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Chapter 1





London
 January 28, 1815


The only thing that stood between Saraphina Lawrence and Hades was a respectable marriage bed. Given her choice, she would have leapt over the bed and raced straight into the flames wearing nothing but the famed Lawrence sapphires, her arms spread wide to embrace the wild heat. It was a pity her brothers wouldn’t get out of the way.


“Damn all interfering men,” she muttered, staring morosely out the window of the slow, plodding carriage.


Her aunt’s eyes widened in the uncertain light that shimmered across the silver strands at her temple. “I beg your pardon?”


That was Aunt Delphi’s answer to everything—pretend you didn’t hear and look annoyingly innocent. So far it had won her a duke who’d had the good grace to die within twelve months of the wedding, and a handsome jointure that gave her a startling amount of independence. Not that Aunt Delphi ever used it.


“I said, ‘Damn all interfering men,’” Sara repeated more loudly. “I have been grossly misused, and you know it. I was dragged out of my house—”


“To attend the social event of the season.”


“—and forced to ride in this decrepit coach—”


“As if Marcus would have anything other than the best coach made.”


“—just because my brothers are determined to make me into something I’m not.” Sara scowled down at the brightly jeweled slippers that peeped from beneath her skirts. They pinched hideously, and had she not been determined to irritate her brothers’ tedious sense of decorum, she wouldn’t have worn the gaudy things. She slipped her feet free and wiggled her toes in the cool evening air, ignoring Delphi’s look of disapproval.


Though she hated his arrogance, perhaps it was just as well that Marcus had summoned her. It was time they settled this issue once and for all. She was beyond listening to solemn advice; every minute that she walked on the border of ruin and challenged the stolid face of society exhilarated her. For the first time since Julius’s death, she felt alive. Alive and free.



Aunt Delphi shook her head. “You have run mad. Since Julius died, you—”


“He died, but I did not. And I refuse to act as if I did.”


Everyone had watched and waited for her to show some remorse, some hint of sadness, but she felt nothing. Not after her handsome husband died much the way he’d lived—with his breeches about his ankles and his private member where it didn’t belong. It was no wonder Lady Georges had retired to the country after his death; it must have been a shock to watch her near-naked lover fall out of her carriage when her screams of ecstasy frightened the skittish horses into bolting.


Even worse was the fact that the entire ton knew the sordid truth. It had been the whispered joke of the season. The mere thought of it pinched Sara’s pride worse than her shoes ever could. But strangely, the pain of Julius’s public betrayal had freed her in a way that his death hadn’t. She would never again waste her life trying to be something she was not, no matter what Marcus said. “My brother should pay more attention to his own affairs and stop tormenting me.”


“He cares about you, Sara. All of your brothers do.”


“And I care about them. But I don’t go around telling them what to do. Marcus has sway over my funds until I am twenty-five years old, and then I am free. If he wants any peace in the next four years, he’ll let me be.”


Shaking her head, Aunt Delphi regarded her niece with compassion. While Sara’s behavior might befuddle her brothers, Delphi understood it perfectly. Before Sara had married, there had always been a touch of wildness to her. She’d ridden harder, laughed louder, and been more spontaneous than any gently bred woman should be. But she’d always been surrounded by her brothers, all five of them startlingly handsome and larger than life, just as passionate in nature as their sister. To them, Sara was just Sara—exuberant and in love with life.


Then Sara had met Julius and all her passion had focused on one man: she had loved him dearly. Julius had been in love, as well, for his marriage had shocked his friends even more than it had Sara’s. She was not the sweet, demure miss everyone expected him to wed.


But the relationship was doomed from the beginning. Julius, for all his wild ways, was brought up in a very traditional manner; he had one place in his life for his wife and another for his mistresses. Meanwhile, Sara came from a large, extended family and her ideas were quite different. She believed that love included complete fidelity and it never crossed her mind that her husband might believe otherwise. Had Sara been older, perhaps she would have demanded Julius give up his paramours. But she’d been seventeen, with no mother to confide in and too proud to ask for advice.


Delphi smoothed her silk skirts, a heavy lump in her throat. If she had not been so occupied with silly society pursuits, she might have been able to help her niece during what must have been an increasingly confusing and painful time. But Delphi, like everyone else, had missed the desperation of Sara’s subsequent actions. Directed by Julius’s critical mother and condescending sisters, she traded her sparkle for a distressingly cool elegance. To Delphi, it seemed that Sara’s natural exuberance died a slow and agonizing death while all hint of happiness faded from her eyes.


And the more Sara changed, the unhappier Julius became as the very things that had captivated him about his young wife disappeared. By the time Julius died he and Sara were little more than strangers, while the manner of his tragic death had finally awakened her family to the true state of affairs.


Delphi slanted a glance at her niece and noted the unhappiness that darkened Sara’s blue eyes. It was too late to do anything about Julius’s behavior, but there was still a chance she could help her niece. And thanks to Marcus, that was exactly what Delphi intended to do. “Sara, promise me you will listen to your brother. He only wants what’s best for you.”


“He wants what is easiest for him,” Sara said. “There is a wide gap between the two.”


The carriage turned a corner and came to a halt. Her heart heavy, Delphi lifted the curtain and peered outside. Treymount House was the largest residence in Mayfair, boasting a magnificent ballroom and two grand salons. The carriage pulled into the long line in front of the brightly lit house. Horses neighed and link boys darted between the carriages, while a welter of footmen jostled for position.


Even though it was still months away from the season, everyone flocked to London for the annual Treymount ball, a tradition set by the late marquis in what Delphi thought was a vulgar display of wealth. But it worked. It didn’t matter how poor the roads were, how frigid the wind, or how inconvenient it was to return to London in the middle of winter; the Treymount ball was a huge success each and every year.


Sara looked out at the crowded street. “It looks like someone kicked over an anthill.”


It certainly did. People clamored for an invitation to Treymount, and frankly, Delphi didn’t blame them. It wasn’t just the residence, imposing as it was, or the sumptuous entertainment, but more the way the entire St. John family exuded power and arrogance, unconsciously reminding one that here was the embodiment of true nobility.


The carriage finally arrived at the front door, and soon she and Sara were walking toward the entryway, breathing in the spicy scent of the flowers strewn down each side of the red carpet to mask the unpleasant scents of the winter-grim city. Muted laughter and music swelled to meet them as they entered the great hall.


Marcus was not at the head of the receiving line, but was waiting in the library for Sara’s arrival. Which was a good thing, Delphi decided as she handed her cloak to a waiting servant, shivering slightly in the chill. It was about time Marcus took a more direct hand in managing his sister’s affair. She turned just as Sara undid the clasp of her own blue-velvet cloak and swept it from her shoulders.


Oh dear, no. Sara’s sapphire blue gown was low cut and diaphanous enough to cause even the most risqué of the ton to raise their brows. And draped over Sara’s lush figure, it was beyond scandalous. It was a complete disgrace.


From beneath the edge of the silk peeked sparkling slippers, while a cacophony of sapphires covered her throat, head, and arms. It seemed a bad omen that Sara had worn every piece of the Lawrence sapphires, from the wide gold necklet to the sparkling tiara that held her shining black curls from her face. To Delphi, the deep blue gems echoed the desperate brilliance of Sara’s eyes.


Sara smoothed her skirts, the unconscious gesture pushing her breasts into a precarious position at the edge of her neckline. Swallowing hard, Delphi nervously fingered her own decorous bracelet. Already people had begun to recognize Sara. And while some of Delphi’s friends could be counted on to halt any talk that resulted from such an outrageous costume, others would seek Sara out, determined to discover an interesting tidbit that could be exaggerated into a scandal. The bracelet broke with a snap. “Blast!”


Sara looked at the broken bracelet, her gaze softening slightly. “Don’t worry about me, Aunt Delphi. I will be fine.”


“Not unless you listen to your brother.”



The softened expression vanished, and the new, coolly elegant Sara lifted one barely clad shoulder. “Marcus can go to hell.”


“At least meet with him, Sara. Please. He’s waiting for you in the library.”


Sara met Delphi’s gaze for a long moment, then she sighed. “Oh, very well; I suppose I had best get this over with. The sooner he realizes he can’t order me about like a servant, the better.” Her back ramrod straight, Sara turned and walked out of the foyer, her silk skirts brushing the floor behind her, draping across the graceful length of her legs.


For a dismal moment, Delphi wondered if she should accompany her niece. But the days had long passed since she could hug away Sara’s hurts. Delphi closed her eyes. Please, God, grant Marcus the patience of a saint. He’s going to need it.


 


Sara marched to the library, threw open the door, and halted. She’d expected to see Marcus behind his desk, his face carved in disapproval. Instead she found herself facing three of her five older brothers, their expressions ranging from outright disapproval to genuine concern.


“Damn,” Sara muttered. “If Brand and Devon were here, it would be the whole bloody army.”


“What a lovely way to greet your family.” Chase stood by the fire, his broad shoulders resting against the mantel. Hair the color of a raven’s wing and eyes the purest blue, he was the youngest of her five brothers, and the most intemperate. Right now, his face was rigid with anger, his arms crossed over his chest in stiff disapproval. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at anything you say or do. Not after seeing you at Hell’s Door.”


Marcus looked up from where he sat at his desk, his dark eyes glinting. “Hell’s Door? Not Farley’s newest gaming hell?”


“That’s the one,” Chase said. “Our dearest sister was there not a fortnight ago.”


“Where I saw you,” she replied calmly. “If it’s not a fit place for me, then it’s not a fit place for you.”


Chase flushed. “I’m not female. Nor am I so green that I don’t know an ivory turner at a glance.”


“No, you just lose your shirt at the faro table and then stumble out the door on your merry way.”


Chase pushed himself from the mantel, his jaw set. “Now, see here—”


“Easy, children,” Anthony said in a lazy murmur from the settee by the fire.


Sara caught a glimmer of understanding in his brown eyes. Her half brother was the only one who had, at one time, understood her. With tawny gold hair and brown eyes, he was the very image of their mother. Anthony’s father had died of a fever within a year of his marriage, leaving behind Anthony, who was barely three months old, and a lovely widow, who promptly fell in love with the tempestuous Marquis of Treymount, Sara’s father.


The marquis had been a passionate man who firmly believed in family. Deeply in love with his wife, he fully welcomed Anthony as the oldest of his soon-growing brood and made it a point to never distinguish between any of his children. They accepted one another without question and only Anthony’s name bore evidence that he was not a St. John.


She nodded to him now. “Anthony.”


“Sara. You look well.”


“She looks like a hardened flirt,” Chase said, glowering. “Look at that gown.”


“Indeed,” Marcus said, his deep voice a threatening rumble. “It’s time someone put a stop to your antics, Sara.”


She lifted her chin, controlling the anger that flashed through her at his high-handed tone. She had to remind herself that he was not used to being challenged.


Marcus was often called “the Golden Treymount” for his almost mystical ability to turn his investments into cold, hard coin. Men eagerly watched where he invested and followed his lead by the score.


Sara slid a glance at the all-powerful Marquis of Treymount, the patriarch of the family since the death of their parents. He was a man who reveled in his ability to command. His icy gaze was fastened on her with brooding intent, the hard line of his jaw seemingly carved in granite.


Annoyance made her hand curl into a fist. She was not afraid of Marcus. In a way, he was just like her—born with the desire to force fate onto his path, instead of the other way around. Perhaps that was why they couldn’t speak without arguing. She walked to a small chair near Anthony and stood beside it, unwilling to sit. “Where are Brand and Devon?”


Anthony answered. “Brandon is missing, as is his wont of late.”


“It must be a woman,” Chase said with a smirk. “He always has a flirt in progress somewhere.”


“And Devon?” Sara asked.


Marcus stood and came around to the front of the desk, picking up a leather box as he went. “I sent him to Bristol to see about our shipping interests, or he would be here as well.”


They were all puppets to do Marcus’s bidding, Sara decided bitterly. “What do you want, Marcus? I have things to do this evening, and none of them include this little gathering, pleasant though it is.”


Marcus’s cool gaze flickered across her form. “I should send you home to change into something more suitable to your station.”


“But you won’t,” she replied in a voice that was amazingly calm considering the angry pounding of her heart. “I wouldn’t return.”


“Oh, you would come back,” he said softly, “if I had to drag you here myself.”


She managed a shrug that cost her more than she liked to admit. “Why are the others here? Were you afraid to face me alone?”


“I asked them to come because each one has, at some time within the past month, requested that I put a stop to your wild ways.”


Sara shot a glance at Anthony. He met her gaze steadily enough, regret shadowing his face. A hollow pain flickered across her heart. The traitor. She returned her gaze to Marcus. “It is none of your concern what I do.”


“Everything you do affects us. You are our sister.”


“He’s right,” Chase said. “And lately, I cannot even sit at a game of dice without hearing my sister’s name bandied about like one of the Prince’s paramours.”


Oddly, her wildest brother had a streak of prudery that extended only to her. Sara suspected it would expand to include his wife if he ever settled down to marry. She favored him with a brief glance. “I don’t know how you can complain about my gown when you are wearing that atrocious waistcoat.”


Anthony looked at his brother’s chartreuse-and-pink waistcoat, an amused gleam in his eyes. “She has you there, Chase.”


“We are not talking about fashion,” Marcus said, setting the leather box beside him on the desk. “Chase doesn’t step outside the bounds of propriety. Sara, once and for all, I’m asking you to give up this wild life.” His voice softened with a hint of understanding. “If not for yourself, then for those of us who care for you.”


For an instant she wavered, a wash of loneliness making her yearn for the closeness she’d once had with her brothers—a closeness that had disappeared when she’d gotten married. She understood her brothers’ concerns, misguided as they were. Yet as much as she hated facing their disapproval, she could not become the complaisant, demure female they so obviously expected.



She’d tried that route once, and it had earned her nothing but pain. “I cannot change the way I live just to make other people happy. Not even you.”


Marcus’s face hardened. “Very well. You leave me no choice.” He opened the leather box and withdrew a stack of papers. “Do you recognize these?”


She could see her signature sprawled across each sheet; they were her markers. In her months with the demimonde, she’d been far more reckless than was her wont. “How much are they?”


“Thirty-four hundred pounds.”


Sara’s mouth went dry. Surely not…Pride made her shrug. “I will see my solicitor first thing in the morning.”


“I’ve already seen him. The only way you can come up with such a sum is to sell all your holdings—a move I, as your guardian, would never approve.”


Anger sharpened her tongue. “Then what am I to do?”


He tossed the papers back into the box and shut it. “Send me your allowance for the next twelve months. All of it.”


“I would have nothing to live on!”


“Which is why you will once again become dependent on me for support.”


“No.”


“You have no choice,” he retorted. “Furthermore, I have made arrangements for you to live in Bath for the next year.”


“But everyone will be in London by April!”


“Not you. Too many people know of your exploits here in town.”



Sara closed her eyes and tried to still the angry thundering of her heart.


“Sara,” Anthony said softly, his voice lulling a way through her anger. “You are still young. You have your whole life ahead of you. This is just a small inconvenience.”


“Perhaps you’ll even meet someone you could care for,” Chase added.


It was all suddenly clear—they wanted to bury her in the wilds of the country, leave her to “settle down,” perhaps even marry again. She leveled a glare at Marcus. “I suppose you have already selected a groom. Who is it? Cavendish? Southland? Perhaps one of the royal dukes?”


“That—” Marcus’s gaze flickered to Anthony and then back “—is something we have not yet agreed upon.”


Had Julius not been so foolish as to appoint her stern brother the executor of his will, Sara was certain she would have been free to do what she pleased, when she pleased. But for now, all she had was a silk gown, her tattered pride, and the Lawrence sapphires clasped about her throat. She always wore them when facing adversity, as a reminder of the things she’d already dealt with and survived. Normally they gave her a feeling of invincibility, but tonight they felt cold and heavy on her bare skin. A reminder of her failures and fears.


Anthony shifted in his chair. “Sara, we don’t wish to cause you pain. We realize that Julius was the wrong husband for you. You need someone more solid. More stable.”



Sara’s anger threatened to choke her. “Who are you to know what I want and need? Marriage is not the answer.”


Chase spread his hands wide. “Think about it, Sara. You wouldn’t be so…alone. Marriage can be a wonderful thing.”


“Oh? I don’t see any of you galloping to the altar.”


Her brothers looked at one another, unease settling among them like a haze of acrid smoke. But she knew their unease would not make them rethink their decision—they were determined to ship her off to Bath as soon as possible.


She couldn’t stay in London without funds; she wouldn’t have the money to maintain her household, her stables, or anything else. But her brothers were crazed if they thought she would quietly retire to Bath, chastised into becoming some sort of demure schoolroom miss—especially while they were shopping about for her next damned husband.


Sara looked down at her fingers where three sapphire rings glittered, anger settling into a hard knot of resolve. It was time she took matters into her own hands. She would go to Bath, but she would be the one to select her next husband. And this time there would be no affection, no risk of pain. Nothing but a polite agreement to marry. And then, like all society couples, they would go their own ways, free from her brothers’ smothering interference. It was an idyllic picture.


Of course, she’d lose her widow’s jointure the second she married. That meant that her future husband would have to be well-heeled, as well as having an undemanding nature. Perhaps an older man. A widower, if there was one to be found. Someone who would settle for friendship, good conversation, and nothing more. It was a difficult proposition, but not impossible. And fortunately for her, if ever there was a place to find an older, settled widower, Bath was it.


Sara looked at Marcus. “Is there anything else you wished to speak to me about?”


He frowned, a flash of uncertainty in his dark blue gaze. “You will be leaving within the month.”


“Fine.” Sara went to the door and opened it. “I have no recourse other than to capitulate. But don’t expect me to like it.”


Marcus’s jaw softened slightly. “Sara, trust us. We are only thinking of your future.”


“So am I,” she replied, her fingers tight about the doorknob. “But I’m seeking more than safety. I want happiness, Marcus. And I won’t settle for anything less.” Without waiting for his reply, she left, slamming the door behind her.


Damn them all. The angry clip of her jeweled heels was loud in the empty hallway. In the distance came the noise of the ball, the swell of music irritating her ragged spirits.


She knew exactly the type of man her brothers would choose for her—someone as arrogant and overbearing as they were. Someone who would try to control her every move. But they had forgotten one thing: she was a St. John through and through. In all the blood-wrought battles throughout all the ages, no St. John had ever cried defeat. And Sara wasn’t about to become the first.














Chapter 2





Bath, England
 February 21, 1815


Delphi had never been able to refuse a plea from one of her nephews, or from any of her numerous family members, for that matter. So when Marcus had unexpectedly asked her to chaperone Sara in Bath, Delphi had meekly agreed, even though she was no match for her niece’s natural liveliness. Especially not since she admired that very trait.


When Delphi arrived at the Lawrence town house for the trip to Bath four weeks after the Treymount ball, she found Sara in an unexpected mood—smiling and excited. She even laughed Heartily at all of Delphi’s weak attempts to jest, which made Delphi experience a growing spasm of uncertainty. Whatever was Sara up to?


Her unease grew when an old school friend of Sara’s, Miss Anna Thraxton, called within an hour of their arrival in Bath. Granted, Miss Thraxton’s family was well-known and connected to almost everyone worth knowing. It could not be denied, however, that they had fallen on hard times. This was due mainly to the eccentricity of Anna’s esteemed grandfather, a retired judge who spent a considerable amount of time writing pamphlets calling for the disposition of wealth from the upper classes to the lower classes in a fashion he called “redistribution.”


Since Sir Thraxton was connected to so many of the best names in society, no one was willing to question his acceptability. Still, it was widely felt that the gentleman’s political tendencies bordered on treason, and only the most foolish allowed the conversation to drift from such safe topics as the weather or horse racing.


Miss Anna Thraxton, however, was a very pleasant companion. Tall and auburn-haired, with gray eyes, a serene smile, and an unfortunately autocratic nose, it was a shame that financial circumstances rendered her ineligible as a potential wife for one of Delphi’s handsome nephews. A woman of such Junoesque proportions would surely complement the family line.


Be that as it may, within a very few moments of sitting with Anna and Sara, Delphi became aware that there was a private conversation going on beneath the innocuous small talk. Sara’s eyes positively glowed with excitement, and Anna more than once made a mysterious reference that sent Sara into a paroxysm of choked laughter.


Delphi’s heart sank. There was no denying it; Sara was up to something. And whatever it was, Delphi was certain she had no ability to stop it. Yet as nervous as the thought made her, Delphi had to admit to some secret excitement at being in Bath.


She was tired of the sameness of her life. Perhaps it was the approach of her forty-third birthday that was so oversetting. That was the age at which her own mother had died, and Delphi didn’t want to be like her mother, who had given her whole life to her children and husband and then just faded away.


No, Delphi wanted something…else. A surge of excitement was quickly followed by guilt. Who was she to decry her circumstances? She possessed more than her fair share of good fortune. She had a warm and loving family, more money than she could possibly spend, several properties—it was a shame that she was so ungrateful. Unaccountably depressed, she left Sara and Anna alone to gossip about their school friends.


Sara was pleased to discover that Anna was just as she remembered—quick-witted and pragmatic, with a flair for scheming that was unrivaled.


“The nerve of your brothers,” Anna exclaimed upon being told the circumstances leading to Sara’s arrival in Bath. “And now they expect you to sit idly by while they find a husband for you? That is positively medieval!”


“Yes. Julius is dead and Marcus will not rest until he has buried me, as well. Which is why I have made a decision.” Sara picked up a tasseled pillow from the settee and plumped it mercilessly. “I plan to find my own husband. Someone who is malleable, who understands a civilized union and will not dictate to me. I want my freedom.”


“Hmm.” Anna looked at her thoughtfully, then said, “We will also need to find a man with a fortune. It can be done; ‘malleable’ and ‘wealthy’ are not always disparate traits.”


Sara nodded. “I lose my jointure the day I marry.”


“You’d want a handsome man, too,” Anna mused. “One young enough to understand your need for enjoyment.”


“If possible—although I may have to compromise on such things.” She refused to think of how much she might have to compromise. Still, armed with their set of criteria, she and Anna began to make a list of prospects.


Two weeks later, after a flurry of visits, Sara began to realize how difficult her search really was. She stood with Anna at the Jeffries ball watching the meager company fill the grand parlor. In London, a gathering this miniscule would only have declared itself a “soiree.” But here in Bath, with over forty couples present and two dozen single persons, the Jeffries “ball” was already being touted a glittering success.



“What about that one?” Anna whispered.


Sara turned to where Anna pointed. A young man stood by the wide white doors that led into the ballroom. Thin, with a wisp of yellow hair drooping over his shiny forehead, he reminded Sara of a wilted sprig of thyme. She hunched a shoulder. “He looks delicate. I don’t want a sickly husband.”


Anna looked around. “This side of the room appears to be lacking eligible males.”


“Maybe we would fare better on the other side.” Sara took Anna’s arm, and they sauntered across the Jeffries ballroom, eyeing every man they passed. It was a depressing exercise in futility. Bath was populated with an astounding number of stodgy, respectable men—men who would want their wives to sit at home and sew samplers and bear a horrendous number of children. Sara could read it in their eyes.


It was yet another dastardly aspect of Marcus’s plan: since the season had started, all the eligible men would be safely ensconced in London, waiting for the new batch of heiresses.


Anna blew out a disgusted sigh. “I don’t see a one that will do. They are all either too timid or too conventional. I thought about Captain Rothschilde, but he’s fifty years old if he’s a day, and I don’t think he’d be at all lenient with a young wife.”


“The man I need could be a hundred years old for all the difference it makes.” Time was marching on, and she just knew that Marcus was already holding interviews with potential candidates for her hand.


She narrowed her gaze on a young man who hovered nearby, as if gathering his nerve to ask one of them to dance. He froze when he caught her gaze. The more she stared, the redder he became until, finally, he turned and almost ran from the room, his head tucked as if afraid she would follow.


Sara made a sound of disgust. “Are there no real men here tonight?”


“It doesn’t appear so,” Anna said with genuine regret. “I’ve been wracking my brain and I can think of only two men who might suit your purpose, though neither are perfect.”


“Who?”


“Mr. Stapweed or the Earl of Bridgeton. Unfortunately, Stapweed has an annoying tendency to spit when he speaks.”


Ugh. “What about Bridgeton?”


“The earl is, as Grandfather would say, morally corrupt.” Anna made a face. “Grandpapa has taken to reading Methodist literature.”


“Tell me more about this earl. Who is he?”


“He recently moved into Hibberton Hall, Parkington’s old place. Lady Chultney told Grandpapa that the earl is the most depraved man on Earth.”


“Lady Chultney also thought Lord Collinsworth killed his wife, when she was only visiting relatives in the north.”


“That is quite true, the poor dear. However, Grandpapa told me the same thing about the earl. He is familiar with the family, you know. And Lord Peebleton refused to recognize the earl when they met in the park last week—gave him the cold shoulder as soon as he saw him.”


Well, that was interesting, indeed. Lord Peebleton was not known to be a stickler. “Whatever has the earl done?”


“No one will say…” Anna glanced around as if afraid someone would overhear. Then she opened her fan and whispered behind it, “But Lady Chultney believes he once abducted a woman for unsavory purposes.”


“Sounds like a Banbury story to me.”


“I think he must be excessively romantic to go to such lengths to secure a woman’s affections.” Anna smiled, a wistful look in her eyes. “Just imagine! A man who would defy the law in your name and whisk you away to his palace—”


“The earl has a palace?”


“Well, no. He has been renovating Hibberton Hall for the past month, which is why he hasn’t been in town much. But I’ve heard it said that he is as handsome as an angel—a fallen angel.” Anna lowered her voice. “At one time, just being seen talking to him could ruin a woman forever.”


“And now?”


“He inherited a title,” Anna said matter-of-factly. “Not to mention that he just returned to England with a tremendous fortune.”


“Which immediately cancels all crimes he has committed, short of murder.”


“Exactly. And Grandpapa thinks the earl wants to reestablish himself in society. It would do him a lot of credit to marry into your family, as the St. Johns are above reproach.” Anna suddenly chuckled. “I never thought of it this way before, but this is just like a novel from the lending library—only there is no hero.”


“I don’t need a hero. I was blessed with a large amount of common sense, which is of infinitely more use than a man.”


“Hear, hear,” Anna said approvingly. “If you want true affection, get a pet. They are much cleaner and far more amusing.”


“And infinitely more loyal. A pity Marcus wouldn’t be content with my purchasing a greyhound for company.”


“Yes, I—” Anna suddenly clutched her friend’s hand. “Good God, Sara, he’s here.”


“Who? Marcus?” That would be just like him—to send her to Hades, then come to keep an eye on her himself.


“No, no,” Anna said, grabbing Sara’s arm and yanking her around a potted palm so they could stare undetected at the entryway. “The Earl of Bridgeton just walked in. Look!”


Sara followed her friend’s wide, fixed gaze.


Striding into the room as if he owned the world, was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Tall and broad-shouldered, the newcomer walked with a negligent grace, his movements as fluid as melted silver. His flawlessly cut coat clung to his athletic shoulders, his breeches molded over muscular thighs. His patrician nose and sensual mouth had been carved by a master hand. Every inch of him bespoke power and decadence, from hair the color of gold to skin brushed with the slightest touch of bronze.



He was beyond beautiful—he was as magnificent as sin.


“Good God,” Anna breathed. “I’ve never seen such a perfect man.”


“Perhaps we should pinch him just to be certain he’s real.”


Anna chuckled. “I’d volunteer, but your Aunt Delphi already looks at me as if she thinks I might begin sprouting horns.”


“Aunt Delphi? She loves you.”


“No, she doesn’t. She’s worried I’m a bad influence on you, and if she had any idea what we were doing right now, she’d blame the whole thing on me without a second’s pause.”


“Do you think so?” Sara said absently, her mind still on the earl. Perhaps she’d been going about this all wrong. Maybe what she really needed was a rakehell. Surely a man given to sin would never stop his wife from attending gaming hells, or dressing as she pleased, or doing whatever took her fancy, providing she was discreet.


The idea held immense appeal.


She watched the earl walk to the receiving line and bow to Lord Jeffries, who frowned, his face turning a bright red. There was no mistaking the surprise on the man’s face. “I wonder if Bridgeton even had an invitation,” she murmured.


“Surely he wouldn’t come without one!” Anna exclaimed.


Just as Sara wondered if Lord Jeffries would eject the earl from his ballroom, the portly older man bowed. Sara supposed she shouldn’t be surprised.



What else could he do? Make a scene at his own ball?


She had to admire the earl’s boldness. Even from this distance, she could tell he was a man who’d transgressed more than his fair share. Someone called out the earl’s name and he turned, his sensual mouth curved in a lopsided smile that made Sara’s throat go completely dry.


“Look,” Anna said, “Lady Bedford is dragging your Aunt Delphi into the cardroom. She’ll be occupied for half an hour at least.”


“Excellent,” Sara said, glancing around. She was not the only one affected by the earl’s presence. Olivia Charles already had her smelling salts clenched in her hand, while Melinda Loundry was positively gawking. There wasn’t a woman in the room who wasn’t staring, openly or otherwise.


In fact, even Anna was once again staring. She went so far as to lick her lips, as if regarding a particularly succulent pastry. “Our coloring would blend well.”


“Yes, you would make a lovely set of statues. Once I convince him to marry me, perhaps your grandpapa will commission a portrait of the two of you.”


Anna grinned. “You can’t blame me for dreaming. I never knew he was so beautiful.”


“On the outside, perhaps. But on the inside, he has a hard lump of coal for a heart—all rakes do.” Just like Julius—and this time Sara would be very careful to remain emotionally detached. “I rather like the fact that he has no heart. I don’t plan on using mine, either. Come on. I want a word with him.”


Anna’s gaze narrowed on Sara. “What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to see if he’ll accompany me to the terrace, so that I can interview him. I’m not going to make another mistake.”


“Sara, if anyone catches the two of you alone, you will be compromised.”


“Who said anything about being alone? You will be with us.”


“But—”


“I have to talk to him and make sure that he suits our purpose. Wait for me by the terrace door, Anna. I’ll be right back.”


Ignoring Anna’s sigh of exasperation, Sara slipped from behind the palm and made her way toward the decadent Earl of Bridgeton and all his golden glory. For the first time since she’d arrived in Bath, a wing of hope brushed Sara’s bruised spirit. Trying to still the thud of her heart, she planted herself in the earl’s path and waited.


 


Nick stifled a yawn. What mad impulse had possessed him to attend such an insipid affair as Lord Jeffries’ ball? He hadn’t been here for five minutes and already tedium was pulling at his lids, as if he had risen from a deep sleep and could not awaken. He supposed he should just consign himself to an evening of unrelieved boredom. After all, like it or not, this was where he had to begin if he was to rebuild his place in society.



When he’d been younger, he had been judged on his association with his mother, measured by her erratic, immoral behavior, and branded a dangerous youth even when he’d been too young to understand the whispered comments. But such treatment had toughened him, and he had eventually grown into his initially undeserved reputation, accepting it with a boldness that added to his notoriety.


At Nick’s side, the Comte du Lac gave a satisfied sigh as he watched a small cluster of women swish by in a cloud of satin, lace, and scent. “I begin to see why you so desired to return to England. The women, they are—” he kissed his fingers to the air, smiling dreamily. “Each and every one of them.”


Nick glanced at a stiff-lipped matron who was staring at him from across the room as if she’d like to flay him with her fan. She was as round as she was tall, with thin, wispy hair piled high and adorned with a variety of flowers and ribbons in an effort to make the scanty tresses look more substantial. She glared at him as if for a ha’pence, she’d have ordered the footmen to escort him to the closest door and slam it in his face. Eyelids twitching, she leaned over to her thin, angular companion and began talking rapidly.


He knew what the matron was saying. She was cataloging his every fault—telling tales about his mother, exaggerating his youthful escapades, repeating every story she’d ever heard.


He shrugged the thoughts aside, unbothered by memories. Despite his errors, he would not apologize for his past. It was his, and he was content that it should be so. Nick had never aspired to perfection, or even such a lamentable state as goodness. He was, and would always be, his mother’s son. The thought both pained and reassured him.


Nick waited until the matron again fixed him with her venomous gaze, then he lifted his brows and smiled—slowly, surely, letting his lashes lower just enough to cause her to stutter to a halt. Her eyes widened; her mouth gradually dropped open to hang in limp wonderment.


Satisfied, Nick turned away and murmured to the comte, “You exaggerate, as usual. Some of these women make me ill.”


“Well, there might be one or two exceptions,” Henri amended affably. “Perhaps you should find a mistress, mon ami. It will give you new energy. A new focus. And I, as your friend, will assist in the selection.” The comte rubbed his hands together and looked about the room with an appraising eye. “What shall it be? Tall or petite? Blond or brunette? Perhaps a tasty little redhead, non?”


“I don’t really care about hair color or height.”


“Then what? Perhaps you care if she is…” The comte made a rounded gesture at his chest.


“Just do not burden me with a woman who expects me to declare my love every time she sighs. Or one who attempts to weigh me down with the boring details of her daily activities. I have enough tedium in my own life without enduring someone else’s.”


“Already we have narrowed the field. You want a woman of character who neither talks nor complains nor expects declarations.” Henri frowned. “Voyons! You don’t look for a woman, but a saint.”


“I’ve always been selective.”


“You can afford to be. You have the face, the funds, the title. But that is the problem for you, no? Too many willing women.”


“I’ve never found it to be a difficulty.”


“But of course. It is a little like eating too rich of food. At the time, it is almost impossible to turn away. But later…then begin the regrets. You need a challenge, mon ami. Someone who will inflame your interest to new levels. Someone who will obsess your every waking moment. Someone who—”


“What I need is a drink. And of a quality I am unlikely to discover here.”


“Come, you must admit you would like to meet such a woman.”


For a brief instant, Nick wondered about the allure of true love. He’d never felt an all-consuming need to be with someone, to know what they were doing every minute of the day, to believe they were essential to his happiness. The thought was almost laughable. The ugly truths of his life had burnt away whatever tender sensibilities it took to fall in love. “Love is for fools, Henri. I am not a fool.”


The comte frowned, his bushy brows lowered over the bridge of his nose. “Do not tempt fate, Nicholas.”


“I tempt no one. However, you are right about one thing—I would like a mistress: someone who, after several months of mutual pleasure, I can leave without having to look back.”



So far, things were working out well. He’d managed to brazen his way into this gathering, and sometime tonight, he’d be sure to garner an invitation or two to other events. All he had to do was display a few social graces and his wealth, and his feet would be solidly on the path of social acceptance. Once Nick conquered Bath, he would move on to London, where his real detractors resided. By that time he would already be established, with a score of connections to hold him in good stead. All told, his reentrance into society was proving to be exceptionally easy.


“I believe I will retire to the cardroom,” Henri said thoughtfully, his gaze on a trim woman in puce who had just disappeared through the doors.


“I won’t be staying long,” Nick said.


“If I’m fortunate, neither will I,” murmured the comte. Flashing a grin, he left, a jaunty bounce to his step.


Nick tried to shake off a sense of heaviness. His three years on the Continent had spoiled him. Three years of wild living, drinking to excess, and gambling ’til dawn. But that time was over—now he had Hibberton Hall, and soon he would take his rightful place in society.


He looked around the room, feeling an overwhelming desire to escape the heat and stifling respectability of the silk-swathed ballroom. He hated to be around so many people. The sights and sounds inevitably irritated his head and made it ache worse than usual.


You’ve been alone far too long, he told himself firmly. How else was he to find a suitable mistress for his last few months of sanity, if not at this parade of feminine charms? A whirl of bronze silk caught his eye, and he watched a plump beauty dance by on the arm of a young lord. Just beyond them stood a pale lady in pink, smiling up at a foppish gentleman whose shirt points forced his chin to a ridiculous angle.


They were all here for the same reason—searching for a dalliance. Of course his case was different, for his mistress would have to be something out of the ordinary, someone with character and intelligence. He’d had his chance at wealth and beauty and had found them both lacking.


At the thought, he lifted a hand to his brow, the familiar ache tightening like a band around his head. The monsters were restless tonight, but not dangerous. They teased and tormented, but he remained amazingly sober, his thoughts lucid, his eyesight clear. It was a relief, and he could only pray that the headaches stayed at bay. Perhaps all he’d needed was the fresh air of England.


The music changed to a slow waltz, and Nick watched as a sea of colored gowns swirled across the gleaming floor. Tall and short, plump and thin, dark and fair, the room was packed to the walls with eligible women.


A pair of dark eyes caught his gaze. Hmmm…Lucilla Kettering, the infamous Lady Knowles, stood in the corner by a potted fern, conversing with a dashing blade who looked a good five years her junior. Nick knew the young widow from his travels on the Continent. He’d met her in Paris and had enjoyed her perfumed skin and wild abandon between the sheets. Tall and shapely, she was the picture of cool composure and feminine strength—precisely the type of woman he was looking for. That she possessed a lascivious nature that exactly matched his own would only make their partnership the sweeter.


Nick bowed to her, his gaze lingering on her rounded bosom. Her mouth curved in pleasure, one hand lifting to where the pulse beat at her throat as if she remembered his mouth seeking that very spot. Her eyes flared in excitement as Nick made his way toward her through the crowd.


He had not taken more than a few steps when someone bumped into him.


“I beg your pardon,” said a velvety feminine voice.


Nick glanced down and came to an abrupt halt. He was staring into the face of a schoolroom miss who was surely no more than seventeen years of age. But seventeen or not, he was rooted to the spot. He forgot about Lucilla, forgot the heat of the room, forgot his boredom. Forgot everything but the most damnable dimple in the woman’s right cheek.


She stared back, but not with the admiration he usually stirred. There was a hint of calm evaluation behind the polite smile that curved her rosebud mouth. Inexplicably amused, Nick could not help admiring the startlingly white skin and full, red mouth. Like a cloud of black silk, her hair sprang from a wide forehead and curled charmingly in a profusion of ringlets on either side of a heart-shaped face.


Young, delicate, and blessed with an ethereal air, she escaped being a true beauty by the shortness of her lower lip and the suggestion of willfulness in her stubborn little chin.


For three years, Nick had traveled the Continent and tasted what each country had to offer—the dark beauties of Italy, the pale sophistication of the Parisian ladies. What he’d missed the most was embodied in the vision before him—the seductive scent of lavender, creamy skin hidden beneath tantalizing layers of clothing, and the direct, wide-eyed gaze of a true innocent.


There were no innocents among the demimonde of Paris or the dirty streets of Rome. Which was why every diminutive inch of this little charmer spoke to his soul, lifted his spirits, and lessened the ache in his head.


Somehow, he found himself capturing her slim hand, his gaze irrefutably drawn by her tender lower lip, which begged to be tasted.


Nick lifted her hand and placed a warm kiss to her delicately gloved fingers. “I beg your pardon for not watching where I was stepping. Allow me to introduce myself; I am Nicholas Montrose, the Earl of Bridgeton.”


She dipped a curtsey, her hand tightening over his. “How do you do? I was hoping to have a word with you, my lord.”


The calm, self-assured voice was at odds with her youthful appearance. Nick was intrigued; which was she—a blasé creature of society or a country innocent attempting to hide her inexperience behind a mask of composure? His gaze lingered on her eyes. They were the pale blue of a morning sky, fringed with ridiculously long lashes that tangled at the corners. “Have we met before, Miss…”


“We’ve never met, but I’ve heard of you from many people.”


He moved his thumb over the back of her hand in a brief, tantalizing movement. “Perhaps I can dispel some of the rumors.”


“I doubt it.” She freed her hand as her tongue slipped nervously across her lower lip, and her gaze darted toward the cardroom before settling back on him. “I don’t mean to pry, but I’ve heard it said that you are a known rake.”


Amusement banished the last vestige of his boredom. “At times.” He would have agreed to anything after witnessing the tantalizing trail of moisture left by her pink tongue.


She nodded once, then said in a well-rehearsed manner, “It is quite stuffy in here. It would be pleasant to take a turn about the terrace.”


His attention jerked from her mouth to her eyes. “I beg your pardon?”


“I said, ‘It is quite stuffy in here, and it would be pleasant to take a turn about the terrace.’” Her brows lowered. “Perchance you don’t hear well?”


“No, indeed. I just didn’t expect such a…munificent offer so early in the evening.” He raked a gaze across her petite form, taking in the generous swell of her breasts and the graceful slope of her white shoulders. Munificent, hell. A dull ache lifted in his groin and swelled.


The heat intensified when she gave an impatient sigh, the movement pressing her bosom against the thin fabric of her gown. Small, embroidered roses rested at the cleft of her breasts, and they rose and fell with her every breath. Nick’s cravat tightened a notch.


It was a dilemma. The old Nick would have taken her up on her offer and swept her onto the terrace, pleasuring her until she cried out with ecstasy. The new Nick realized that such an action would cause the pudgy matrons of Bath to slam shut many of the doors just now opening for him.


With true regret, he looked down at his fascinating companion and shook his head. “It wouldn’t be wise for us to leave the safety of this room.”


She could not have appeared more astounded if he’d announced he was the pope. “But I have asked a friend to serve as chaperone.”


Nick followed her gaze to where a tall, auburn-haired woman stood by the terrace door. It was tempting. Tempting, but…“Another time, perhaps.”


After a moment of stunned silence, she cleared her throat and then spoke in a slow, careful voice, as if she suspected him of limited understanding. “You won’t even join me for one moment?”


Nick wondered if she was one of those silly females who viewed his appearance and title as a challenge—a trophy to be won and then displayed. Yet she did not appear enamored of his appearance or title. Indeed, she looked…annoyed. Almost
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