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      London, October 1911

      Owen Hadley reclined in a leather armchair in one of the gaming rooms of Brooks’s club on St. James Street, a glass of brandy warming his hand as he glowered at the occupants of the room. It was late in the evening and many of the old regulars of Brooks were coming in for supper. Owen’s attention was only partially on the young lords gambling away their fortunes. A scowl curved his lips down as he watched the coins and pound notes changing hands.

      He was in bad need of money, and the irony was not that his need arose from any vice or fault of his own. At thirty-two he was the only male heir in his family, and his estate in the Cotswolds depended on him. While he’d be away fighting a war, the land and house had fallen into disrepair and the tenant farms had been abandoned. Only a large influx of money could bring it back to life. Money he didn’t have. Being merely landed gentry, land was all he had, and his was hurting.

      I need a wife.

      As much as he was loathe to admit it, marrying an heiress would solve the problem. But finding a woman and getting approval from her father for the match would be difficult. There were many other men, impoverished peers who could offer young ladies and their families’ titles as trade for their dowries. Owen grimaced. He could offer no titles, nothing else to persuade a lady to marry him. He glanced about the other tables in the club, misery darkening his mood further.

      One of the young men nearby cheered as he won a winning hand. The temporary excitement in the tame quiet of the room was grating on Owen’s ears. He scowled in the direction of the exuberant gamblers. The downward movement of his lips and the tensing of his cheeks caused a bolt of pain along his bruised jaw. One week ago, he’d caught a train down to Hampton House, the country residence of his close friend Leo Graham, the Earl of Hampton.

      One of the house party guests had been a divine raven-haired creature named Ivy Leighton. Her father was the owner of a London newspaper. He was nice and more importantly he was rich. The possibility of seducing the nouveau-riche newspaperman’s daughter had been impossible to resist. A very rich young lady who would have set his home well up with her fortune. Owen had been so close to saving his estate, but he’d acted foolishly.

      Perhaps a little too foolishly, he amended. Leo had gotten upset when he found Owen trying to steal a kiss from the young lady. Owen had been attempting to compromise her in the presence of witnesses. In such a situation, marriage would have been guaranteed, but Hampton had come upon them first and knocked Owen senseless. He still didn’t understand why he and his friend, a man he’d never quarreled with before, had come to blows without warning over a woman. Owen had never felt strongly enough about any woman to throw a punch for her.

      “Hadley?” A familiar voice disturbed him from his thoughts. He glanced up to see Leo staring at him with a mixture of amusement and irritation.

      “Hampton,” he replied, a tad gruff. He hadn’t enjoyed his friend rendering him unconscious by snapping him a good blow to the jaw. It hadn’t been too sporting to strike a man unawares, and Owen’s pride stung a little.

      “I’m glad you’re here. It’s been ages since we enjoyed a night at the club—”

      “What do you want?” Owen growled.

      “I’m sorry. I suppose I owe you an apology for hitting you. But damnation, Owen, you were in the wrong.”

      Owen shot him a challenging glare. “Why did you hit me? I was trying to secure myself a wife. Ms. Leighton would have been perfect for me.”

      “I couldn’t let you have her—Ivy, I mean.” Hampton lowered his voice. Speaking of a lady, even in good terms, in a club was taboo. Owen didn’t care for such rules, but Leo was more of a gentleman. Ever since they were lads, Owen had always been the one more likely to get into trouble.

      “Why not? Are you…interested in her?” Owen prodded, sensing there was a change in his friend. Leo seemed more…alive, like the old Leo he’d been before his father had died and the responsibilities of the estate crushed all the fun out of him.

      “We were childhood friends. I hadn’t seen her since she was eight, and when I met up with her again…I fell for her, hard. She’s agreed to marry me.” Leo’s cheeks turned a ruddy red as he admitted this, and Owen would have laughed under other, less-tense circumstances.

      So Leo was marrying the heiress? Lucky devil. But I’m the one who really needed her.

      “I see.” Owen sat back in his chair, which was close to the wall near the electric bell. He rang it and waited for the attendant. If he and Leo were going to have a discussion involving women, he needed a stiff drink.

      “I should have declared my intentions toward her, Hadley. I would have, but damned if I didn’t know what my intentions were until I saw you with her.” Leo eased into a chair opposite Owen and nodded toward the bruised spot on Owen’s face. “I’m sorry about that.”

      Owen’s annoyance with his friend was temporarily weakened.

      “I hope we can go on as we were before?” Leo inquired, his tone still low, careful. Leo was always so bloody cautious. Except when it came to Ivy Leighton, apparently. After Leo’s unexpected show of violence, Owen hadn’t stayed at Hampton House. He’d run back to London like a kicked dog with his tail between his legs. But their friendship ran river deep and he was not about to let a quarrel over a woman destroy that bond.

      “Of course,” he reassured his friend. “You can make it up to me by finding me a rich wife,” he half jested, but Leo saw through the sardonic air he’d usually cloaked his troubles with.

      A servant came over with a decanter and refilled Owen’s glass before offering Leo his own drink, which he accepted gratefully. After the servant left, Leo shot him a meaningful look.

      Leo inched closer. “It’s Wesden Heath, isn’t it?”

      Rather than reply, he nodded. The state of his home’s affairs was dire, and thinking of it turned his stomach. And he didn’t want to keep discussing his crumbling estate with his friend.

      “Perhaps I can help you there. Ivy and I will be hosting another house party soon, for a Scottish lord Mother knows, someone related to her cousin I believe. Would you consider coming back for it? The Pepperwirths have just allowed their youngest daughter, Miss Rowena, to have her come-out. She’s a lovely creature. Eighteen and a sizeable dowry. I know you’d do well by a wife, Hadley, so you might have a chance with her. Perhaps, if you play your hand right…” Leo trailed off, letting Owen pick up on his unspoken suggestion.

      Owen sat up, confused. “Mildred Pepperwirth has a little sister?” He nearly laughed, which would have been the height of rudeness. Mildred was the eldest daughter of Viscount Pepperwirth, whose lands abutted Leo’s to the west. She was a beauty, but cold and lacking in personality and warmth. The woman didn’t even dance, for heaven’s sake. Owen loved a woman who danced, who laughed and smiled. A woman should be happy; she should be brilliant and witty, not a cold shrew. Owen couldn’t help but wonder how Rowena would compare to her sister, Mildred.

      Leo’s lips twitched. “She does. As I understand it, Lord Pepperwirth is very protective of Rowena and she’s been quite closeted away until now. Say you’ll join us and I would be happy to put in a good word for you with her father.”

      An attendant appeared with a tray, offering two glasses of brandy for Owen and Leo.

      “Put mine on my account. I’ll pay before I leave tonight,” Owen informed the attendant. Once the man had left, they were relatively alone again and Owen faced his friend.

      “Does Miss Rowena have any potential suitors who might throw punches too?”

      Leo threw back his head in a hearty booming laugh. “Heavens, no. Though she made quite a stir during her presentation. Best if you act fast, woo the young lady before she meets any other men.”

      Owen sighed. “Very well, I’ll come.” Wooing was not a problem. He’d been wooing ladies since he was a young man. It was his lack of prospects that damaged his cause. No one wanted to marry a bloody fortune hunter, which was exactly what he was. And he hated it. Chasing women just for money left him hollow but he had no choice. His home, Wesden Heath, was sacred to him. When he’d returned from the war, scarred and broken, the wooded glens and fields of wildflowers had been his healing haven. He couldn’t give it up without a fight.

      “Excellent. You supping here tonight?” Leo rose from his seat.

      “Planned to. You?” Owen rolled his brandy back and forth between his palms before he and Leo exited the gaming room.

      “Yes, actually. I’ll join you, if you don’t mind the company.” Leo grinned.

      “Only if you tell me more of this young lady I’m to woo.” Owen was relieved he and Leo were on good terms again. It wasn’t at all the thing to quarrel with one’s good friends. Not after everything he’d been through during the war and afterward. Good friends were worth their weight in gold and he would never forsake one, not for anything.

      “Well”—Leo glanced about again, apparently determined not to be overheard—“she’s quite the beauty, with flaxen hair and cornflower blue eyes…”
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      “Were you nervous, Milly?”

      Mildred Pepperwirth glanced into the mirror of her polished walnut vanity table to meet her younger sister’s gaze. They were in a lavish guest room at Hampton House attending a house party through the weekend. It was the first formal dinner party in the country for her sister Rowena to attend since she’d turned eighteen.

      “Nervous about what?” Milly waited patiently as their lady’s maid Constance tucked the last few tendrils of Milly’s chestnut hair into place. The maid had created an elegant coiffure that left a mass of hair in thick, coiled strands almost in a Grecian fashion. A green fade comb studded with diamonds was nestled in the base of her hair, keeping the intricate coils bound together.

      Rowena, perched on Milly’s bed, was already dressed in a white lace evening gown, one suitable for a young lady only just come out into society. She tugged on her elbow-length white gloves, fidgeting with them until she’d tugged them too tight and then was forced to loosen them again.

      Milly fought off a smile. Her little sister had no reason to be nervous. She was exquisite and every male eye would be on her once she joined the other guests downstairs.

      “Oh, you know. The parties, the balls, the suitors?” Rowena’s eyes were soft but the same arresting shade of blue that she and Milly had inherited from their father. The brilliant color had captivated many a young man and made many a lady jealous.

      “I suppose I was at first,” Milly replied. “But it all becomes so tedious.” She despised all the social engagements that accompanied a typical season, not because she didn’t like dinners and balls or dancing. She loved to dance, loved to visit with friends, but it had only taken her one season to realize that she was nothing more than a broodmare on an auction block. The Season had only one true purpose, she’d come to realize: to secure alliances of the wealthy and elite through marriage. Milly had quickly learned to feign a distaste in dancing to avoid giving the impression she would entertain a man’s romantic interest in her.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to marry; she was much like any other woman—she longed for a loving husband and a happy marriage like her parents had, but she knew what her parents had was rare. They weren’t simply husband and wife. They were partners in everything. From the moment her father had met her mother, they’d known they were meant to be. But Milly hadn’t met a single man since her come-out who she felt that instant connection with. She wanted what her parents had. Her mother had an equal say in finances and the control of the house and their investments. Milly wanted that, too, but knew of not one single gentleman of her age who would even consider such an equality in marriage. That meant Milly had no real chance of finding a love match like they had, not one that would give her the freedom she needed.

      During her years of private schooling in France, she’d been fortunate to glimpse a freer society for women, but here in England, she was a pawn, a piece to be bargained and bought, based on her family’s fortune and her father’s lands. The realization was unpleasant and Milly had done the only thing she could think of to avoid marriage to a stranger, or marriage to a man she couldn’t stand. She’d become standoffish, mulish even, in the presence of eligible men. If they could not stand her coldness, her feigned arrogance, they left her in peace. It was a lonely peace, though, one without a hope of love. She was not brave like the suffragettes she secretly admired.

      She would not have chanced such a strategy to avoid marriage if she didn’t know without a doubt her father would never force her to marry. He would let her remain under his care for the rest of his life if she didn’t find a man who suited her, which was her plan if she didn’t find someone who could give her both freedom and happiness in a marriage. It was a lonely solution, but better than the alternative: forced to live the rest of her life with a man who would never see her full potential as a partner.

      If any man viewed her as property to be bought, she could never respect him. Love could not grow in a garden sown with seeds of domestic slavery. The only way she could ever marry would be to find a man who would love her mind, her heart, and her soul and agree that she wasn’t a lesser being. He would want to support her when she volunteered to teach children to read, especially girls who could benefit from education and better not only themselves but also their families. Milly needed a man who would stand beside his wife if she attended a suffragette meeting, not one who would ignore her or chastise or even forbid her from supporting her belief in equality between the sexes. But such a man did not exist, at least as far as she could tell.

      Rowena got off the bed and came over to stand behind Milly, leaning down a few inches to peer at her own reflection in the mirror. She tweaked the bodice of her gown, tugging it up a little rather than down as most young ladies might.

      “I don’t think dancing would ever become tedious, but I am so clumsy when I’m nervous. What if I trod on my partner’s toes?” Her little sister bit her bottom lip nervously.

      “You’ll do fine, Rowena. Stay close to me if you get nervous.” Milly pinched her cheeks to pinken them a bit before she stood and reached for her black evening gloves.

      “I do so love that gown,” Rowena sighed.

      Milly checked her figure in the full mirror by the dresser. It was a wonderful gown of sapphire blue silk with gold and black netting of lace over the bodice. The netting split apart down the front of her dress below her waist to allow the sapphire paneling to show through as she walked. The train was a little long, but the slight bustle at the back displayed her figure to its best advantage.

      Constance shared a little smile with Milly as they both caught Rowena smoothing a hand over her hair before she faced them.

      “How do I look?” She performed a little pirouette, her eyes shining with excitement and youth.

      “You look splendid, as always.” Milly clasped her little sister’s hands, glad that with her sister she could be herself, if only a few minutes longer.

      “Shall we go down to dinner?” she asked.

      “Yes.” Rowena raised her chin, a self-confidant smile replacing the girlish eagerness as though she’d become a different woman in an instant.

      They departed her room, which lay in the east wing of Hampton House, where most of the guests were staying for the dinner party. A group of gentlemen and a few ladies were waiting at the bottom of the grand staircase for the other guests to come down. All eyes turned to Milly and Rowena as they came into view. Milly paused, letting Rowena have her moment to collect the admiration of the room.

      Enjoy it, little sister. Someday you will have to choose your path—wife or spinster. Until she did, Rowena could enjoy her first dinner party. Milly glanced at the faces below and froze. There was one man down there she had no intention of interacting with unless forced. He hadn’t been on the formal guest list but had to have been a last-minute addition. His presence wouldn’t have stopped her from coming, but lord she so hated to be around men like him…After the last house party at Hampton House, she’d been determined to avoid him if possible.

      Mr. Owen Hadley was a fortune hunter. A man like that was dangerous. They cared little or not at all for the women they seduced in an attempt to find suitable heiresses. She stared hard at the man’s face for a moment longer, wishing she could will him to disappear. But he stayed right where he was, his presence mocking her for her inability to make him vanish.

      His scandalous reputation preceded him, and he left a trail of broken hearts and unmarried ladies who lacked the wealth it was rumored he was seeking behind him. She’d heard far too much about Hadley’s history with women. How he’d worked his way into many beds, but the widowed ladies knew better than to marry him. A rich widow had the world at her fingertips, and very rarely did those ladies remarry, because it meant turning over their freedom and money to their new husbands. Milly had to applaud those widows for turning the fortune hunter away. Mr. Hadley was a temptation to sin for any woman.

      Even Milly had to admit that as he stood there in his evening suit, dark hair long enough to look a tad too roguish to be fashionable, and that grin that melted a woman’s resistance, he looked good. He was tall, too tall, but perfect for her, not that she liked that—she didn’t, of course. She preferred to be an equal height to men, and given that she possessed a little more height than many young ladies, most men of her acquaintance weren’t taller than her. Hadley, however, was too tall, almost a head above Milly. It made her feel…vulnerable.

      Hadley laughed at something the Earl of Hampton said and then glanced up the stairs. His eyes flicked over her briefly, a hint of a frown touching his sensual lips; then his focus turned to Rowena and damn him, the man’s hazel eyes lit up with a piercing fire.

      Milly’s stomach clenched and she froze on the stairs, one gloved hand clasped to her breast.

      Rowena. Not her sweet Rowena. The man could seduce any lady, but not her little sister. Rowena needed a good match. Scandal would ruin her beyond redemption and she would be forced out of polite society.

      I will have to distract him, even if it will be most distasteful.

      Squaring her shoulders, Milly walked down the last two steps and greeted her hosts. The Dowager Countess of Hampton; her soon-to-be-husband, Mr. Leighton; and his daughter, Ivy, along with Leo Graham, the Earl of Hampton.

      “You look splendid,” Ivy said as she took Milly’s arm.

      Milly never failed to be surprised at Ivy Leighton’s friendliness. The young woman was half Gypsy by her father, and her mother had been a lady’s maid. It was in every instinct Milly possessed to treat Ivy coolly given her status as nouveau riche, which happened to be below Milly’s own long-generation titled lineage. The first time they’d been introduced, Milly had certainly acted unpleasant. She regretted that. Immensely. Her frustration with Leo’s intent to propose to her had put a damper on her mood. Milly had been so focused on convincing the earl that she wasn’t a good match for him that she’d acted rather callously and arrogantly with regard to everyone around her. Ivy had been a victim of her behavior, and in the last few weeks Milly had made every effort to be deserving of the friendship that Ivy offered.

      Ivy had been persistent, and Milly had found herself unable to dislike the young woman once they’d spent a few afternoon teas together discussing literature and politics. They had much in common in their views with regard to women and the rights they unfairly lacked in society.

      Milly tilted her head close to Ivy to whisper, “What is Mr. Hadley doing here? As I understood it, he and Lord Hampton had a falling out at the last house party.” It had been quite a scandal. Mr. Hadley had left during the middle of a shooting party with a black eye and a sour temper.

      Milly allowed Ivy to guide her away from the other guests into an alcove where they could have a small amount of privacy. Ivy’s bright caramel eyes darkened a little.

      “I’m not sure, but Leo insists they are still friends and that Mr. Hadley no longer has intentions of trying to steal me from Leo.”

      Milly huffed in reply. “Of course he doesn’t, because he’s eyeing my sister like a fine glass of sherry he wants to taste.” She glowered at the accused seducer, hoping that he could feel the sting of her gaze. He turned and raised one brow in challenge at her from across the room.

      “Milly,” Ivy gasped, but it soon turned to a giggle as she followed Milly’s fixed attention.

      “He does look a little too interested. It’s a good thing the seating arrangement at dinner keeps him away from Rowena.”

      Milly touched her throat as she readjusted the diamond necklace that lay against her collarbone. “Who’s the unfortunate party guest that must endure his conversation?”

      Ivy shot her a sideways glance. “Why you, Milly dear.”

      For a moment, Milly simply couldn’t process what her friend had just told her. She’d been resolved to distract him from Rowena but that didn’t include seating next to the odious man at dinner.

      “Absolutely no—” Milly was silenced as the butler announced dinner was prepared. “Ivy, I’m not sitting next to that man,” she hissed in her friend’s ear.

      Ivy merely laughed. “Someone has to and who better than you? I think you’re a perfect match in ill tempers.” The teasing comment made Milly frown deeply. Even though she’d been seemingly ill-tempered on purpose, it wasn’t who she really was. Deep down, she was a woman who wanted love and laughter in her life. But a man like Hadley would never see the real her, nor would a man like him want a real partner in life. He only wanted a wife for money. He embodied everything she hated.
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      The ladies went from the drawing room to the lavish dining room first. Milly blanched as she went to her seat. A footman stepped out of the shadows, pulled her chair back, and seated her. She felt like a man doomed to die by hanging, waiting on the scaffold for the quick drop and the final stop. She had to deal with Mr. Hadley. There was something unsettling about being too close to him, the scent of sandalwood and pine that she caught as she stood only a few feet away from him, and the way his lips curved up in a wry smile as she came closer. It made her knees buckle and her pulse pound. Nothing about Mr. Hadley made her feel stable and in control.

      Still, it was better that she do it than Rowena. Her younger sister might fall for the dark-haired seducer with his devilish smiles and hearty laughter. Yes, it was a good thing Rowena was seated closer to the quiet and handsome Scottish Earl of Forres. He was a much safer dinner companion than a fortune hunter like Hadley.

      “Miss Pepperwirth,” Mr. Hadley greeted coldly as he took a seat beside her once all the ladies and remaining gentlemen had taken their seats.

      “Good evening, Mr. Hadley,” she replied just as coolly. By the end of the third course, they’d likely frost their end of the table over with their chilled politeness.

      “Are you enjoying the weather?” His question surprised her, and she answered before thinking through her response.

      “The weather? It is October, Mr. Hadley, a lovely autumnal month. Of course I enjoy it.” She hadn’t meant to say that, hadn’t meant to reveal anything about herself that she enjoyed. It made her likeable, and that meant suitors would notice her. She couldn’t allow that.

      “You enjoy October, then? What about it do you like?” He dipped his spoon into his bowl of cream of watercress soup and then after tasting it, angled his body toward her. It was inappropriate to do so, but no one else seemed to notice his position or his focus on her.

      His eyes met hers and she saw a challenging gleam in his gaze underlaid with other more confusing emotions…heat, but not anger. She met him stare for stare despite the fact that his gaze made her feel as naked as though she wore nothing more than a corset and chemise.

      A sudden flush heated Milly’s body from the tips of her toes to her cheeks. How could a simple move, his body turned toward her in a close setting, make her react so…strongly?

      Like a fever. The thought only just penetrated the haze that lingered at the edge of her mind and body. She brought herself out of it with a little shake of her head.

      “I’m sorry, what did you ask me?” For the life of her she couldn’t remember his question.

      “October, what do you like about it?” He was blatantly ignoring the woman on his right and a few people across the table were noticing.

      Milly swallowed hard and reached for her water goblet. Her tongue felt a little thick and her throat dry. Hadley’s intense focus on her was unsettling.

      “I…uh…enjoy the changing of the colors of the leaves, the way the crisp breeze has a slight bite to it.”

      Oh dear, I’m rambling. She hastily took a few sips of her watercress soup, not daring to look in Hadley’s direction. When he said nothing, she finally was forced to look his way. Those eyes, the ones that promised danger and seduction, were entirely fixed on her. How could he make her feel so naked and excited? As though she had no secrets from him and with that glint of arrogance she saw, he knew exactly what she was thinking. She stared back at him, her heart thumping hard enough that she wondered if her ribs would be bruised on the morrow.

      “And you, Mr. Hadley. What do you like about October?”

      He chuckled. “I don’t like the month. Not at all. I prefer June or July. The heat, you know, I like that much better. The feel of the sun warming my bare skin…a man can grow addicted to the feel of that pleasurable burning, perhaps even a woman can, too.”

      The heat? He liked the heat? She very much doubted that he meant the heat of the sun. No, she sensed that the heat he referred to was something else entirely, something she wasn’t supposed to know about, being a virgin, and yet she did. She only knew enough to know it was bad to think of words like heat and pleasurable burning in such a scandalous fashion. There was something about the way he said the words and how his eyes darkened as he looked at her that made it feel so wrong. So wrong in a delicious way like eating the last bit of dessert when she’d already had too much.

      “You don’t like the heat?” Owen finally broke his stare and turned to face his bowl of soup again.

      With his concentration on her disrupted, Milly’s strength returned. “No. I most certainly do not.”

      With a practiced ease, Mr. Hadley tossed one shoulder in a casual shrug and replied,

      “Pity, it might have been fun for you and I to enjoy the summer heat together.” And then he didn’t converse with her for the remainder of the dinner.

      For some reason, it made her angry, angry and a little hurt. Which made no sense, since she didn’t like him. Despised him, in fact. Then why did it sting?  She shouldn’t want him to continue talking to her or discussing things that were likely far too scandalous for dinner, but there had been something to him when he spoke to her. She’d felt
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