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        For the past six years, Miss Lizzie Doherty has had exactly zero proposals. Not because she isn’t attractive, or from a good family, or doesn’t have well-connected friends, but simply because she is poor. Or so the ton believe. Invited to a country house party on a stormy night, her journey takes an unexpected turn when her driver delivers her to the wrong estate. Upon entering the home, she’s soon masked and sworn to secrecy. Never has Lizzie ever experienced such an odd and intriguing event, so she plays along to see where the night will take her.

        

        Lord Hugo, Viscount Wakely lives for sin, for anything scandalous, and for house parties that involve all of those things. At least he used to. But imagine his surprise when his good friends’ ward, Miss Lizzie Doherty, an innocent and a successful debutante six years running, arrives at the last debauchery house party he’ll attend. Or when an impromptu, scandalous kiss turns his life upside down.

        

        Lizzie decides to stay for the week-long house party. Masks keep the guests’ identities secret, but Lizzie would know Lord Hugo Wakely anywhere. And that one impromptu, scandalous kiss tells her that he is the Viscount for her…he just doesn’t know it yet.
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        J. Smith & Sons Solicitors, London, August 1812

      

      

      Lord Hugo Blythe, fourth Viscount Wakely, stared mutely at his solicitor of many years, Mr. Thompson. He blinked, fighting to comprehend the meaning behind the gentleman’s words.

      Damn my father to hell. Had he not already been dead, Hugo might have killed him himself for playing such a game.

      “I’m sorry, but can you explain to me again what the terms are of my father’s will? I’m not sure it’s making sense to me. You said I must marry within a year? This part I’m a little muddled about.” How he dearly wished there really was some confusion on his part.

      Mr. Thompson, a stout older gentleman with a receding hairline but honest features, threw him a pitying glance and then stared down at the paperwork before him again.

      “The will explains that as per your birthright, you inherit the title of viscount, and Bolton Abbey, along with the London home and the estate in Cumbria and Ireland. However, the dowry your mother brought to the family upon her marriage to your father will revert to her family should you not marry by your thirtieth birthday. I believe that is less than twelve months away.”

      Disbelief sat in Hugo’s gut like a heavy boulder. “Only just. July twenty-third, to be exact,” he said, running a hand over his jaw. How could his father do this to him? Of course, they’d had many discussions–very well, arguments–about his dallying and raking about town without any direction toward marriage, but to do this to him, forcing his hand, was beyond cruel.

      His solicitor placed down his papers and met his gaze. “I suggest that you find a wife before the end of the next season. If you fail to satisfy that clause, the money will go to your uncle in New York according to your father’s instructions. Your uncle has been notified of this condition and is receptive to claiming the money that went with his sister to your father upon their marriage. The clause is quite watertight and cannot be waived. Of course, looking at the financial statements regarding your inheritance, should you lose this money, there will be very little remaining to keep the estates running. You may have to look to leasing them out indefinitely, as you’re unable to sell due to them being entailed properties.”

      A weight settled on Hugo’s shoulders and he slumped back in his chair, not having known it was as bad as all that. “Did Father state exactly who I’m to marry?” He’d certainly spoken loudly enough from beyond the grave with his will, he might as well also state who was acceptable.

      “As to that…” Mr. Thompson said, shifting on his seat and looking a little uncomfortable for the first time during their meeting.

      The weight on Hugo’s shoulders doubled.

      “Your father has stipulated that not only are you to marry before your thirtieth birthday, but you are also required to marry a woman of fortune, as he did. No less than thirty thousand pounds must be her dowry. Your father wrote that he asks this of you to ensure that the family name, and all those who rely on your lands for their livelihood, are kept secure. He also wrote that he believes you are more than capable of this task, and he wishes you well and every happiness in your future marriage.”

      Hugo met his solicitor’s gaze, unable to fathom what he was being told. He’d thought he would have more time before he settled down. He very much enjoyed being an eligible bachelor, but the select, very scandalous house parties that he was accustomed to would all have to stop if he were to find a wife. How dull. A wife. His life was over.

      Mr. Thompson stood, holding out a rolled-up copy of the will tied with dark pink ribbon. Hugo clasped it, the urge to scrunch it up into a ball of rubbish being his first thought.

      “Good luck, Lord Wakely. If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to call on me. I’m at your disposal whenever you need.”

      Hugo shook his hand, then, swiping up his hat and gloves, strode for the door. “Thank you, sir. Once I have found the poor victim who will become my wife, I shall be in contact.”

      And she would be a victim, for a marriage made in haste, and solely due to requiring funds, would never be a good match. He’d always admired the love match marriages of the couples with whom he associated, knowing he too would desire such a connection for himself. Just not yet.

      He stopped on the cobbled pavement and slammed his beaver hat on his head. Damn. If what the solicitor said was true, and there was no doubt that it was–he had the will in his hands to prove it–then he had to find a wife.

      Eleven months approximately before his time was up. Before his uncle made the trip across the Atlantic and took back what was rightfully Hugo’s. His birthright.

      Well, he wouldn’t have it. He would adhere to the clause, but he would enjoy his final year as an unmarried gentleman as well. There was nothing he disliked more than being told by his father what to do. That his sire had managed this from beyond the grave was not something he’d thought the old curmudgeon capable of, but alas, he was wrong.

      He swore. Eleven months and then, and only then would he find a willing heiress wanting a marriage of convenience, and be done with it.

      In all the past Seasons he’d failed to find anyone who inspired him with anything other than with lust, so, in the next season, he would marry a biddable heiress to secure his properties. A perfectly convenient plan if ever he had one.

      Under no circumstances was he willing to lose his lands, have to lease out his estates, and live off meager funds for the rest of his life. His name would be ruined; he’d be a lord pitied by everyone. The Wakelys had never had to ask for money, and he would not be the first one to do so. He shuddered. Oh no, that would never do.

      Heiress hunting he would go. Well, in eleven months in any case.
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        Ten months later. Garden party, London

      

      

      “It says right here in Pride and Prejudice that a gentleman in possession of a large fortune must be in want of a wife.” Lizzie Doherty slapped the book shut and noticed her cousin by marriage, the Countess of Leighton, making an amused study of her. “What are the odds my very sentiments are confirmed in these novels. What do you say, Kat?”

      Katherine laughed, shaking her head. “Lizzie, that unfortunately is not always true, and then when it is, the man usually makes the catastrophic mistake of marrying someone they don’t care about, or even like for that matter. And you’re not a man, you’re a woman in possession of a large fortune, if not known within society, and so it’s you who is looking for a husband.”

      Lizzie stared down at Pride and Prejudice, thinking over her cousin’s words, which unfortunately her last Season in town had proved correct. Despite her connections, no one had offered for her hand, nor suggested they might, in all the balls she attended. It had even started to frustrate her, and she wasn’t normally the type to become annoyed at other people’s decisions or actions. But to be a pariah for an unknown reason seemed peculiar. And now, she’d had enough of it.

      Lizzie came from a family with great connections, even if they were on the poor side of the Upper Ten Thousand. Her own situation was improved when her cousin Hamish, Earl Leighton, bestowed on her a large dowry some six years ago, which had only grown in value over that time due to his investments, or so he’d told her. She was set to be gifted close to seventy thousand pounds upon her marriage, or her twenty-fifth birthday. A tidy sum any future husband would be happy to receive. If one would only ask her.

      Lizzie smiled, giving thanks every day for her mother’s decision to send her to town all those years ago to have her Season with Lord Leighton’s mother, even if she wasn’t the most pleasant woman to be about.

      She sighed as her mother came to join them, flicking her fan shut with a snap. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Lizzie, stop sitting here with Lady Leighton and go and stand out on the lawn with the young ladies your own age. You’re the epitome of a wallflower at this very moment.”

      Lord Leighton had thought it best that they keep the fact Lizzie was now an heiress from both their mothers, due to their inability to keep secrets. The last thing they wanted to do was make her susceptible to fortune hunters. And so, at picnics such as the one they were at today, Lizzie had to tolerate her mother’s chastisement over her failure to catch a husband. But it was harder than one thought, especially when all the men believed you were poor.

      “I see your friend Sally has arrived, Lizzie. You had better go say hello,” Katherine said, winking at her.

      “I shall, thank you,” she said, standing and starting toward her friend. She took in the guests at Lord and Lady Hart’s picnic. She had found that a lot of the gentlemen only wanted a rich wife, or worse, were just carousing and seeing if any delectable widows were up for a naughty jaunt in their carriages. Of course, Lizzie wasn’t supposed to know what was happening behind the closed doors of the London ton, but one would be a simpleton indeed if they thought all those who paid attendance on them, made house calls, and had the best intentions outwardly, were always angels.

      A distinct whisper tittered through the guests and Lizzie turned to see Lord Hugo Blythe, Viscount Wakely, join the picnic, bowing to the hosts before walking toward the Duke and Duchess of Athelby.

      Lizzie took the opportunity to watch him, not unlike so many other women at this very moment. But when one was faced with the fine, athletic form of Lord Wakely, one ought to stop and admire the view.

      His lordship oozed the forbidden deliciousness that she shouldn’t know anything about. But if one listened carefully enough at balls and parties, you could always pick up tidbits of information about what society was up to. Who was having an affair with whom, who was a terrible lover or had vices at both table and horses. The things Lizzie had heard her first Season in town, many years ago now, would’ve been enough to make her mother have a turn of the vapours had she disclosed them.

      Now, six years later, she was a well-known wallflower, or at least a debutante too long in the tooth to be considered for marriage. Not that it mattered, due to the sizable dowry she would be gifted either upon her marriage or on her twenty-fifth birthday. And since she was closer to being five and twenty than she was to marriage, the allure of not marrying at all had taken hold in her mind and wouldn’t dislodge. There were worse things in life than being unmarried, such as marrying the wrong kind of man, or having a loveless marriage. Marrying a man who sought the comfort of others, even after their marriage vows were spoken. She would rather remain single and become a spinster than make such an unchangeable, catastrophic mistake.

      Lord Wakely grinned devilishly toward a group of giggling debutantes, but despite his teasing and mirth, not once did he falter in his gentlemanly behaviour. And yet, Lizzie wondered what was really going on behind his dark, stormy blue eyes. What did he really think about being one of London’s most sought-after bachelors? Did he enjoy the attention or merely tolerate it? After all, his lordship even had the ability to make Lizzie’s stomach flutter. Her heart pumped faster whenever their gazes clashed.

      It was a reaction she’d never experienced with anyone else, in all her years dancing in the ballrooms of London. She’d known him for some years now, her cousin having introduced them during her second Season. Although she couldn’t tell what effect she’d had on him, if any, Lizzie had lost her breath a little that day they’d met and never really got it back.

      He seemed to have been born with the most luscious dark hair she’d ever seen, His skin had a beautiful olive tone to it, not pasty white like so many English gentlemen. She took a sip of her champagne, having forgotten to go to her friend, and instead remained standing by the cake table watching him. She pursed her lips, wondering if he had any Spanish blood in the family, with a jawline that looked like it could cut glass, not to mention his perfectly proportioned nose.

      One day someone would snatch him up, make him fall desperately in love with them, and how lucky would that lady be. To wake up each morning next to such a man would be heavenly indeed.

      Her friend Sally spotted her and waved. Putting Lord Wakely out of her mind, Lizzie joined her just as the woman Sally was speaking to, Lady Jersey, bade her good day.

      Lizzie kissed Sally on the cheek and accepted a fresh glass of champagne from a passing footman. “I so wish Mama would stop making me attend these types of events where we’re paraded like cattle at Tattersalls. I’m getting too old to worry about men and marriage, and my mother has a tendency to throw every rich youth at my head, even when it’s quite obvious I’m too old for them and that they’re absolutely in no way interested in me.”

      Sally chuckled, her eyes twinkling in mirth. “You are not too old. Why, for a man, you’re not even considered in your prime. You debuted so young, only seventeen, it is no wonder you’re sick of all these games and courtship dances.”

      Lizzie nodded, agreeing with everything Sally said. Her friend always spoke the truth and without exaggeration. She was truly the best person Lizzie knew, other than her cousin Hamish. “You are right of course. And I will admit the Season is getting awfully stale. I long for adventure. I will tell you this Sally, because I know you’re my friend and as silent as the grave, but if I could, I’d purchase a home of my own, move away from Mama, and procure a cat. Or better yet, lots of cats. I will be well satisfied once all of those three things are complete.”

      Sally shook her head, smiling. “I don’t believe you for a second. I know very well there is a certain gentleman who’d change your spinster ideals in a trice should he court you. What a pity he’s so elusive, even though quite polite to us young, inexperienced females. Although I did hear a whisper that he’s on the hunt for a wife. Perhaps you may be in the running…”

      Lizzie laughed, as understanding dawned. She looked around the gardens and found him without trouble, and inwardly sighed at how darling he was in every way. “How handsome he is. Do you think he knows that every woman in London is in love with him? I wonder if he has any Spanish blood in him. He has the most beautiful olive-toned skin I’ve ever seen.”

      “Why, yes, I think you’re right. From memory I do believe his grandmother was from Portugal. Maybe that’s where he inherited his dark good looks.” Her friend studied him a moment before she said, “Lord Wakely could pass for a pirate–rugged, sun-touched and terribly naughty, from what the gossip rags state.” She grinned, taking a sip of her drink.

      “His outwardly features are to be praised, but he is good at heart too. Why, last year he made a sizable donation to the London Relief Society that the Duchess of Athelby and Marchioness of Aaron run. And he always dances with debutantes new to town, and gives them a good start to their Season. He is never unkind. In fact, I’ve never heard a bad word about him, not regarding his manners or temperament. What a shame there is chatter that he’s after Miss Edwina Fox.” Just the mention of this debutante made Lizzie’s teeth ache. “She debuted this year and is the talk of the ton since her uncle is related to the Duke of Athelby. Well-connected and rich…exactly what all young gentleman seek in a wife, is it not?”

      “Your final words dripped with sarcasm, Lizzie. Perhaps you should be less cutting when we’re in company,” Sally suggested. “Are you looking forward to Lady Remmnick’s house party? We’re leaving early tomorrow morning–father wishes to arrive well before the afternoon. With everyone who’s invited, I doubt there will be many left in town.”

      Lizzie couldn’t wait to return to the country, the fresh air, and the horse riding she would be able to do more often. “I am looking forward to it, and I cannot thank your mama enough for allowing me to go under her chaperonage. Although I will arrive the day after tomorrow with my maid. Mama is going home to Bellview Manor and I’ll travel onto the Remmnicks’ from there.”

      Sally clasped her arm, walking them about the fringes of the lawn. “I’m so excited to attend. Arthur will be there. Do you think he’ll finally ask me to marry him if he can manage to drag me away from Mama for one moment?”

      Marquess Mongrove–or Arthur to Sally and Lizzie, since they’d known him since childhood–was the newly appointed Marquess and finally able to decide for himself what his future would be. Not his mother, which Lizzie could sympathize with since she too had an overbearing parent. He’d been a pleasant child and had grown into a lovely gentleman that suited Sally and her honest and obliging temperament. A perfect match for her friend in all ways.

      “I’m sure he will. In fact, look at him now pining for you over there under the elm tree. How sad he looks that he hasn’t got his love beside him, hanging off his every word and worshipping the ground he stands upon.”

      Sally slapped her arm. “Stop your teasing.” She smiled. “He is lovely though, I must agree, and should he ask me to be his wife, I will say yes immediately and request a very hasty marriage. I’m ready for my life as a wife and mother to start. I see no point in waiting before we say our vows, if you understand my meaning.”

      Lizzie smiled at the light blush that stole across her friend’s cheeks. “You’ll make a beautiful bride and a perfect, loving wife. Lord Mongrove will be lucky to have you.”

      “Thank you, dearest.” Sally threw his lordship a small wave, delighting when he waved back in return. “I simply cannot wait another day, and so I suppose this house party has come at a perfect time. We each need a little diversion from life’s trials.”

      Lizzie couldn’t agree more.

      “Not to mention,” Sally continued, turning her attention back to her, “we’ll be away from town and staying under one roof. What fun we will have. And even though my head is already turned, it does not mean you cannot find someone to love.”

      “There is only one gentleman I want, and he doesn’t even know that I exist. I’m simply the cousin of one of his closest friends, unremarkable and forgettable at best. And as I’ve stated before, I’ll not marry anyone simply to procure children and do my duty. Whomever I marry, it will be for love. Such a deep, heart-wrenching, all-consuming love that it will simply drive away all my dreams of my own home, vacant of parents and filled with cats.”

      “I like this plan. It suits you well, and you know I want nothing but the very best for you,” Sally declared, her tone serious.

      “Do you know if Lord Wakely is attending the Remmnicks’ house party?” Lizzie asked, trying but failing desperately to hide the hope that was in her tone. Oh dear, she really was desperate and pining for the man. If only she could curb her enthusiasm toward him and see other gentlemen for their worth. When there were some, of course.

      Sally grimaced and Lizzie had her answer before her friend uttered a word. “Unfortunately, he’s not attending, although I was told he will be in the county attending another event. Not far from the Remmnicks’ estate, in fact.”

      Lizzie bit her lip and wondered what this other event was, and who was attending. The social set his lordship was part of were the elite of society. Only gentlemen of extreme wealth and with very few cares in the world were allowed entry. Gentlemen who loved the frivolities of societal living, and the luxurious lifestyle and loose women that their status afforded them. No rules and no wives allowed.

      It was not for the faint of heart, and certainly nothing like Lizzie could ever imagine for herself had she been a man and able to join such an association. Not that she was supposed to know any of these things, but some gossip was too juicy to ignore. “I will not deny that I’m somewhat disappointed by that news, but then he doesn’t even know that I exist, so what does it matter which event he attends?”

      Sally clasped her arm and cuddled her a little to her side. “Do not be downcast, dearest. There is a gentleman out there with your name written on him. And you shall marry him and love him wildly when you find him.”

      Lizzie laughed, not even able to imagine such a possibility, but wishing it nonetheless. If only to get away from her mama, who could at times be terribly stifling, sooner than her twenty-fifth birthday. “Only time will tell, I suppose.”

      Not that she would tell Sally, but Lizzie was content waiting for her endowment from Hamish, because it was far more likely than being noticed by the viscount. If he had any interest in her at all, he would have made his intentions clear years ago.

      “It will tell, my dear, and when it does, it’ll be a great story to hear.”
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        Kent – two days later

      

      

      The carriage rocked alarmingly, and Lizzie clasped a strap beside the window with two hands to stop herself from tumbling to the floor. Her maid let out a squeak when once more the carriage slipped on the muddy track, sending them to sway about like leaves in the wind.

      “Oh, Miss Lizzie, this is terrible. If we do not arrive soon I fear we’ll never make it.”

      It was a fear Lizzie herself had had multiple times already since they set off from her family’s estate early that morning. The weather from the south had come in so fast that by the time they’d left the last inn where they’d changed horses it was too late to go back.

      A howling sound whirred through the door and Lizzie shivered. “I’m sure the storm will pass soon. Do not worry, Mary. We’ll be there shortly, I promise.”

      Tears sprang in her maid’s eyes and Lizzie looked outside. Night was falling fast and still no sign of lights could be seen, no beacon of safety in this terrible storm.

      The carriage rocked to a halt, then dipped as the driver jumped down. Lizzie opened the door and it was wrenched open by the howling wind, hitting the side of the carriage with such force the window smashed onto the carriage seat. Her maid screamed, and she cursed.

      “Miss Lizzie, we’re at a crossroads, and the storm’s blown over the sign showing the direction of Lady Remmnick’s estate,” her driver yelled, the sheeting rain making it hard to hear what anyone was saying.

      She shivered, squinting as the rain pelted against her face. “Go left and we’ll hope for the best.”

      “Right ye are,” he said, shutting the door and leaving them alone once more.

      Lizzie reached under the carriage seat and pulled out a blanket, handing it to her maid. “Push the glass away with this and we’ll try to block the window a little.”

      Her maid did as she bade, and with a little trouble they managed to keep some of the weather from intruding into the vehicle. Not very successfully though, and by the time the carriage did arrive at the estate, both Lizzie and Mary were drenched and shivering with cold.

      A footman ran from inside the well-lit home, a most welcome haven after their ordeal.

      Lizzie stepped down and ran indoors along with her maid. Inside, a woman she’d never met before strode toward them, with a calm assurance and grace that was the opposite of how Lizzie looked and felt at that exact moment. In fact, she was pretty sure she was leaving a terrible wet puddle on the mosaic tiled floor.

      “Welcome, you’ve arrived just in time.”

      Lizzie dipped into a curtsy, wondering where Lady Remmnick was as this woman certainly wasn’t her ladyship. A servant walked past with a tray of champagne, and through an ajar door Lizzie spotted guests with masks, even though the lady before her didn’t have one herself. “Thank you so much for inviting me, but I must apologize for my tardy arrival. The weather outside is atrocious and we almost lost our way.”

      “You’re right on time. If you follow me upstairs, I’ll show you to your room where you can change.”

      “Thank you,” Lizzie said, looking about and taking in the home. The silence was deafening, and she frowned. Normally house parties were lively, with people milling about all over the place. The guests in the adjacent room were oddly quiet. “I’m Miss Lizzie Doherty by the way, and you are? I suspect Lady Remmnick is busy with the guests who are already here.”

      The woman stopped, placing a finger against her lips and shaking her head in silence. “No one has names here. Not for the next three days at least, my dear.”

      Lizzie stopped on the staircase’s top step, her maid’s furrowed brow reflecting her own thoughts. “May I enquire as to whose estate this is?”

      The lady laughed, a sultry sound that caused unease to coil through her blood. “That’s a secret too, although I’m sure you’re only teasing. You received an invite after all. You must have, to be here. The location is secret.” The woman paused, turning to face her. Lizzie met her inspection and wondered if she looked as pathetic as she felt standing before this golden goddess. “You did receive an invite, yes?”

      “I did, yes, but⁠—”

      “Well then, you may follow me and join the party once you’ve cleaned yourself up. We have recently had running water installed upstairs in every room, so you may have a bath if you wish. The gowns that are suitable for wear are in your armoire, and tonight’s color requirement is green, so please use a gown that’s appropriate. Your maid will find an appropriate mask in the tallboy.”

      Lizzie followed without saying a word, her mind a whirr of thoughts. Was this a new event Lady Remmnick had introduced at her house party? The approach was indeed intriguing. Lizzie would go along for now, but when she found Sally she would enquire about the details.

      A familiar laugh sounded, and she looked over the balustrade and spotted Lord Wakely coming out of one of the rooms downstairs. His stride and voice were as familiar as Lizzie’s own, so she would’ve known him anywhere, even if right now he had a black mask covering half his face. He was not supposed to be at Lady Remmnick’s house party.

      Clarity bloomed into Lizzie’s mind as it dawned upon her that it was she and not he who was at the wrong house party.

      She bit her lip, butterflies fluttering in her belly at the thought of him being here. This must be the house party that her friend Sally had been talking about. The one that was coveted by anyone who was anyone within the ton. And invite only.

      What was it that everyone got up to here that was so secretive?

      “This is your room, my dear.”

      With a flourish, the woman showed Lizzie into her bedchamber situated at the end of a long corridor. A frisson of excitement ran through her that she was actually here. Even if she wasn’t supposed to be. How fortuitous that the current evening’s activity was a masquerade.

      Lizzie walked into the room and marvelled at the beautiful furniture and decorations throughout. A large bed with a canopy rested before the windows. She’d never seen such a layout before, but didn’t mind it in the least. It looked delightful, in fact. There was a large tub for bathing, along with a wash basin and bowl. Two high-backed chairs sat before the fire, with deep green covering that suited the dark wooden floor and the green coverlet on the bed. It wasn’t the least feminine, nor overly masculine either. In fact, it was just a perfectly lovely, welcoming room.

      “This is quite acceptable. Thank you,” Lizzie said, setting down her bonnet on the ladies writing desk.

      “I’ll have one of my own maids sent up to show your girl what you should wear and when. I will see you in an hour downstairs for dinner.”

      Lizzie nodded, trying dreadfully hard not to show her nerves at what she was about to embark on. At any time she could be caught and sent home, ruined beyond repair because she had no chaperone present.

      As soon as the door closed behind the mysterious woman, Mary turned toward her, her eyes as round as the moon. “Miss Lizzie, ye can’t stay here. This house, these guests…well, did ye see the gentleman that was about downstairs? He had a mask on, covering himself for some reason. I have a feeling this party is not like the ones you are used to.”

      Lizzie looked out the window and a black, stormy night greeted her. Should this party be what she assumed it to be, one of ill repute and debauchery, there was little she could do about it now. She was here whether she wanted to be or not, and there was no way they could leave for the Remmnicks’ house party in this weather.

      The gale rattled the window as if in agreement and Lizzie pulled the heavy velvet drapes closed to keep it at bay. But she also couldn’t help but thank providence that she had arrived on this doorstep instead of Lady Remmnick’s. For years there had been rumors–tales of debauchery regarding the parties Lord Wakely attended. Now she had a chance to see for herself what was fiction and what was truth.

      “I will bathe and change into what they wish me to wear, put on my mask, and at the first opportunity tomorrow we shall leave. No one will guess who we are if you stay here in the adjacent room, and I’ll keep my identity secret. Something I’m guessing they wish us to do, since we’re not to use any names at all or show our faces.”

      “Well, ye can’t go about the house as no one. What name shall you use if you’re asked?”

      Good question. Lizzie frowned. She had always liked Eve as a name, and it would do should she have to come up with something. “If anyone asks, call me Mrs. Eve Jacobs, a widow from Cumbria. That’s far enough away that no one would’ve ever heard of me.”

      “And your husband died how?”

      A light knock sounded on the door and her maid bid another young woman welcome. The young lady showed Mary how to pour the bath and where the linen was kept before laying out Lizzie’s dress for the evening and showing Mary where the masks were kept.

      Once they were alone again, and Lizzie was undressing for the bath, she said, “A tumor in his belly is what killed my husband. Not that I expect anyone to ask, or that servants would be enquiring about me, but just in case. I’m sure they’ve seen these sorts of events before, where questions are frowned upon.”

      “I will do as ye ask, Miss Lizzie. I promise,” Mary said, turning off the tap.

      The hot water of the hipbath was a welcoming delight after the cold journey they had endured. She sent Mary away and shut her eyes. Images of Lord Wakely filled her mind. His mask made him look forbidden, dangerous, and her nipples puckered in response. She ran the soap over her body, imagining his lordship’s hands instead, and a heavy longing ached between her legs. For so long she’d wanted to throw herself at his head and see if he’d have any response to her, such as the visceral response she’d always had with him.

      His satin knee breeches and gleaming hessians had accentuated his athletic form. He was certainly not a man who lay about. Much too perfectly shaped for that. As for his coat and perfectly tied cravat, and the pieces of his hair hanging about his mask, she could only agree that what Sally said about him resembling a pirate really did ring true. Maybe he’d plunder her.

      She chuckled at her own unladylike imaginings and washed away the soap. In all seriousness, she really ought to take into account what her being here could mean for her future. Her cousin may have gifted her an endowment, but it didn’t come without certain obligations that had to be met. Hamish had stipulated that he would speak to whomever Lizzie wished for as a husband, and if he found him genuine, and in love with Lizzie, he would give his blessing on the marriage, and thus pave the way for her to receive her fortune. Should Hamish not come to this conclusion upon meeting her intended, he would not allow the marriage to proceed.

      To maintain her reputation, it was essential that no one found out she was here. And if she did approach Lord Wakely, would he have any interest in her? Or would he send her away? Lizzie sighed, touching her lips and wondering if his kiss would be as sweet and all-consuming as she imagined it to be. He was a renowned rake, so he would certainly know what to do…

      She threw the soap away, her mind made up. She would go downstairs disguised, and see how the night progressed. The storm made it impossible to leave, but that did not mean she had to spend the night enclosed within her chambers. If Lord Wakely happened to take a liking to her masked self, she would enjoy a stolen kiss or two but nothing else. Never would she put her future in jeopardy. Not when she was so close to having her hands upon her fortune, all for herself and without anyone else lording it over her for the rest of her life.

      If she could not find a husband who loved her, she would love all that her fortune could give her instead.
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      Hugo stood at the piano, listening as their hostess Lady X, as she liked to be known, even though all those in attendance knew she was really Lady Xenia Campbell, a widow whose husband had died during a carriage race. She had chosen a lovely sedate piece of music from Mozart to the gathered throng that did not impinge on or distract from what the guests were discussing. A lover of music, Hugo leaned over the pianoforte and surveyed the room and all the guests who had arrived over the last day.

      All of them were up to mischief and wanting to escape the confines of London Society and what was expected of them. All of them wanted to be here to partake in the pleasures of the flesh without censure or guilt. He had attended quite a few of these events over the years, and sometimes even partook in the games that were afoot, but alas this would be his last. After his father’s last decree in his will, Hugo had only until July twenty-third to procure a wife, or he’d be without funds to continue the life to which he was accustomed.

      His initial reaction to being told what to do had been rebellion, and he’d done everything he could not to look for a wife. But of late he’d felt restless, disillusioned with the games and intrigues within the ton. He’d decided that Miss Edwina Fox, an untitled gentleman’s daughter with a fortune that would suit the terms of his father’s will, would suit his pocket very well. She was honest, not a silly young woman, maybe a little cold and aloof, but marriage to her might be tolerable enough. He did not love her, but he certainly liked her very much. And with the time constraints he was now under, she would have to do. There was little time left to look for another suitable bride.

      The parlor door opened, and he wrenched himself upright, almost spilling his whisky as he did so. What the devil was Lizzie Doherty doing here?

      His gaze devoured her like a man starved of food. Her dark emerald gown brought out her perfect cream skin and made her fiery auburn hair positively shine. Not to mention her breasts were amply advertised. He shut his mouth with a snap. Never had he seen her dressed so provocatively, presenting herself for the taking. She didn’t move, simply took in the room, and the breath in his lungs froze while his blood pumped hot in his veins.

      She was magnificent. A small smile tweaked his lips. How could he not admire her being so bold, so brave, when she had one of the strictest mothers in all England?

      Hugo took in the room’s reaction and frowned, not liking the fact that all the gentleman present were admiring her, some with a hunger that matched his own.

      He’d not let any of them touch one hair on her body. She was his, and his alone. If anyone was going to pluck her innocence it would be him.

      He took a calming breath, reeling himself back to reality. What was he thinking? He could not touch her either. To even imagine taking her to bed was such a breach of trust that he’d never be able to re-establish the friendship between himself and Lord Leighton. He fisted his hands, fighting his body that had hardened at the sight of her, even knowing who she was.

      Thank the lord for the masks they wore, well-made ones that ensured no one’s identity was absolutely obvious. Even if most of the guests knew by now who everyone was, it was not always the case, as it seemed right now with Lizzie. Yes, he’d picked her out, but one was wont to do such a thing when one often appreciated the lithe, delicate, and yet bountifully gifted Lizzie in person.

      With a strength Hugo had always known she possessed, Lizzie steeled her back, raised her chin, and met the ogling guests head on.

      Lord Finley sauntered up to her, and Hugo ground his teeth. The gentleman had hands as slimy as an eel’s skin and was a regular at these parties. Always willing to shove his cock into anything agreeable.

      “Friend of yours, sir?”

      Hugo turned to his hostess and shook his head. The last person he would tell was Lady X. She was as meddling as his father at times, and he didn’t need any more people interfering in his life.

      Lady X chuckled as she continued to play. “Miss Lizzie Doherty, I believe. Not that I’m going to tell anyone here, mind you. But I greeted her late this afternoon when she arrived. I’ve had it from my steward that her carriage was turned about in this afternoon’s storm and they arrived here instead of Lady Remmnick’s house party three miles away. If she keeps her identify a secret, no harm shall come of her.”

      So that was how she came to be here. He didn’t think Lizzie was into the kind of lifestyle most of the people present enjoyed. Not unless she was living in a world he knew nothing of. “You should’ve told her to stay in her room and not come out. You know what goes on at these types of parties. Hell, she’s a lovely sweetmeat just ripe for the eating.”

      “And would you like to eat her, my lord?” His hostess grinned up at him, devilment in her gaze. “Something tells me you would.”

      Hugo wouldn’t deny the charge, nor would he answer such a question. Did he wish to eat the delectable little Lizzie? Hell yes, he did…had for a very long time. Over the months that they had been thrown together due to their mutual friendships, and her relationship to the Earl and Countess of Leighton, he’d become quite fond of her. Had she not been a poor relative of the Earl, Hugo would’ve courted her instead of Miss Fox. He certainly liked her more than anyone he’d ever previously met, and found she brought forth in him a hunger he’d not known before with any other woman.

      Certainly, he was too fond to allow her to lose herself to the pretty talk and false promises that the current Lord Finley was no doubt whispering in her ear.

      “Do not tell anyone of her being here. I will make certain she returns to Lady Remmnick’s house party on the morrow.”

      Lady X nodded. “I think that would be best.”

      Hugo strolled about the room, keeping his attention sporadically fixed on Lizzie. How beautiful she looked tonight in her green, revealing empire cut gown. The dress appeared to be a size too small, and her breasts, which had always been generous, filled the top of the garment more than they should. It fell about her slender frame, her silver slippered shoes peeking out from beneath the hem.

      Without being obvious, he made his way to Lizzie’s side, although by the time he arrived his patience had waned, just as his temper had spiked at the attention the little minx was getting from those who ought to know better. What was worse was that Hugo knew that even if some of the gentlemen who courted her now were aware of who she was, it would make not one ounce of difference. They would still wish to seduce her, have and enjoy all that she could give them, and walk away leaving her to fend for herself.

      He bowed, taking her gloved hand and kissing it in welcome. “I do not believe we’ve been introduced.” Lord Finlay glared at his interruption, but didn’t comment, simply stood by, silent.

      Her eyes widened, and his interest spiked. Did she know who he was? Would she run away or stay if she did? Lizzie dipped into a perfect curtsy, her rouge-covered lips lifting into a grin. Desire rushed through his veins and without doubt Hugo confirmed his suspicions. He wanted her. In his bed. His and only his. Which, he reminded himself, he couldn’t do. He wasn’t able to marry a woman with no dowry. Maybe she’d be open to a stolen kiss before he sent her home… It was worth a thought.

      “My lord,” she said, not an ounce of fear in her voice.

      “My lady,” he said, although he knew she held no title to speak of. At these parties it had been long agreed that no names should be spoken, and that everyone was a lord and lady in this environment, even if they acted less than the ideal their name would normally be associated with.

      “You’re new to our gathering. Are you enjoying the night so far?”

      She smiled, and there was no doubt left in his mind as to who stood before him. “I am, yes. It’s been quite pleasant so far.”

      Lord Benedict approached and bowed over her hand, placing a lingering kiss on her wrist. “And mayhap the night will end pleasurably for you too, my lady…should you choose me, that is.”

      The need to pummel Lord Benedict into dirt on the Aubusson rug was almost too much to resist. But she was new to these events and so every gentleman, and some ladies, would want to experience her mystery. Lizzie’s cheeks flushed bright red and Hugo took her arm, steering her away from the party. “Some wine, perhaps,” he said, turning their backs on the confounded lord.

      “Thank you. I fear I’m not used to such…entertainments.”

      “So, you’ve never attended one of these parties before? I thought you were new. I would’ve remembered you.” He was flirting, and her coquettish smile made him want to tease her even more, if only to see more of the same.

      “No, never.” She took the glass of wine he offered and, to his amusement, downed it almost immediately.

      “Refreshing?”

      She laughed, placing her glass on the tray of a passing footman before taking another. “In need of fortifying, more like.”

      Hugo chuckled and nodded in agreement. If the elixir of drink helped her relax in the environment she now found herself, who was he to naysay her? He would however remain by her side and ensure that no harm came to her reputation, and no rake that now graced the parlor went within a foot of her person. Unless it was him of course.

      It was the least he could do, being a family friend. Or so he kept telling himself.
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        * * *

      

      Some hours later–delightful, exciting hours at that–Lizzie strolled toward her room, her body very aware of the tall, masculine frame walking beside her. Hugo stood back as she came to her door, and Lizzie wished the night wouldn’t end. What would he do if she were to proposition him? Turn her away, or take her in his arms?

      She licked her lips at the thought of being held by him as she wished. After all the months that she had lusted after this gentleman, to have him before her, quite alone and without the worry of being caught since this party was for the very purpose of being naughty, was a temptation she wanted to explore.

      She reached out and touched the lapels of his coat. Lord Wakely stilled under her palm. Having watched the other ladies tonight waltz a dance of seduction with their chosen gentlemen, Lizzie had picked up on a couple of ideas. She leaned forward, placing her body scandalously close to his, and his eyes darkened in hunger.

      The entire evening he’d stayed by her side, ensuring her every comfort was met, so would he now ensure her every desire was as well? Surely that meant she was about to be kissed. Her first kiss, and with a man she’d long admired as well as desired. Not that she was willing to throw her maidenhead out the window, but a kiss couldn’t hurt.

      “I hope you enjoyed your first night?” he asked, leaning against the door’s threshold, his cravat untied and hanging loose about his neck. She itched to rip it off and slide her hands over his chest, not just his lapels, and feel the muscles respond to her touch.

      “I did, thank you. It has been quite entertaining and eye opening as well.” Like when she had seen the Countess of Eden, whose mask had slipped during a passionate kiss with one of the first gentlemen who’d bowed before her upon arrival in the parlor. They had all but bundled each other out of the room and not returned. Lizzie had little doubt as to what the couple were up to at this very moment. Heat bloomed on her cheeks and she bit her lip, thanking providence that his lordship couldn’t read minds.

      “That tends to be the case at these parties.” He closed the space even further between them, so that her breasts were brushing his chest and coiling heat to her core. He kissed her cheek and her knees wobbled. Without thought she leaned into the embrace, closing her eyes as the smell of sandalwood intoxicated her senses. Lord Wakely paused a moment, his breath whispering foreign words against her neck.

      “Do you attend these parties often, my lord?” The question came out breathless and she cursed knowing he would be aware of what his nearness did to her. Made her want things no respectable woman would dare think of. Made her yearn for a man’s touch over that of respectability or propriety. She fisted his lapels in her hands, holding him close.

      “This is my last.” He kissed the lobe of her ear and she shivered.

      “Why is that?” He kissed her ear again and she bit back a moan. Golly he made her ache, made her want so much.

      Her attention snapped to his lips. His hand clasped her nape, his fingers tangling into her hair. This was it. Right here and now, Lord Wakely was going to kiss her. Show her everything she’d been missing all these years. Her body shook with expectation and she leaned up on tiptoe to better meet his height.

      He pulled back, severing their nearness, and she stumbled a little before righting herself. He watched her a moment, a muscle working in his jaw. “That, my dear, is a conversation best had on another day.” He bowed. “I will be across the hall should you need any assistance.”

      Lizzie watched his lordship run away from her as if she had the pox, his door closing with more force than was necessary. She slumped against the door frame, frowning. Why had he run away like that? These parties were supposed to end with seduction and pleasure, or at the very least a passionate kiss that would make her toes curl in her slippers. Unless he knew who she was and wouldn’t touch her because of her cousin Lord Leighton, one of his best friends?

      If he did suspect who she was, it meant that his attendance on her this evening had been wholly to ensure she remained safe and not assaulted by the other gentlemen present. Disappointment stabbed her. How mortifying if that were true. And she’d thrown herself at his head like a desperate ninny. Her cheeks burned, and tears blurred her vision.

      Mary was waiting for her when she came into her room, and with her maid’s help, Lizzie was soon in bed, reliving the feel of his lips on her cheek, and then again on her earlobe. A disturbing little thrum thumped between her legs at the memory and she rolled over, squeezing her thighs together to soothe the need that coursed through her.

      How could he bring forth such a reaction within her if she meant nothing to him? Could men have reactions to women in such a way? Did it even matter who warmed their bed, just so long as someone did? If he was never interested in kissing her in the first place, why had he kissed her neck? It made no sense.

      Could men be so fickle?

      The sound of the pounding rain on the window lulled her for a time, but it did little to soothe her disappointed hopes. When he’d sought her out early in the evening she’d felt such anticipation that the night would end in a kiss. That he would find her interesting and charming. She could only conclude that he knew who she was and was being a gentleman, a good friend to her cousin. The embrace before bidding her goodnight had been a slip in his armor and nothing else. He might even have done it to try to scare her off, tell her without words that this party was not for her and she shouldn’t be here.

      For if there was one thing she knew for sure about Lord Wakely, it was that he took what he wanted. That he didn’t take her was all she needed to know.

      Just like her life in London, here at Lady X’s house party, she was undesirable. A wallflower destined for the spinster shelf. Well, at least she’d have her cats for company, and bucketloads of money. It was better than nothing.
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      Lizzie rolled over in her bed and stared at the ceiling of her room. Images of men and women in very compromising positions looked down at her, their smiles and gazes of satisfaction mocking her and her inability to seduce the man she wanted. Had wanted for an age.

      Here she was, at the most sought-after party of the Season, and she’d failed to gain a kiss from a man who was famous in the ton for seduction. She looked at the discarded mask she’d worn the night before. No one should’ve recognized her wearing it, but Lord Wakely wasn’t everyone.

      Did he know who she was? And if so, even though he hadn’t kissed her, why didn’t he send her packing the moment he realized who graced the scandalous house party? For all his rakehell ways, as a gentleman he would see such a task as only right and honorable.

      But he had not. In fact, he’d flirted with her for most of the night. His attentions prior to dinner were telling, as were his hot stares throughout the meal, not to mention that kiss before saying goodnight. Well, a chaste peck against her cheek, her ear, her neck…

      She sighed, looking at the curtains still drawn against the morning sun. Getting up, she walked over to them and pulled one back, taking in the landscape before her. This side of the home sported a lawned area that flowed like a green sea into the oak forest a little way away. From here she could just make out the roof of a summer house hidden amongst the woodland. There were many leaves and small sticks lying on the ground from the previous night’s storm, and she watched for a moment as a gardener tried to clear away as much as he could.

      Sensing movement on the terrace below, she looked down and watched as the very gentleman who haunted her dreams smoked a cheroot while leaning casually against the terrace balustrade. From here she could make very little out of his features, and yet his height and stature gave him away.

      He stood outdoors, covered only by a thin white shirt that did nothing to hide his muscular form, which flexed beneath the shirt with the smallest amount of movement. Lizzie sighed, admiring his muscled thighs that today were encased in tan, skin-tight breeches. Not for the first time she was jealous of whoever ended up marrying him.

      He walked along the terrace, looking out on the grounds as well, and she realized he wore no boots. She’d never seen a man’s feet before, and seeing Lord Wakely’s only left her eager to see more of him in a similarly naked way.

      She ran her finger along the pane of glass. What a shame it was that men like Lord Wakely were never interested in the meek, mild debutantes who graced Almack’s with their parents in hand. Something she was still unfortunately doing, since her mother wasn’t privy to her endowment. She only had two more years and the money her cousin had bestowed upon her would be hers, marriage no longer a necessity. Her mother could be told then, when she no longer had any say in her life. Until then, Lizzie was happy to behave, and do as she was told.

      Men like Lord Wakely enjoyed women, married or otherwise, such as the ones at this house party. They only wanted their wives to grace ballrooms with elegance and accomplishment that would do their names proud, but never to love and be besotted by them. Unless they were cut from a different cloth, like her cousin Lord Leighton, the Duke of Athelby, or the Marquess of Aaron, who were the exceptions to that rule.

      A longing to know what it was exactly that went on between husband and wife assailed Lizzie, and with it an urge to stomp her foot. Last evening she should have pressed him for more, taken what she wanted and be damned the consequence.

      She should’ve shoved her fears aside and kissed him, not concerned herself with what he would say and do. Then, if he had sent her home without touching her, without bestowing her first kiss, well, it wouldn’t have been without trying. In any case his rejection of her hurt, but at least if she had been brave she would’ve had a kiss, chaste as it might be, before she was bade goodnight.

      Now, she seemed to have missed her chance. If the rumors were true, he was courting Miss Fox–a woman with ducal titles in her blood, who would bring to marriage numerous estates, and money. Lots of it. Did he care for that woman? Was that why he pulled away? The ton whispered that the union would only be a marriage of convenience, but maybe it wasn’t. The thought depressed her. She didn’t want Lord Wakely to want anyone else.

      The memory of his kiss against her neck hinted that the union was indeed one of convenience, which left her wondering why he wanted Miss Fox as his wife. Was his lordship looking to align himself with a woman of wealth? And if so, why? The Wakely family had always been affluent.

      If his lordship was in need of funds, and by some miracle he did turn his attentions toward her, it was imperative that he not find out about her endowment. She could not stomach any man marrying her for money alone. Just as her cousin had stated all those years ago, if a man fell in love with her, as poor as he thought her, then he was the man worthy of her heart, and her fortune.

      Lizzie sat down in the window nook. After seeing her cousin, the Earl Leighton, marry the love of his life, Kat, she could never settle for a marriage of convenience. No, she wanted so much more than that. Passion was what she desired. Passion and love. And without either of those emotions she would never marry at all, no matter what her mama had to say about it.

      A knock at the door sounded and she jumped. A moment later, her maid entered with a breakfast tray laden with delicious food that made her stomach rumble.

      Lizzie went about her morning routine, washing and breaking her fast before her maid helped her dress in a cream cotton morning gown with silk ribbons that trimmed the hem. Mary arranged her hair into a motif of curls, and as she pushed the last pin into position, the lady who had welcomed her the day before entered.

      Her maid dipped into a curtsy and left to go to the adjacent room, giving them privacy. Lizzie stood. “Good morning, Lady X.”

      The woman didn’t smile, but simply stood before her, hands clasped in front of her, a slight frown line marring her forehead. “I must apologize, Miss Doherty, for I have done you a most grievous injustice and one I shall remedy. I was a little hazy of mind after drinking champagne most of the afternoon yesterday, and I should never have played my little game and allowed you to join us downstairs last evening. Be assured that I’m doing all that I can to ensure your safe passage to Lady Remmnick’s house party, which is the location you should have arrived at yesterday afternoon. I promise I shall do all that I can to keep your reputation intact after you leave.”

      Heat bloomed on Lizzie’s cheeks and she cringed at being caught. “It is I who must apologize. I should have told you immediately that I was not whom you expected, and what had happened to us in the storm that ensured our arrival here. I hope I haven’t put you out with my attendance. It was not purposely done.”

      Lady X came over and clasped Lizzie’s hands. “You have not put me out in the slightest, but you have put your own reputation at extreme risk. My house parties are not like…well, let’s just say, they are wicked. I’m sure you saw last night the happenings and goings on that occur. I thought it would be a lark to allow you one night, and then send you on your way today, but I was wrong. And now my keeping you here as a little distraction for myself may have put you in grave risk.”

      “Why so, my lady?” Lizzie asked. “We will simply ready the carriage and I shall be on my way. No harm in that.”

      Her ladyship sighed. “There is a stream that all vehicles in and out of the estate must pass through. It is flooded by the storm, terribly so in fact. Therefore, you are stranded here with us for at least three days. I am so sorry.”

      An array of emotions ran through Lizzie at her ladyship’s words. Lord Wakely had walked away from their interlude. To have to face him again and not be able to leave and hide, to pretend she had never been here and ignore the fact she had offered herself up like a sweetmeat, was mortifying. Then again, another night under Lady X’s roof could be her chance to change his mind… He had slipped a little and kissed her neck. Could she get him to do more than that if he knew she was willing?

      They were to wear masks at all times, so her anonymity was secure. Even if he did suspect her, there was no way he could prove she was ever here, and she’d never admit it. Not to anyone.

      Another night in his lordship’s company could be a coup she’d not thought to have. “Will you sit, my lady? There is something I wish to tell you and you may need to be seated to hear it.”

      The woman raised her brow but did as Lizzie asked. She flattened her hands against her knees once seated on a nearby chair. “What is it you wish to tell me? I’m all ears, my dear.”

      Lizzie took a breath, trying to calm the nerves that fluttered in her belly. “There is really no polite way of saying what I wish to, so I’m just going to be honest. I’m actually very happy to be stuck here, and even though I know this must shock you, I would like to continue with the party, take part, and enjoy the time that I have left.”

      Her ladyship’s brow rose. “I do not think my house party is the right place for you, my dear. What if it becomes known that you’re present? Both of our reputations will be put in jeopardy, yours for innocence lost and mine due to the inability for people to attend incognito.” She worked her hands in her lap. “You’re unchaperoned and I do not wish to be part of a plot that ends with the ruination of an innocent. I’m ashamed that I even allowed this charade to start in the first place.”

      “But that is where you’re wrong. This is the perfect place for me. If I continue to wear my mask, then no one shall know my identity. And I’m not going to lose my innocence to anyone in attendance, if you’re worried about that. There is only one gentleman for me, whom I like more than anyone else. I live in hope you see that his interest will turn toward me too, even though I know I have no chance.”

      “Is the man in attendance? I really ought to just cosset you away and keep you safe,” Lady X said, her gaze weary.

      Something in her ladyship’s voice gave Lizzie pause and she wondered if the woman already
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