            was to marry in January.
         

         
         “As I said, like me, you will soon receive offers. I’m positively certain of it. And here is the perfect opportunity to put
            my prediction to the test.”
         

         
         “But is this the best way to go about it?” Lady Jocelyn asked. “To write a letter to the duke outlining why he should choose
            me over all others? It seems rather forward.”
         

         
         “The Duke of Kingsland is an extremely busy man, overseeing his vast estates and increasing his fortune, by all accounts,”
            Lady Kathryn said. “He doesn’t have time to court one woman after another until he finds one who might be suitable. I think
            he’s brilliant to come up with this strategy.”
         

         
         The Duke of Kingsland, the most eligible and sought-after bachelor among the ton. The man avoided the social scene, stayed in London only long enough to see to his duties in the House of Lords, and never lost at games of chance. As far as Griffith knew, the duke had few close friends. He wielded wealth, power, and influence in equal measure thanks to a title that had carried weight for generations. Which might explain the advert he’d placed in the Times encouraging the daughters of peers to write him explaining why he should consider them as a potential duchess. Audition for
            him through the post. He would announce his selection at a ball he was hosting the last evening in June, would court her the
            remainder of the Season, and if he found her to be as appealing as her letter indicated, he would marry her before the end
            of the next Season.
         

         
         Neat and tidy and so deuced boring. Griffith preferred to experience that first unexpected hint of allure, of interest, and
            then to explore the potential in a slow, seductive unraveling that revealed commonalities, differences, and secrets. He liked
            discovering how everything came together to make a woman intriguing. Some things he discovered before he bedded her, some
            things during, some things after. But always he enjoyed uncovering the various parts that created the whole. Even if, when
            the whole took shape, he lost interest, he still relished the journey. For him, it was always about savoring the discoveries,
            appreciating each nuance as though it was a fine wine he’d never before tasted.
         

         
         “I’m not certain it’s brilliant,” Lady Jocelyn said. It wasn’t. It was damned lazy. It was an injustice to the woman, reduced her to a list of attributes, as though she was no more important than cattle. Besides, could a woman even know herself well enough to understand what any particular man might fancy about her? “But I suppose there is no harm in writing him. It’s not as though I have suitors falling at my feet.” 

         
         “Jolly good! I’ve always found competition encourages us to call to our better selves,” Lady Kathryn exclaimed heartily, causing
            insidious pain to travel through Griffith’s ears and brain. He couldn’t hold back his groan of discomfort.
         

         
         “What the deuce was that?” his sister asked, and he wished he could curl into a minuscule ball or scooch his way around to
            the side of the house, but any movement at all was bound to elicit an objection from his aching head and increase the severity
            of the pounding in his skull. Best to merely lie still and hope the ladies simply went on about their business.
         

         
         He heard the rustle of leaves and the snap of a twig. Apparently hope was not the best of strategies.

         
         “Griff? What the devil are you doing sprawled out over the ground back there?”

         
         Squinting—was the morning sun always this bright?—he peered up at Althea. “To be honest, I’m not quite sure, but it does appear
            I got turned about returning home last night.” For some inexplicable reason he’d not used the front door. Perhaps he’d been
            unable, with clumsy fingers, to grasp the key nestled in his waistcoat pocket. Although, patting said pocket now, he found
            it empty. Had he misplaced the bit of brass?
         

         
         “You were well in your cups again, weren’t you?”

         
         “I do seem to recall some celebrating going on.” For a while the games had favored him . . . until they hadn’t. What was a man supposed to do when fortune slipped away except seek solace in drink? 

         
         “Well, stir yourself and come out of there,” she ordered briskly, as though she wasn’t three years his junior but was instead
            his elder.
         

         
         With a great deal of effort, he shoved himself to his feet, pressed his back to the brick, and crept out through the narrow
            space between wall and foliage, trying to avoid getting snagged by the sharp-edged leaves of the hedges. When he reached his
            sister, she scrunched up her entire face. “You smell like a distillery.”
         

         
         “How do you know how a distillery smells?” Looking past her to the two ladies sitting at the white linen-covered round table,
            he forced his most charming grin to form, a smile he didn’t feel like granting, not only because of the increased ache in
            his head but because of what he’d overheard. “Ladies, how are you this fine morning?”
         

         
         “I daresay better than you,” Lady Kathryn retorted, using the tone she seemed to reserve only for him.

         
         “Here,” Althea said, reaching quickly for the teapot. “Have a spot of tea. You look as though you could use it.”

         
         Tea was nowhere on the list of things he could use. A hot bath—he did indeed smell like a distillery, along with a cheroot factory—a shave, and the blackest coffee would serve him better. If the other ladies hadn’t been staring at him with twin expressions of disgust, he might have made his excuses and headed straight to his most urgent need: a soft bed. But knowing he’d take some perverse delight in irritating them by delaying his escape and joining them, he dragged back a chair, dropped into it, and took the offered cup and saucer. “You are indeed kind, dear sister.” 

         
         It was so like her, looking out for others. He really didn’t deserve to have a sister so generous of spirit. Peering through
            the steam rising from the brew, he took a long, slow swallow. She’d laced it with an abundance of sugar, and his body reacted
            with gratitude, the ache behind his eyes dissipating a fraction so the day seemed at least survivable.
         

         
         Lady Kathryn looked on disapprovingly, a tightness to her mouth, and he wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d announced, “You’re
            better than this.”
         

         
         Only he wasn’t. Precisely because of what she had voiced earlier. No one wanted the spare. Not the ladies of the ton. Not his father. Not his mother. Even the heir, two years older than he was, had little time for him. But scotch, cards,
            and actresses seldom turned him away.
         

         
         “Perhaps your brother’s presence here is fortuitous,” Lady Jocelyn said. “You no doubt overheard what we were discussing.”

         
         “I apologize, ladies, as it was not my intention to eavesdrop, but you did manage to garner my undivided attention with your dulcet tones.” 

         
         While Lady Kathryn fairly glowered, signaling she’d caught the sarcasm in his tone, Lady Jocelyn smiled as though he’d handed
            her one of the Crown Jewels. She’d never struck him as being particularly cognizant of subtleties. “Then perhaps you would
            be good enough to share with us how we might impress upon the duke that we are worth considering for courtship.”
         

         
         “How would he know what a duke wants?” Lady Kathryn asked.

         
         He allowed a corner of his mouth to ease up provocatively, sensually. “A duke wants what any man wants. A woman who is a saint
            in society and a wild wanton in the bedchamber.”
         

         
         Her hazel eyes narrowed until they resembled the finely honed blade of a dagger. She riled so easily, and for some inexplicable
            reason, he’d always taken great delight in pricking her temper. “That is hardly helpful,” she snapped.
         

         
         “But ’tis true.”

         
         “We are genteel ladies of good breeding, and as such, we’ve hardly been bedded so can offer no insight into our capabilities beneath the sheets, as it were.” He imagined her beneath the sheets, with him stirring her until she fully comprehended her capacity for pleasure. As his body began to respond to the images, he shoved them back. Whatever was wrong with him to even contemplate an intimacy with her? “Besides, it is for our husband to tell us what he wants regarding that particular aspect of our marriage.” 

         
         “Why?” he asked, truly befuddled. “Why should he be the only one to have a say? Surely, Freckles, you’ve given some thought
            to what you might enjoy.”
         

         
         “I have not,” she countered testily.

         
         “‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks.’”

         
         “Don’t be absurd. Ladies do not sully their minds by thinking carnal thoughts.”

         
         “If you’ve never thought them, how do you know they’d sully your mind?”

         
         “You’re being preposterously difficult.”

         
         “No, I’m actually curious as to what you envision happens between a man and a woman that would be so lurid as to tarnish an
            otherwise pristine brain if pondered or mulled over.”
         

         
         She looked as though she’d like to toss her tea on him. “You know well enough.”

         
         Her voice had gone lower, more gravelly, causing his belly to tighten. “Caresses along bare skin, the nip of a collarbone,
            a squeeze here, a rub there? Kisses along curves, hollows, and dips? How is any of that sordid?”
         

         
         Her lips had slowly parted, and her cheeks had deepened from an enticing rose into a lovely crimson. He wondered if, like him, she was now imagining his bare hand, fingers splayed, on her bare thigh, slipping up toward that heavenly apex where paradise waited, previously untouched and unexplored. Christ. What the devil was wrong with him? She was the very last woman he had any interest in bedding. It didn’t matter that her coppery hair turned the shade of fire when lit by the sun, and that he had, on occasion and much to his chagrin, wondered if it would be as hot to the touch, if it would spark pleasure. It didn’t matter that her fragrance was more spicy than sweet, and he’d always enjoyed foods with a great deal of seasoning. It didn’t matter that her lips were more pink than red, and on the rare occasion he painted, he preferred the subtle allure of pastels. 

         
         “Griff, I’m not quite certain this is an appropriate topic of discussion considering the company,” Althea remarked hesitantly.

         
         “But that is my point.” He did hope they’d attribute the croak of his voice to his having recently been pulled from slumber
            and not the fact that his mouth had suddenly gone as arid as a desert. “It shouldn’t be taboo. Men are allowed to think about
            it, discuss it, experience it—without benefit of marriage. Why shouldn’t women?”
         

         
         A series of gasps met that pronouncement. He shook his head. “Even if a woman is not to experience it without marriage”—although he didn’t agree with that belief—“she should at least be able to think about it and discuss
            it without shame, without fearing she has mired her mind.”
         

         
         He gave his attention back to Lady Kathryn. “You never think about it?”
         

         
         “I do not.”

         
         “Then, how can you know what you want, what you might enjoy?”

         
         “As I stated earlier, it is for my husband to show me.”

         
         “You have never struck me as a woman without an opinion on any matter.” He leaned forward. “I would wager a month’s allowance
            that you have thought about it, and quite thoroughly.”
         

         
         That her nostrils flared and her breaths seemed to slow only served to tighten his belly more. What images did she conjure
            in that mind of hers?
         

         
         “Griff, I do believe you have just called our guest a liar,” Althea said, her upset evident in her tone.

         
         Because she was. Not that he was going to call her on it again, but damned if he didn’t want to uncover her fantasies. “My
            apologies. It seems I am not yet fit for company as my indulgences from last night are still having their way with me.” He
            shoved back his chair and stood. Then he turned his attention to Lady Jocelyn, who had first posed the question, because studying
            Lady Kathryn was beginning to make him feel light-headed as blood wanted to rush where it shouldn’t. “Write to the duke of
            your comely features, mastery of etiquette, interests, and accomplishments.”
         

         
         “Thank you, my lord.”

         
         He offered her a small smile. “And may the best lady win.”

         
         With that, he left them and strode into the residence, knowing the hot bath he’d craved earlier would have to wait. Lady Kathryn might not allow thoughts to sully her mind, but now his was filled with a sordid display of her body writhing against his that required he plunge into a bitingly cold tub of water first. 

         
          

         Sitting in the front parlor, the escritoire on her lap, almost forgotten, Kathryn cursed Lord Griffith Stanwick for the hundredth
            time. His words had put salacious thoughts in her head that she could not seem to be rid of. Hands gliding over her bared
            shoulders and lower, to places they ought not. Blast him!
         

         
         Then, to insinuate that she’d been lying when she’d claimed not to have ever had improper musings—the cur. Of course, she
            had, but it had been bad form on his part to insist she confess it. A lady of genteel breeding should not harbor lurid reflections
            and most certainly should not admit to it, especially when they often involved her dearest friend’s obnoxious brother doing
            terribly wicked things to her, running a finger over her décolletage where silk met flesh or kissing the inside of her wrist
            where she always put a dab of perfume just in case. She cursed him again.
         

         
         To make matters worse, he’d used that awful moniker he’d bestowed upon her when she’d met him at the age of twelve, Freckles. Ghastly name, that. The brown spots had always been the bane of her existence. Wearing bonnets that she loathed and rubbing all sorts of magical creams on her face had caused the spots to fade, but the barest of shadows remained, which gave her a rather blotchy appearance when she blushed. Which for some reason Lord Griffith Stanwick caused to happen with regular frequency whenever he was near. 

         
         Since she was presently staying with her dearest friend, Lady Althea, crossing paths with Griff—as his sister called him and
            Kathryn secretly did as well—had become a regular part of her day . . . and sometimes her night.
         

         
         She fought not to give in to guilt because she was the one responsible for his having awakened near the hedgerows. Having
            difficulty sleeping the evening before, she’d been on her way to the library to fetch a book and had just reached the foyer,
            when she spotted the front door opening. Then he had stumbled in, only a fraction, enough to press himself against the jamb
            without releasing his hold on the latch. His disheveled state had been appalling. His neckcloth was unknotted and his hat
            missing. His hair stood at odd angles as though a dozen women had run their fingers through it, which they no doubt had. When
            his gaze landed on her, one corner of his mouth had hitched up. “Hello, Freckles.”
         

         
         She’d hated seeing him in such disarray, behaving like her Uncle George—her father’s brother. The man drank too much, played rather than worked, and constantly came to her father because he was in need of funds to support his gambling habits. He argued that he was owed because her father had inherited the titles and estates while he’d been left with nothing. Although, eventually he would inherit because her father had no son with whom to leave everything. It hadn’t helped her opinion regarding Uncle George when his own mother was so disappointed in him. “Never marry a second son,” her grandmother had advised her numerous times when he’d shown up at a family function three sheets to the wind. He cared about only himself, no one else. Not his wife or his own son, who had taken after him in every regard, even going so far as to hold out his hand to her father. “It’ll all be mine eventually. Might as well give me a bit now.” 

         
         And it seemed Lord Griffith Stanwick was cut of the same cloth. She shouldn’t care, but she did, damn him. Although for the
            life of her, she couldn’t figure out why. But she just wanted him to be better than he was. Therefore, last night when the
            opportunity had presented itself, she’d decided to bring him some misery and had hurried over to him.
         

         
         “I hear your father coming. He mustn’t see you in this state. Go round to the back. I’ll let you in there.” His father hadn’t
            been coming. The duke wasn’t even at home. He spent more nights away from the residence than he spent in it. It was a well-known
            secret that he had a mistress and preferred her company to that of his duchess.
         

         
         But Griff, in his inebriated state, hadn’t the presence of mind to question her lie, had steadfastly believed her, and had made haste to exit through the door he’d just entered. She’d pocketed his key from where he’d left it in the keyhole, shut the door, and locked it. After scurrying to the servants’ entrance, she made certain that door was locked as well. In delight, she had stood there listening as the daft lord knocked and knocked and knocked. 

         
         Then he’d called for her. “Freckles! Come on, Freckles, open the door. Be a good girl.”

         
         Only she hadn’t wanted to be a good girl. Had wanted him to stop calling her that ridiculous name, had wanted him to be different
            from the two men who were causing such heartache for her family.
         

         
         Finally, all had gone quiet. After she’d gathered enough courage to open the door and peer out, the lord was nowhere to be
            seen. A momentary panic struck her until she heard him singing some ditty about a woman with bowlegs. She’d watched his silhouette
            weaving through the garden until he finally disappeared behind the hedgerows. All had gone silent for a couple of minutes
            before she’d heard the snores and decided he deserved the uncomfortable bed.
         

         
         Although now, she felt badly about it because she had determined that afternoon to ask a favor of him. But finding any time alone with him in order to broach the subject of her request had proven impossible, which was part of the reason Kathryn had sought solitude in the front parlor while Althea and her mother had adjourned to the duchess’s favorite drawing room for a bit of tea following dinner. 

         
         Kathryn had eaten numerous times with the family, but only tonight had she noticed that the duke, sitting at the head of the
            table, only addressed his elder son, Marcus, who sat to his right. Never the younger who sat to his left.
         

         
         Although she had been on the other side of Griff, as only six of them were at the table—the duchess at its foot and Althea
            across from Kathryn—she’d hardly been able to carry on a quiet conversation with him. To look at him, no one would have guessed
            how he’d begun his morning. He smelled decadent, a combination of bay rum and a fragrance that was uniquely him, like the
            earthy scent of autumn when leaves turned. His hair was perfectly styled, not a single finger had gone through it yet. As
            though he was accustomed to being ignored, his focus seemed to center on one of two things: either his plate or his wineglass.
         

         
         A couple of times the duke asked questions of Althea. Once he asked Kathryn if she’d heard from her parents since they’d arrived
            in Italy. She’d answered that she had and that they were well. The duke had then regaled them with an account of his last
            trip to Rome. He seemed to prefer speaking to listening.
         

         
         Her parents would arrive at their London residence tomorrow evening, and Kathryn would return to them the following morning. Not that she would find dinners any more comfortable. Her parents were striving to rekindle their affection for each other, almost to the exclusion of anyone else. Hence the trip. Neither of them had ever been good at expressing their emotions. But Kathryn had received all the love she’d craved from her grandmother. Her best memories came from the days she’d spent with the dear woman at her cottage by the sea. She wondered if Griff had someplace that had brought him comfort, not that she was particularly happy about empathizing with him, felt a tad guilty about her desire to use him, but one must do what one must to gain what one wanted. 

         
         She was rather certain he’d be leaving again tonight, because he had every night since her arrival. Hence she was in the front
            parlor with her escritoire in her lap as she made a list of her best qualities. Or tried to. So far she’d written only Skilled at whist. Lady Jocelyn had the right of it. It seemed rather pompous to brag about oneself, although she had no doubt her friend would
            rise to the challenge of listing her own good qualities, suspected she’d take up sheaves and sheaves of foolscap, laying them
            all out. She’d never possessed Jocelyn’s confidence, found it most irritating on occasion, which was part of the reason she’d
            always felt closer to Althea.
         

         
         But it was imperative that she catch the duke’s favor. She had a rather substantial dowry, and it included the cottage in which her grandmother had lived out her later years and died. It would be placed in a trust so it would remain in Kathryn’s care to be used as her dower house, while the remainder of her dowry would transfer to her husband. But she didn’t care about the remainder of her dowry. She cared only about the beloved cottage. However, in order to gain it, she must marry a peer. Because her wastrel uncle would inherit, and later her cousin, her grandmother had wanted to ensure she was well cared for, as she hadn’t believed she could rely on the future earl to see to the needs of her beloved granddaughter. Her grandmother had believed only a man with a title could offer Kathryn the life she deserved. However, with each passing year since her first Season, the prospect of meeting that marker and obtaining the one thing she treasured most had dimmed. 

         
         Kingsland was perfect. She’d met him once. She could do without his pompousness, but then, most dukes possessed that trait.
            They were dukes, after all. She would be a dutiful wife, provide him with an heir and a spare, and when he tired of her, she
            would find her solace in the cottage. With it and the memories of the love her grandmother had showered on her, she could
            weather anything.
         

         
         She heard the heavy tread of footsteps on the marble stairs. Since the duke and his heir had left earlier, she knew it had to be Griff. Setting aside her writing desk, she rose to her feet, shook out her skirts, and glided over to the doorway. 

         
         He was wearing the fine dark blue coat and silver waistcoat he’d worn to dinner. In his hand, he held his tall beaver hat.
            The sight of him caused her heart to give a little stutter in her chest as it normally did when she first caught a glimpse
            of him. But it was only because they were always at odds and she was bracing for the encounter. It had nothing at all to do
            with the fact that over the years, he’d grown into quite the handsome specimen.
         

         
         He’d obviously not spotted her because he’d almost reached the door. On the verge of missing her opportunity, a panic nearly
            set in. Quickly she held up the brass. “My lord, I believe I may have found your key.”
         

         
         He came to an abrupt halt, and his gaze slowly traveled the length of her. She was grateful the pale green gown flattered
            her and softened her coloring.
         

         
         He took several steps toward her, and she didn’t know why it felt as though her corset was being tugged tighter as he came
            nearer until she could see his eyes more clearly. She’d always thought them beautiful. A deep blue with the tiniest streaks
            of gray.
         

         
         “Where did you find it?” he asked.

         
         “On the front drive. I enjoyed a walk earlier in the afternoon and spotted it, just lying there.”

         
         “Interesting.” As he had yet to put on his gloves, his fingers grazed over hers as he took her offering, and a strange sort of warmth traveled not only along her arm but through all her limbs. “I searched the drive after I left you in the garden and had no luck finding it.” 

         
         Drat it. Her lie was on the cusp of being found out. “You must admit you were not in your finest form this morning. Perhaps
            your eyesight was affected.”
         

         
         His gaze captured hers. “Do you find that I have a fine form, Lady Kathryn?”

         
         He’d lowered his voice and drawn out his words as though they were sharing a delicious secret. She wanted to give one of her
            usual retorts, although now she was noticing things about him that she hadn’t before. When had his shoulders broadened so?
            When had he begun to fill out his clothing so nicely? From all appearances, he looked quite toned, and she wondered if he
            engaged in any sports. He was her dear friend’s brother, and yet she knew so little about the specifics of him, really.
         

         
         Still, she ignored his question, instead saying, “I assume you’re on your way to a gaming hell or gentleman’s club.”

         
         “As the spare, what else am I expected to do?”
         

         
         She did not miss the sarcasm in his tone. He no doubt took exception to what he’d overheard that morning. She wasn’t against all spares, merely the reprobate ones, the ones like her uncle and cousin—unfortunately a category into which Griff fell. “Join the army, become a vicar, seek a position as a member of Parliament.” 

         
         “You can’t truly see me engaged in any of those occupations, surely.”

         
         “Do you intend to be just a gentleman of leisure all of your life?” Why had she asked that? Why was she prolonging this encounter?

         
         Something—almost a longing—flashed in his eyes before he stepped back. “More like a scoundrel, I should think. Thank you for
            the key.” With a wink, he tucked it into the pocket of his waistcoat and turned to leave.
         

         
         “You haven’t a pocket watch or fob.”

         
         His attention was back on her, and she wondered why she’d only now noticed his lack of accessory and had bothered to ask about
            it. Why was he suddenly rousing her curiosity?
         

         
         “No. When Marcus reached his majority, Father handed him the one that his father had passed on to him. I thought he might
            purchase one for me when I reached my majority, but as that is six years past, I suppose I should see about purchasing my
            own.”
         

         
         “What did he give you when you reached your majority?”

         
         “Nothing, as I recall.”

         
         The words came out even and flat, as though he harbored no emotion regarding them, but how could he have not been disappointed?
            “I’m so terribly sorry.”
         

         
         An emotion now sparked in those blue-gray eyes. Anger, embarrassment, irritation. “I don’t require your pity. If you’ll excuse me, I must away. Lady Luck and other ladies await my arrival.” 

         
         Once more he made to leave—

         
         “Is it likely that you might cross paths with the Duke of Kingsland this evening?”

         
         This time when he faced her, his eyes were narrowed and his jaw taut. “It’s possible. We frequent the same club.”

         
         Licking her lips, she clasped her hands together and took a step toward him. “Would you do me the kind service of asking him
            precisely what he is looking for in a wife?”
         

         
         He gave his head a quick shake. “The duke is an utter arse. He hasn’t the ability to care for anyone save himself. You would
            be miserable married to him.”
         

         
         As though he would care about her misery. In truth, she suspected he’d wish it upon her. “Please, I have my reasons for wanting
            to be the one he seeks to court.”
         

         
         “To beat Lady Jocelyn?”

         
         She offered a wan smile. “Partly. But I have other reasons that are more personal.”

         
         “Will you pen falsehoods in your letter or change yourself to be what he wants?”

         
         “I will not lie when I write to him, but I can be certain to emphasize the qualities I might possess that he hopes to find.”

         
         He sighed deeply. “If I have occasion to do so, I will make inquiries of him. But I will not inconvenience myself or ruin
            my evening to help you with this ridiculous endeavor.”
         

         
         “Thank you, my lord. I appreciate your generosity of spirit.”

         
         “The day you appreciate anything about me, Lady Kathryn, will be the day hell freezes over.”

         
         Her smile turned a bit more teasing. “I suppose you have a point. And, pray tell, I do hope you won’t drink so much that you
            are unable to remember what he conveys to you.”
         

         
         “Why would you think drinking to excess would cause me to forget something?”

         
         Had he no recollection regarding where he’d awoken that morning? “I heard you tell Althea that you didn’t recall how you came
            to be sleeping behind the hedgerows.”
         

         
         “Ah, that. The memory loss is only temporary. The details will eventually come back to me.”

         
         She couldn’t have stiffened more if he’d dropped her into a vat of cold water. Dear God, she hoped he had the wrong of it
            there.
         

         
         “Good night, Freckles.” Settling his hat in place, he headed for the door.

         
         Oh, the daft man. “Have you not noticed that I no longer have freckles?”

         
         Opening the door, he stepped through it before turning back to her, his grin the sort that would cause a lady comprised of a weaker constitution to swoon. “But I can still recall where they once were.” 

         
         Then he disappeared, making her regret that she’d returned his key to him, that she’d asked a favor of him . . . that she
            enjoyed their sparring perhaps a little too much.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         As the carriage he’d called for earlier rumbled through the streets, Griff pulled from his waistcoat pocket the key she’d
            handed him and imagined he could still feel the warmth from her fingers being wrapped around it. It was quite possible that
            her taking a later stroll, when the afternoon sunlight might have glinted off it, had caused her to find it when he couldn’t
            earlier. It was also possible something a bit more nefarious was afoot.
         

         
         Flashing through his mind were images of her in a night wrapper at the door. Had she been responsible for sending him around
            to the back, for his ending up in the hedgerows? He wouldn’t put it past the little vixen.
         

         
         As for her freckles, of course he’d noticed they were no longer there. He noticed everything about her. He always had, and it had always been deuced irritating. The way the red in her hair looked almost brown in the shadows but competed for brilliance with bright sunlight. The way the end of her nose tipped up slightly as though it were straining toward a kiss. The manner in which her auburn brows would furrow when she was worried. The way her lips curling up into a smile would mesmerize. That her mouth was designed to provide the perfect haven for a man’s, and he’d awoken too many times with an aching cock because it had dominated his dreams. 

         
         It was one of the reasons he chose to torment her and keep that mouth set in a mulish expression, although even then it taunted
            him. But his actions ensured she kept her distance. He’d always known he wasn’t the sort she’d ever fancy nor was he the sort
            she deserved. He was an afterthought, the one held in reserve, hopefully never to be needed. She, on the other hand, was destined
            for a more prestigious lord, a peer. A duke.
         

         
         But did she have to ask him to help her gain the blasted noble?

         
         The carriage came to a stop, and he leapt out before a footman could appear to assist. “Thank you, James,” he called up to
            the driver. “You can go on. I’ll make my way home when I’m done.” After making his way to his favorite club.
         

         
         “Yes, m’lord.”

         
         When the carriage rattling over the cobblestones disappeared into the traffic, Griff leaned against a lamppost and studied the three story brick building across the street. Not a single light appeared within. It was completely shuttered, abandoned, and neglected. The affinity he felt for the place was ridiculous, but he wanted it with a desperation that sometimes caused him to make foolish decisions, to wager recklessly in his hurry to gain it. It was for sale, but he didn’t yet have the funds to purchase it. 

         
         But he had plans for it. He wanted to restore it to its former grandeur and turn it into a club whose membership would be
            denied to the firstborn sons in line for a title. It would be for the spares and their younger brothers and the young men
            with wealth who were not welcomed among the ton. It would be for the wallflowers, the spinsters, and the young ladies who were overlooked because of family scandal. It would
            be a place for the misfits of Society—or those who should be in Society—to meet, visit, dine, drink, and engage in forbidden pleasures. But first he had to gain the means to make
            it all happen.
         

         
         With purpose to his stride, he began walking, his destination Dodger’s Drawing Room. He had money in his pocket, twenty-five pounds in gambling blunt, all that remained from this month’s allowance. When it was gone, his wagering for the month would be over. He never borrowed, never asked for credit. Too easy to fall into the trap of thinking it could be paid back with the turn of a card or the spin of a wheel. He either won with what he had on hand or he lost. The night before, he’d won two hundred quid at the gaming tables, then promptly lost it when he’d gotten greedy and bet it all on one spin of the roulette wheel. He’d furthered his stupidity by then turning heavily to drink in an effort to ease the disappointment. Instead, he’d merely ensured a rather rough start to his day. But that was behind him, and it was time to begin anew. Tonight he needed to win. 

         
          

         Griff didn’t favor four-card brag, but here he sat at the table because it was the blasted Duke of Kingsland’s preferred game.
            He would rather have gathered some winnings elsewhere first, but as he’d spotted the duke shortly after coming into the club
            and a chair had been available at the table, he’d decided to get the unpleasant task done with.
         

         
         At great inconvenience to himself. Perhaps he should insist on a favor from Lady Kathryn. He would have to give some thought
            to what she could possibly give him that would be comparable in value to this irritation.
         

         
         The ante was called for, chips were tossed into the pot, and cards were dealt. After studying his, Griff discarded the one
            he didn’t wish to keep. He cleared his throat. “So, Your Grace,”—as Kingsland was the only duke at the table, he didn’t have
            to clarify—“I saw your advert in the Times. What precisely are you looking for in a wife?”
         

         
         “Quiet.”

         
         The word was spoken brusquely, dismissively, and Griff decided he was going to remain in the game until he’d taken every farthing Kingsland had. He was not a child to be told how to behave, to be seen and not heard. When he was done with him, the duke was going to regret his insufferable attitude. 

         
         After casting aside a card, Kingsland turned his attention to Griff and practically skewered him with a pointed look designed
            to intimidate, which he had no doubt practiced since birth. But it had little impact on Griff because he’d weathered the same
            stare from his father more times than he could count.
         

         
         “I want quiet in a wife. One who will not disturb me when I am concentrating on important matters. One who rarely speaks but
            knows when it is important to do so.”
         

         
         “You are familiar with women, are you not?” Griff’s comment was quickly followed by several chuckles from the other four gents
            gathered at the table.
         

         
         “I am intimately familiar with women,” the duke said.

         
         “Then you are aware that asking a woman not to talk is like asking the sun not to shine. Besides, why seek silence when you
            could have pleasant conversation?”
         

         
         “It’s not as though you have to actually listen to the words,” one of the gents said, grinning broadly. “The softness of her
            voice is usually enough for me.”
         

         
         The duke’s gaze landed on the viscount with an almost audible slap.

         
         “Silence is good,” the poor fellow sputtered. “I like silence.”

         
         “Perhaps you should practice it,” Kingsland suggested in a silky voice.

         
         “Yes, Your Grace.” The lord began concentrating on his cards as though he feared they might fly away if not shackled by his
            attention.
         

         
         The duke’s focus returned to bear on Griff. “You’re the Duke of Wolfford’s spare, are you not?”

         
         “I am.”

         
         “You have a sister, as I recall.”

         
         “I do.”

         
         “Is it her intent to send me a letter?”

         
         Griff scoffed in a manner to imply he considered her fortunate to not have to seek the duke’s attention and favorable regard
            via post. “Hardly. She has captured the attention of the Earl of Chadbourne.”
         

         
         “Ah, yes, I saw an announcement about their betrothal in the Times. Why, then, do you care what qualities I am seeking in a wife?”
         

         
         “Mere curiosity, I assure you. You’ve taken a novel approach to courtship, and I wondered why normal methods weren’t to your
            liking. I thought perhaps you were searching for something rare.”
         

         
         “I find the accepted avenue of courtship tedious and a waste of precious time. Why spend hours in a ballroom, suffering through one introduction after another, one dance after another, when I can simply read the attributes as I might a business venture I am considering for investment? Quicker, tidier, more efficient.” 

         
         “You view a wife as an investment?”

         
         “Absolutely. Are you not familiar with women? They cost a bloody fortune. I’d rather not spend my coins wooing one who in the end is not going
            to pay dividends. Is it your intent to play or fold?”
         

         
         Griff tossed his chips onto the pile, signaling he was playing. In the end, he won the hand and a good many of the hands afterward.
            Earned back the two hundred pounds he’d lost the night before. He didn’t want to consider that he owed Lady Kathryn for keeping
            him away from the roulette wheel and inadvertently guiding him toward the card table, that he might have to attribute some
            of tonight’s success to her.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Kathryn couldn’t sleep. She shouldn’t have asked Griff for the favor. He’d capitulated far too easily which meant he’d tease
            her unmercifully for making the request of him, whether or not he saw it through. If he did have success at gathering the
            information she sought, he would make her pay a price for it. But it would be worth it to gain what she wanted.
         

         
         Why hadn’t her grandmother simply left her the cottage outright? Why had she put a stupid stipulation on it? Was it because
            Kathryn had enjoyed spending time playing with the children in the village? Had her grandmother been worried that she’d move
            to the quaint dwelling and marry the blacksmith’s son or the baker’s? Why was her family so obsessed with their place in Society?
            Had it brought any of them happiness?
         

         
         If her uncle or cousin didn’t see to her welfare, was she not perfectly capable of seeing to it herself? She could hire out as a nanny, governess, or companion. She wasn’t averse to work, considered that it might give her the freedom she longed for. Why among the aristocracy was marriage so highly valued? Shouldn’t a woman be wanted for more than bedding, breeding, and beauty? 

         
         The gentle rap on the door had all her thoughts scattering. It was nearly two. A little late for Althea to join her for some
            twittering about the Season or Society. Too early for Griff to have returned from his night of certain decadence. Had someone
            received word from her parents? Had something happened to them?
         

         
         Tossing back the covers, she scrambled out of bed, raced to the door, and opened it. Her heart nearly skidded to a stop. It
            was Griff. While his neckcloth was undone, he didn’t look nearly as disheveled as he had the night before. Neither did he smell
            as ghastly. As a matter of fact, his fragrance was quite pleasant. She detected a bit of scotch on the air, but he wasn’t
            reeking with it. She couldn’t recall ever seeing him quite so relaxed. The tiniest of smiles reached up to make his eyes sparkle.
         

         
         “I have what you requested,” he said, his words clear and concise. Not a slur to be found. He actually sounded happy, triumphant.
            She didn’t want to acknowledge how appealing a happy, triumphant Lord Griffith Stanwick was.
         

         
         “You spoke with the duke?”

         
         He leaned a shoulder against the doorjamb. “I did.”

         
         “What did he say?”

         
         A corner of his mouth hitched up a little higher. “What are you willing to trade in order to learn of his preferences?”

         
         Why couldn’t he have disappointed her on this matter? Why couldn’t she have been wrong that he would require something of
            her? “Why can’t you merely tell me?”
         

         
         “Because I was rather inconvenienced.” He lowered his head slightly and arched a blond brow. “As I believe I mentioned I
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