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            Chapter One

         
         Alistair ran his finger once more along the neatly penned column of sums his secretary had left on his desk. This was what
            respectability looked like: a ledger filled with black ink, maintained by a servant whose wages had been paid on time.
         

         
         He would never tire of seeing the numbers do what he wanted them to do, what they ought to do out of sheer decency and moral fortitude. Here it was, plain numerical proof that the marquessate had—finally—more money
            coming in than it had going out. Not long ago this very library was besieged by a steady stream of his late father’s creditors
            and mistresses and assorted other disgraceful hangers-on, all demanding a piece of the badly picked-over pie. But now Alistair
            de Lacey, eighth Marquess of Pembroke, could add financial solvency to the list of qualities that made him the model of propriety.
         

         
         This pleasant train of thought was interrupted by the sound of an apologetic cough coming from the doorway.

         
         “Hopkins?” Alistair asked, looking up.

         
         “A person has called, my lord.” The butler fairly radiated distress. “I took the liberty of showing her into the morning room.”

         
         Her? It couldn’t be any of his aunts, because those formidable ladies would have barged right into the library. Alistair felt
            his heart sink. “Dare I ask?”
         

         
         “Mrs. Allenby, my lord,” Hopkins intoned, as if every syllable pained him to utter.

         
         Well might he look pained. Mrs. Allenby, indeed. She was the most notorious of his late father’s mistresses and if there was
            one thing Alistair had learned in the years since his father’s death, it was that the arrival of any of these doxies inevitably
            presaged an entry in red ink in the ledger that sat before him.
         

         
         And now she was sitting in the morning room? The same morning room his mother had once used to receive callers? Good Lord,
            no. Not that he could think of a more suitable place for that woman to be brought.
         

         
         “Send her up here, if you will, Hopkins.”

         
         A moment later, a woman mortifyingly close to his own age swept into the library. “Heavens, Pembroke, but you’re shut up in
            a veritable tomb,” she said, as if it could possibly be any of her business. “You’ll ruin your eyes trying to read in the
            dark.” And then she actually had the presumption to draw back one of the curtains, letting a broad shaft of sunlight into
            the room.
         

         
         Alistair was momentarily blinded by the unexpected brightness. Motes of dust danced in the light, making him uncomfortably
            aware that his servants were not doing an adequate job with the cleaning, and also that perhaps the room had been a trifle
            dark after all.
         

         
         “Do take a seat,” he offered, but only after she had already dropped gracefully into one of the chairs near the fire.

         
         The years had been reprehensibly kind to Portia Allenby, and Alistair felt suddenly conscious that the same could not be said
            for himself. She had no gray in her jet-black hair and no need for spectacles. The subdued half mourning she had adopted after
            his father’s death made her look less like a harlot who had been acquired by the late marquess on a drunken spree across the
            continent some eighteen years ago, and more like a decent widow.
         

         
         “I’ll not waste your time, Pembroke. I’m here about Amelia.”

         
         “Amelia,” Alistair repeated slowly, as if trying that word out for the first time.

         
         “My eldest daughter,” she clarified, patiently playing along with Alistair’s feigned ignorance. Your sister, she didn’t need to add.
         

         
         “And which one is she?” Alistair drummed his fingers on the desk. “The ginger one with the freckles?” All the Allenby girls
            were ginger-haired and freckled, having had the great misfortune to take after the late marquess rather than their beautiful
            mother.
         

         
         Mrs. Allenby ignored his rudeness. “She’s eighteen. I’d like for her to make a proper come out.”

         
         So she wanted money. No surprise there. “My dear lady,” he said frostily, “you cannot possibly need for money. My father saw
            to it that you and your children were amply provided for.” In fact, his father had spent the last months of his life seeing
            to little else, selling and mortgaging everything not nailed down in order to keep this woman and the children he had sired
            on her in suitably grand style.
         

         
         “You’re quite right, Pembroke, I don’t need a farthing.” She smoothed the dove-gray silk of her gown across her lap, whether
            out of self-consciousness or in order to emphasize how well-lined her coffers were, Alistair could not guess. “What I hoped
            was that you could arrange for Amelia to be invited to a dinner or two.” She smiled, as if Alistair ought to be relieved to
            hear this request. “Even a tea or a luncheon would go a long way.”
         

         
         Alistair was momentarily speechless. He removed his spectacles and carefully polished them on his handkerchief before tucking
            them into his pocket. “Surely I have mistaken you. I have no doubt that among your numerous acquaintances you could find someone
            willing to invite your daughter to festivities of any kind.” The woman ran a monthly salon, for God’s sake. She was firmly,
            infuriatingly located right on the fringes of decent society. Every poet and radical, not to mention every gently born person
            with a penchant for libertinism, visited her drawing room. Alistair had to positively go out of his way to avoid her.
         

         
         “You’re quite right,” she replied blithely, as if insensible to the insult. “The problem is that she’s had too many of those
            invitations. She’s in a fair way to becoming a bluestocking, not to put too fine a point on it. I hope that a few evenings
            spent in, ah, more exalted company will give her mind a different turn.”
         

         
         Had she just suggested that her own associates were too serious-minded for a young girl? It was almost laughable. But not
            as laughable as the idea that Alistair ought to lend his countenance to the debut of any daughter of the notorious Mrs. Allenby,
            regardless of whose by-blow the child was. “My dear lady, you cannot expect—”
         

         
         “Goodness, Pembroke. I’m not asking for her to be presented at court, or for vouchers to Almack’s. I was hoping you could
            prevail on one of Ned’s sisters to invite her to dinner.” If she were aware of what it did to Alistair to hear his father
            referred to thusly, she did not show it. “The old Duke of Devonshire acknowledged his mistress’s child, you know. It can’t
            reflect poorly on you or your aunts to throw my children a few crumbs.”
         

         
         So now, after bringing his father to the brink of disgrace and ruin, she was an expert on what would or would not reflect
            poorly on a man, was she? The mind simply boggled.
         

         
         “Of course I wouldn’t expect to attend with her,” she continued.

         
         He reared back in his chair. “Good God, I should think not.”

         
         Only then did she evidently grasp that she was not about to prevail. “I only meant that I would engage a suitable chaperone.
            But I see that I’ve bothered you for no reason.” She rose to her feet with an audible swish of costly silks. “I wish you well,
            Pembroke.”
         

         
         Alistair was only warming to the topic, though. “If I were to acknowledge all my father’s bastards I’d have to start a charitable
            foundation. There would be opera dancers and housemaids lined up down the street.”
         

         
         At this she turned back to face him. “You do your father an injustice. He was not a man of temperate desires, but he and I
            shared a life together from the moment we met until he died.”
         

         
         “I feel certain both your husband and my mother were touched to discover that the two of you had such an aptitude for domestic
            felicity, despite all appearances to the contrary.” Mr. Allenby had been discarded as surely as Alistair’s mother had been.
         

         
         Was that pity that crossed the woman’s face? “As I said, I’m truly sorry to have bothered you today.” She sighed. “Gilbert
            is a regular visitor at my house. I mention that not to provoke you but only to suggest that if you’re determined not to acknowledge
            the connection, you ought to bring your brother under bridle.”
         

         
         She dropped a small curtsy that didn’t seem even slightly ironic, and left Alistair alone in his library. He felt uncomfortable,
            vaguely guilty, but he knew perfectly well that he had behaved properly. His father had devoted his life to squandering money
            and tarnishing his name by any means available to him: cards, horses, women, bad investments. And he had left the mess to
            be cleaned up by his son. Alistair, at least, would leave the family name and finances intact for future generations.
         

         
         He paced to the windows and began pulling back the rest of the curtains. It annoyed him to admit that Mrs. Allenby had been
            right about anything, but the room really was too dark. He had been working too hard, too long, but even now with all the
            curtains opened, the room was still gloomy. The late winter sun had sunk behind the row of houses on the opposite side of
            Grosvenor Square, casting only a thin, pallid light into the room. He went to the hearth to poke the fire back to life.
         

         
         His plan had been to double check the books and then go out for a ride, but the hour for that had come and gone. He could
            dress and take an early dinner at his club, perhaps. Even though the Season had not quite started, there were enough people
            in town to make the outing worthwhile. It was never a bad idea for Alistair to show his face and remind the world that this
            Marquess of Pembroke, at least, did not spend his evenings in orgies of dissipation.
         

         
         As he tried not to think of the debauchery these walls had contained, there came another apologetic cough from the doorway.

         
         “Another caller, my lord,” Hopkins said. “A young gentleman.”

         
         Alistair suppressed a groan. This was the outside of enough. “Send him up.” He inwardly prayed that the caller wasn’t an associate
            of Gilbert’s, some shabby wastrel Alistair’s younger brother had lost money to at the gambling tables. He glanced at the card
            Hopkins had given him. Robert Selby. The fact that the name rang no bells for him did nothing to put his mind at ease.
         

         
         But the man Hopkins ushered into the library didn’t seem like the sort of fellow who frequented gambling hells. He looked
            to be hardly twenty, with sandy hair that hung a trifle too long to be à la mode and clothes that were respectably, but not
            fashionably, cut.
         

         
         “I’m ever so grateful, my lord.” The young man took a half step closer, but seemed to check his progress when he noticed Alistair’s
            expression. “I know what an imposition it must be. But the matter is so dashed awkward I hardly wanted to put it to you in
            a letter.”
         

         
         It got worse and worse. Matters too awkward to be put in letters inevitably veered toward begging or blackmail. Alistair folded
            his arms and leaned against the chimneypiece. “Go on,” he ordered.
         

         
         “It’s my sister, you see. Your father was her godfather.”

         
         Alistair jerked to attention. “My father was your sister’s godfather?” He was incredulous. There could hardly have been any
            creature on this planet less suited to be an infant’s godparent than the late Lord Pembroke. “He went to church?” Really,
            the image of his father leaning over the baptismal font and promising to be mindful of the baby’s soul was something Alistair
            would make a point of recalling the next time his spirits were low.
         

         
         “I daresay he did, my lord,” Selby continued brightly, as if he had no idea of the late marquess’s character. “I was too young
            to remember the event, I’m afraid.”
         

         
         “And what can you possibly require of me, Mr. Selby?” Alistair did not even entertain the possibility that Selby was here
            for the pleasure of his company. “Not an hour ago I refused to help a person with a far greater claim on the estate than you
            have.”
         

         
         The fellow had the grace to blush, at least. “My sister and I have no claim on you at all. It’s only that I’m in quite a fix
            and I don’t know who else to turn to. She’s of an age where I need to find her a husband, but . . .” His voice trailed off,
            and he regarded Alistair levelly, as if deciding whether he could be confided in. Presumptuous. “Well, frankly, she’s too
            pretty and too trusting to take to Bath or Brighton. She’d marry someone totally unsuitable. I had thought to bring her to
            London, where she would have a chance to meet worthier people.”
         

         
         Alistair retrieved his spectacles from his coat pocket and carefully put them on. This Selby fellow didn’t seem delusional,
            but he was speaking like a madman. “That’s a terrible plan.”
         

         
         “Well, now I know that, my lord.” He smiled broadly, exposing too many teeth and creating an excess of crinkles around his
            eyes. Alistair suddenly wished that there was enough light to get a better look at this lad. “We’ve been here a few weeks
            and it’s all too clear that the connections I made at Cambridge aren’t enough to help Louisa. She needs better than that.”
            He shot Alistair another grin, as if they were in on the same joke.
         

         
         Alistair opened his mouth to coolly explain that he could not help Mr. Selby’s sister, no matter how good her looks or how
            bad her circumstances. But he found that he couldn’t quite give voice to any of his usual crisp denials. “Have you no relations?”
         

         
         “None that suit the purpose, my lord,” Selby said frankly. This Mr. Selby had charming manners, even when he met with disappointment.
            Alistair would give him that much—it would have been a relief to see Gilbert develop such pleasant ways instead of his usual
            fits of sullenness. “Our parents died some years ago,” Selby continued. “We brought an elderly aunt with us, but we grew up
            in quite a remote part of Northumberland, and if we have any relations in London, we’ve never heard of them.”
         

         
         Northumberland? Now, what the devil could Alistair’s father have been doing in Northumberland? Quite possibly he had gotten
            drunk at a hunt party in Melton Mowbray and simply lost his way home, leaving a string of debauched housemaids and misbegotten
            children in his wake.
         

         
         That made something else occur to Alistair. “There’s no suggestion that your sister is my father’s natural child?”

         
         “My—good heavens, no.” Selby seemed astonished, possibly offended by the slight to his mother’s honor. “Certainly not.”

         
         Thank God for that, at least. Alistair leaned back against the smooth stone of the chimneypiece, regarding his visitor from
            behind half-closed lids. Even though there was nothing about Selby that seemed overtly grasping, here he was, grasping nonetheless.
            There was no reason for this man, charming manners and winning smile, to be in Alistair’s library unless it was to demand
            something.
         

         
         “If you want my advice, take her to Bath.” He pushed away from the wall and stepped towards his visitor. Selby was a few inches
            shorter than Alistair and much slighter of build. Alistair didn’t need to use his size to intimidate—that was what rank and
            power were for—but this wasn’t about intimidation. It was about proximity. He wanted a closer look at this man, so he would
            take it.
         

         
         Selby had tawny skin spotted with freckles, as if he were accustomed to spending a good deal of time outside. His lips were
            a brownish pink, and quirked up in a questioning sort of smile, as if he knew what exactly Alistair was about.
         

         
         Perhaps he did. Interesting, because Alistair hardly knew himself.

         
         Alistair dropped his voice. “Better yet, go home. London is a dangerous place for a girl without connections.” He dropped
            his voice lower still, and leaned in so he was speaking almost directly into Selby’s ear. “Or for a young man without scruples.”
            The fellow smelled like lemon drops, as if he had a packet of sweets tucked into one of his pockets.
         

         
         For a moment they stood there, inches apart. Selby was ultimately the one to step back. “I knew it was a long shot, but I
            had to try.” He flashed Alistair another winning smile, more dangerous for being at close range, before bowing handsomely
            and showing himself out.
         

         
         Alistair was left alone in a room that had grown darker still.

         
          

         “What did he say?” Louisa asked as soon as Charity returned to the shabby-genteel house they had hired for the Season.

         
         “It’s a nonstarter, Lou,” she replied, flinging herself onto a settee. She propped her boots up onto the table before her.
            One of the many, many advantages of posing as a man was the freedom afforded by men’s clothing.
         

         
         “He turned you away, then?” Louisa asked, looking up from the tea she was pouring them.

         
         “Oh, worse than that. He asked if his father had gotten your mother with child, then advised me that if I allowed you to stay
            in London, you’d end up prostituting yourself.”
         

         
         Louisa colored, and Charity realized she had spoken too freely. Louisa had, after all, been raised a lady. “Oh, he didn’t
            say that last thing quite outright, but he dropped a strong hint.” She hooked an arm behind her head and settled comfortably
            back in her seat. “Besides, what does it matter if he thinks we’re beneath reproach? He’s never even heard of us before today.
            His opinion doesn’t matter a jot.”
         

         
         “Maybe he’s right, though, and I shouldn’t stay in London.” Instead of looking at Charity, she was nervously lining up the
            teacups so their cracks and chips were out of sight.
         

         
         “Nonsense. As soon as these nobs get a look at you, you’ll take off like a rocket.”

         
         Louisa regarded her dubiously. But it really was absurd, how very pretty Robbie’s little sister had turned out to be. Her
            hair fell in perfect flaxen ringlets and her skin was flawless. Other than her blond hair she looked nothing like Robbie,
            thank God, because that would have been too hard for Charity to live with.
         

         
         Charity shook her head in a futile attempt to dismiss that unwanted thought, and then blew an errant strand of hair off her
            forehead. “I only have to figure out how to make them notice you in the first place, and if that prig of a marquess isn’t
            willing to help, then we’ll find another way.”
         

         
         “Was he really that bad?”

         
         Charity put her hand over her heart, as if taking an oath. “I tell you, if he had a quizzing glass he would have examined
            me under it. He seemed so dreadfully bored and put upon, I nearly felt bad for him. But then I remembered all his money and
            got quite over it.”
         

         
         That made Louisa laugh, and Charity was glad of it, because it wouldn’t do for the girl to worry. Charity was worried enough
            for both of them. Going to Pembroke had been a last resort; he was such a loose connection of the family, but he was the best
            Charity could come up with. Louisa needed a husband, and she needed one soon, because Charity wasn’t sure how much longer
            she was going to be able to keep up this charade. Dressing like a man didn’t bother her—quite the contrary. But pretending
            to be Robbie when the real Robbie was cold in his grave? That was too much. It was a daily reminder of what she had lost,
            of what she would never have.
         

         
         Louisa put down her teacup and clasped her hands together. “I’d be glad to go to Bath for a few months. Remember that the
            Smythe girls found husbands there.”
         

         
         Charity remembered all too well. One of them had married a country clergyman and the other had gotten engaged to an army officer
            on half pay. She’s be damned if Louisa threw herself away like that. Hell, if she had gone through with this farce for Louisa
            to wind up marrying a curate she’d be furious.
         

         
         She had to forcibly remind herself that her feelings were immaterial. This was her chance to see Louisa settled in the way
            Robbie would have wanted. It was only because of the Selbys that Charity was here in the first place, clean and fed and educated,
            rather than . . . Well, none of that bore thinking of. She was grateful to the family, and this was her chance to take care
            of the last of them.
         

         
         “Listen, Charity. When I think of the expense of this London trip—”

         
         “You mustn’t call me that,” Charity whispered. “Servants might hear.” And if Charity knew anything about servants, which she
            most certainly did, it would only be a matter of time before one overheard. And then their ship would be quite sunk.
         

         
         “Oh!” Louisa cried, clapping a hand over her mouth. “I keep forgetting. But it’s so strange to call you Robbie.”

         
         Of course it was. Not everyone was as hardened to deceit as Charity had become. She had been assuming this role for years,
            from the point when the real Robert Selby had decided that he did not want to go to Cambridge and would send Charity in his
            stead. She, at least, was used to answering to his name. But since Robbie had died two years ago, she increasingly felt that
            she no longer had his permission to use his name. The deceit was weighing heavier on her with each passing day.
         

         
         All the more reason to get Louisa set up splendidly. Then Robert Selby could fade gracefully out of existence, leaving his
            Northumberland estate free for the proper heir to eventually inherit, while Charity would . . . Her imagination failed her.
         

         
         She would figure that out some other time. First, she’d take care of Louisa.

         
         “If all else fails, we’ll go to Bath or a seaside resort. I promise.” And she flashed her pretend sister her most confident
            smile.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “Keep a weather eye out for any of the aunts, Alistair.” Gilbert had a playful sparkle in his eye that Alistair was glad to
            see after their recent disagreements. “Half the ton is out and it’s too damned fine a day to have it ruined by the likes of
            Aunt Pettigrew.” The young scapegrace pushed his hat down low over his brow as if that would disguise him from any passing
            relations.
         

         
         Alistair bit back a laugh. He shouldn’t encourage his brother in such foolishness. But he didn’t want to encounter his aunts
            any more than Gilbert did. Alas, they were likely lurking around here someplace, everyone in London having apparently decided
            as one to take advantage of weather that seemed to belong more to May than to March.
         

         
         He slowed his horse to a walk when they approached a knot of carriages. “I’ve been avoiding the aunts since before you were
            born. Give me some credit.”
         

         
         “Brace yourself, because Aunt Pettigrew is looking for you. Yesterday she summoned me to her house—”

         
         “And you went?” He had known his brother was flighty, but a man had to be a confirmed bedlamite to willingly visit Lady Pettigrew.

         
         “Of course not! But then she came around herself—”

         
         “To your rooms?” The image of Aunt Pettigrew, swathed in furs and shawls, calling at Gilbert’s bachelor lodgings at the Albany
            was too absurd to call to mind.
         

         
         “She sat in her carriage and waited by the entrance to my building until I came out, if you can believe it.”

         
         “A siege, then. You have my pity.” Here they were, talking nearly like a normal pair of brothers despite the decade that lay
            between them. “What the devil did she want?”
         

         
         “She asked if you were holding a come-out ball for Amelia Allenby. I told her of course not, that you’re far too snobbish—”
            He checked himself. “I told her you have nothing to do with the Allenbys, or balls, or debutantes,” he amended.
         

         
         “And so I don’t.” A ball for his father’s illegitimate child. What a revolting notion.

         
         “She went on for a while about harlots and jezebels and the sins of the father and all the rest of the usual rot.” Gilbert
            paused to tip his hat at a passing acquaintance Alistair did not recognize. “Oh, and something about how the hallowed halls
            of Pembroke House would be defiled by the spawn of sin.”
         

         
         Alistair was stunned. “She actually said that? Hallowed halls and whatnot?”

         
         “Hand to God.” Gilbert’s eyes were shining with merriment.

         
         “She’s madder than I thought.” One might have thought that the late marquess’s own sister would have known better than anybody
            that there was nothing hallowed about the halls of Pembroke House.
         

         
         “I daresay she’s annoyed that you didn’t engage her grandson when you were looking for a secretary.”

         
         Of course she was. There was always somebody who wanted something.

         
         But it rankled Alistair to find that he was in accord with his aunt about the Allenbys. Being allied with such a one as Lady
            Pettigrew was enough to make one doubt one’s convictions.
         

         
         “Have you thought about my proposal?” Alistair ventured, wanting to change the topic to something he felt surer of. But he
            saw right away that he had bungled things. He always did where Gilbert was concerned. He watched the smile vanish from his
            brother’s face like the sun disappearing behind a cloud. Damn it. But what was he supposed to do? Let Gilbert carry on in
            this decadent, aimless manner? Surely not. Indeed, when Gilbert had called at Pembroke House today, Alistair had thought it
            meant his brother was ready to listen to reason regarding his future.
         

         
         “I didn’t call on you for a lecture,” Gilbert said tightly, as if reading Alistair’s thoughts. “I thought we’d get some air,
            behave civilly, refrain from airing grievances or cataloging my faults for a quarter of an hour or so, but evidently I was
            mistaken.”
         

         
         Oh, for God’s sake, did he have to carry on like that? “The living is a good one.” It was no less than a sinecure, a comfortable
            rectory in Kent with a curate already there to attend to the more menial tasks. Gilbert had been disinclined to serve in the
            army or navy, and that left him with the church, as far as Alistair was concerned. It had been two years since Gilbert had
            finished at Oxford, but still he had not taken orders. Alistair was beginning to worry that his brother would take after their
            father in laziness and dissipation.
         

         
         “I don’t think I’m cut out to be a clergyman.” Gilbert spurred his horse ahead.

         
         Alistair suppressed a groan and nudged his own horse to catch up. They had been through this at least two dozen times. “But
            then what will you do? You can’t mean to go on in this manner, I hope.” Drinking and gambling and going through his quarterly
            allowance in the span of six weeks. He could marry, but it went without saying that he’d have to marry an heiress, the Pembroke
            estate being stretched to the limit.
         

         
         A horrifying thought occurred to him, likely inspired by Mrs. Allenby’s visit the other day. “You don’t mean to be a poet
            or something, do you?”
         

         
         Gilbert let out a crack of laughter, his sullenness evidently gone as quickly as it had come. “God, you make it sound as bad
            as being an opium eater or a highwayman. No, dear brother, I don’t intend to write poetry. Mainly because I’m bad at it. But
            let your heart rest easy on that score. Nor do I intend to take to the stage or become a prize fighter.”
         

         
         Now Alistair laughed too, despite his better judgment. “A dancing master, then?”

         
         “No, a smuggler. We need the money.”

         
         Gilbert was like a toddler, his bad mood forgotten with a bit of silliness. “Why not cast your sights higher, then? Have some
            ambition, man.” Alistair adopted a stern expression that he feared was a near caricature of his usual self. “You could take
            to the seas as a privateer.”
         

         
         “Or perhaps a . . .” The younger man’s voice trailed off. “Who the devil is that girl over there?”

         
         Alistair was about to ask where to look when the answer became immediately clear. A few yards ahead stood the prettiest girl
            he had ever seen. She was hatless, of which Alistair could not approve, but that afforded them a better view of her perfect
            features. There was some commotion surrounding her, and her bare head was soon explained when a gentleman ran over to her
            with a bonnet. If she had let her bonnet loose in an effort to attract notice, she had succeeded. Half a dozen gentlemen were
            now approaching the man who had retrieved the errant object.
         

         
         Only then did Alistair realize that the man was none other than Robert Selby. Without thinking, he brought his horse to a
            stop, joining the cluster of onlookers.
         

         
         He could hear the clear ring of Selby’s laughter as he adjusted the bow under the girl’s chin to a rakish angle. She was blushing
            prettily and seemed flustered by the attention.
         

         
         “That, I believe, is our father’s goddaughter,” he said, watching his brother’s jaw fall open in astonishment.

         
          

         Charity could hardly keep from bouncing on her toes. They had done it. After all those futile weeks of angling for invitations
            and paying afternoon visits to all the decent connections she could scrape together from Cambridge, all it had taken was one
            badly tied bonnet.
         

         
         A dozen well-heeled gentlemen gawped at Louisa, likely wishing for an introduction. If even a quarter of them brought cards
            tomorrow, if even one saw fit to invite Louisa to any sort of gathering, that would repay every farthing they had spent on
            coming to London.
         

         
         And Louisa had played it off marvelously—blushing and stammering as if she hadn’t a clue what Charity was up to when she tugged
            on the bonnet ribbon. To be fair, perhaps she didn’t know—Charity hadn’t exactly informed her beforehand. Some situations
            called for decisive action, and sometimes gently born young ladies had to be kept in the dark when scruples were to be abandoned.
            But it hardly mattered, because Louisa behaved exactly as she ought to. She always did.
         

         
         Charity heard footsteps on the gravel behind her and assumed it was one of Louisa’s admirers come to get a closer look.

         
         “You do have a situation on your hands.” The voice was coolly amused. “My, my.”
         

         
         She didn’t need to turn her head to know who it was. Even at Cambridge she didn’t often encounter that sort of accent, cold
            and polished like hard steel.
         

         
         “My lord,” she said, sketching a bow to Lord Pembroke. “I’m not sure I follow your meaning.”

         
         “Your sister.” With his immaculately shaved chin he gestured toward Louisa. “You were quite right that she’s lovely. Too lovely,
            I’d venture to say. You’ll be overwhelmed with offers, but I’m afraid they’ll be all the wrong sort.”
         

         
         “You think some fellow will offer her a slip on the shoulder?” Charity bit her lip. Even merely receiving an offer to become
            a man’s mistress could ruin Louisa’s chances at a respectable marriage.
         

         
         If the marquess were put off by her plain speaking, he didn’t show it. “Oh, I’m certain of it.” He pulled his spectacles from
            his pocket and made a ceremony of unfolding them and placing them gingerly on his nose. “Luckily for you, I’ve reconsidered.
            I’d be most glad to take you and your sister under my wing, as it were.”
         

         
         She was momentarily stunned. Tilting her head back to meet his gaze more fully, she studied his face, searching for any hint
            of what had caused him to move from haughty disdain to breezy acquiescence in the span of a few days. Whatever the reason,
            it wasn’t kindness. There was no trace of compassion on his chiseled features. “Why?” she finally asked.
         

         
         “Does it matter?” He raised one eyebrow in a faint display of amusement.

         
         “Frankly, no.” And it didn’t. But she still wanted to know what had motivated their benefactor.

         
         He laughed softly, without any warmth. Charity had seen sneers that were friendlier.

         
         “At least you’re honest,” he said.

         
         That she most definitely was not, but she wasn’t about to contradict him on that point. “May I ask how you plan to assist
            us?”
         

         
         “I will hold a ball. You and your sister will be invited and I will dance with your sister. Not the first dance,” he said,
            as if deciding whether to toss a farthing or a ha’penny at a street sweeper, “but perhaps the second one.”
         

         
         He looked older in the daylight. In that dusty old crypt of a library she hadn’t been able to guess his age. Of course she
            hadn’t needed to guess, since Debrett’s told her he was thirty-four. But in the gloom, lit only by the fire that burned in
            the hearth behind him, he had been reduced to a silhouette of forbidding aristocratic hostility. Here in Hyde Park in broad
            daylight, she could make out fine lines near his eyes, magnified by his spectacles. But still, he was the sort of man one
            might say would be handsome, if only he made an effort, if he smiled or made any attempt whatsoever to be agreeable. Likely
            he had no need to be agreeable, being as rich and powerful as he was.
         

         
         How utterly repellent. She had to force her face into some semblance of gratitude.

         
         “You’ll dance with my sister?” She dragged her attention back to the matter at hand. A single dance? That would never suffice.
            Why bother making such a show of offering aid when it was so paltry?
         

         
         “There hasn’t been a ball at Pembroke House in decades.” He hesitated, and when he spoke again it was with the grudging honesty
            of a man not willing to participate in anything so base as a half truth. “At least, not the sort of dance to which one invites
            respectable ladies. Receiving an invitation will be considered a mark of the highest favor, naturally. My dancing with her
            will cement her position as a person of considerable interest. She will be inundated with invitations and protected from inappropriate
            offers. That, Mr. Selby, is what I will do for you and your sister.”
         

         
         Had she ever met a man so arrogant? She thought not. “Is that your experience, my lord? That a single dance with a young lady
            is enough to confer such an advantage on her? I’ve never met a marquess before so please forgive my ignorance. Is nobility
            a sort of contagion? Like lice or influenza?”
         

         
         For a moment she thought he would take offense. His lips pressed together into a thin white line, and for the briefest instant
            he was the farthest thing from handsome she could have imagined. Then he grinned, a smile so lopsided as to be wholly out
            of place amid his severe, aristocratic features.
         

         
         “I dare say, if this is how people act in your part of Northumberland, it explains why my father turned up there. He had no
            regard for the respect due his station. I once found him holed up in a cowshed with a couple of poachers. The poor fellows
            had no idea if they were going to get dragged before the magistrate or if they had made a friend for life.” Lord Pembroke’s
            expression shifted from amused to reproachful, the crooked smile replaced by a frown that matched the small creases around
            his mouth. “Of course, in the morning he was too hungover to remember any of it.”
         

         
         In light of that fleeting smile, Charity had to revise her opinion of the man. Or at least of his face. Yes, he was insufferably
            arrogant and likely up to no good in his offer to help Louisa. But he was most definitely handsome, damn it. She couldn’t
            quite tell if it was the grin, or the face, or simply some ineffable combination of rank and privilege that created the illusion
            of beauty. Would she feel this tug toward him if he were a costermonger or a stable boy? Impossible to say, since he was so
            wrapped in layers of wealth and rank you could scarcely discern the nature of the man within.
         

         
         He caught her staring at him and raised an eyebrow in response, and she had to fight off a blush.

         
         Charity knew herself to have a lamentable weakness for handsome men. And now, it would seem, Lord Pembroke knew it too. There
            wasn’t much she could do about it in her current role, and even as a woman she doubted she was pretty enough to attract a
            man like this one. But it had been so long since she had been a woman that she couldn’t rightly remember.
         

         
         He pointedly cleared his throat and she realized that she was still staring at him. She decided that the more gallant course
            of action was to keep right on looking. Staring might be rude, but looking away would be cowardice.
         

         
         Also, she was quite enjoying looking at him.

         
         Lord Pembroke held her gaze for an instant, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “To answer your original question,
            before you devolved into impertinence. My dear child, I can’t remember the last time I danced with anyone, let alone a chit
            in her first season whom nobody has ever heard of. If you doubt that my noticing your sister will confer any advantages on
            her, simply wait and see.”
         

         
         “You don’t dance?” He had to be invited to dozens of balls and have infinite opportunities to dance. “Why ever not?”

         
         His eyebrow hitched up once again. “Why would I?”

         
         “Because it’s fun?” She danced every chance she had. Of course she only knew the men’s parts in most dances, she and Louisa
            having practiced until they were certain that neither of them would disgrace themselves in London ballrooms. The men did rather
            less twirling and leaping but it was still more excitement than one was usually allowed to have. “Well, I suppose that if
            a single dance with me conferred all manner of prestige, I’d be stingy with my dances too.”
         

         
         “Stingy with my—” He broke off and threw his head back in a burst of surprised laughter, forcing Charity to the unfortunate
            conclusion that he’d still be quite handsome even as a costermonger.
         

         
         The young man who had been standing nearest to Louisa glanced toward them, evidently startled by the sound of laughter.

         
         “I didn’t mean to accuse you of stinginess, my lord,” Charity apologized.

         
         “Yes you did. And no more of this ‘my lord’ flummery. You aren’t a servant. Call me Pembroke or—if you discover some hidden
            aptitude for respect—Lord Pembroke.”
         

         
         He then beckoned to the young man, whom he introduced as his brother, Lord Gilbert de Lacey, and wasn’t that a grand mouthful.
            She, in turn, presented both gentlemen to Louisa, who curtsied so charmingly that one might have thought she practiced the
            gesture in front of her looking glass nightly.
         

         
         Perhaps she did, come to think of it. Louisa had approached this season in London with all her usual industry.

         
         Only then did Charity become conscious that the four of them were the objects of significant curiosity. The park was crowded
            with gentry, in carriages, on horseback, and on foot. Pembroke must not have been exaggerating his consequence because it
            was plain that the ladies peering out of their phaetons and the gentlemen pulling their horses to a stop all wanted a better
            look at the strangers who were talking to Lord Pembroke and his brother.
         

         
         Charity recognized this as her cue to leave, to take Louisa away while interest was at its peak. “Good day,” she said, tipping
            her hat slightly. “And thank you.” To her surprise, the marquess caught her gloved hand and grasped it, holding it in place
            as if he had planned to shake hands and then thought better of it.
         

         
         “Don’t thank me yet, Mr. Selby.” His voice was low enough that only she could hear.

         
         Through the layers of leather, she felt the warmth of his palm and the strength of his grip, hotter and more forceful than
            she would have expected from a man who seemed so cool and haughty. She felt a small thrill travel through her body, the pull
            of attraction accompanied by a troubling realization: if this nobleman could make Louisa’s fortune with a single dance, what
            disaster would befall them if they got on his bad side? What would happen if he learned the truth about them, or even any
            small part of the truth?
         

         
          

         The seed of a horrible, wonderful idea had taken root in Alistair’s mind. This girl, this beautiful blushing country mouse
            from the wilds of Northumberland, was the answer to his problems. If he managed things right, he could deploy this little
            miss like artillery fire and rid himself of the Allenbys, of his aunts, of all the dissolute hangers-on that had been plaguing
            him since he succeeded to the title.
         

         
         He would hold a ball, something his aunts had been hassling him about from the moment the servants had taken down the black
            crepe that marked his father’s death. But instead of this ball giving his aunts an opportunity to serve as Pembroke House’s
            de facto hostesses, he would use the event to launch lovely Miss Selby into the highest circles of society. He would invite
            Mrs. Allenby’s eldest daughter. But Miss Selby was far, far prettier than Amelia Allenby. In fact, nobody would pay even the
            slightest attention to any other woman at the ball besides Miss Selby.
         

         
         In one fell stroke, he would infuriate his aunts, checkmate Mrs. Allenby, and teach a lesson to anyone who ever thought of
            asking him for anything. He could be utterly proper and even generous to a fault, while managing to shake off all the grasping
            relations and tawdry connections who wanted to hang on his sleeve.
         

         
         In the back of his mind lurked the suspicion that this would not play out terribly well for Miss Selby. There was no way that
            she was prepared to go straight from a country schoolroom to the circles of society that he was dropping her into. It would
            be a matter of weeks before she made a misstep; he neither knew nor cared what kind of error she would make, only that it
            would cast her out of society and that he wouldn’t lift a finger to assist her.
         

         
         He smiled to himself. Nobody would ever ask him for a favor again. The estate he had worked so damned hard to restore and
            the reputation he had dragged out of the gutter would both be safe.
         

         
         “What the devil was that about?” Gilbert asked when they returned to Pembroke House. “Father had a goddaughter? You’re having
            a ball? This has to be a hoax.”
         

         
         “Perhaps I’m feeling magnanimous.” Alistair swung off his horse and handed his reins to the groom.

         
         “Ha!” Gilbert landed lightly on the ground and followed Alistair inside.

         
         “You scoff, but maybe I envision myself as a sort of genie in a lamp, granting the wish of everyone who asks.” And it would
            work out precisely as well for the Allenbys and Selbys as it did for those poor sods in the story.
         

         
         Gilbert snorted. “Oh, definitely a hoax, then.”

         
         “You’ll receive your invitation in a few days and then you can decide for yourself whether it’s a hoax.” He tugged off his
            gloves and handed them to a waiting footman.
         

         
         “Selby, though. Never met him before. His sister says he went to Cambridge, which explains why we’ve never crossed paths.
            But he seems a likable fellow.”
         

         
         Wrong. He seemed like an overgrown schoolboy, all gangly limbs and untidy hair, to say nothing of the epidemic of freckles
            that covered the bridge of his nose. His manners, while pretty, lacked polish. He had utterly failed to acquire the tone of
            tactful boredom that all London gentlemen adopted, his clothes were indifferently tailored, and he had the nerve to approach
            a total stranger to ask for favors.
         

         
         And yet, Alistair had the unsettling sense that if there had been better light in the library the other day, if he had a chance
            to properly see Selby, he would have gladly granted the impertinent boy’s slightest wish.
         

         
         It was not a comfortable thought. Likely this was how his father had ruined himself, throwing his money and reputation away
            on any charming personage who crossed his path.
         

         
         No, that was not right. Alistair was made of sterner stuff than his father. He could do what was required of him, he could
            behave like the gentleman he was. He could resist temptation. It didn’t matter in the least that when he closed his eyes he
            had a vivid picture of Selby’s slight frame stretched out beneath Alistair’s own, of Selby whispering impertinent requests
            into his ear.
         

         
         He would let this temptation pass, as he let all temptations pass.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         By all rights, the evening ought to have been predictable to the point of boredom, just another dinner party at Pembroke House.
            Alistair hadn’t even given it two consecutive minutes of thought since telling his secretary who to invite. He took it for
            granted that his cook would prepare dishes that were sufficiently grand, that the butler would uncork something appropriately
            impressive, and that the rest of his servants would do all that was needed. As for his guests, they would also do what was
            expected of them, which in this case was to carry home the tale of who else had sat around Lord Pembroke’s table. Alistair
            had gathered the principal players in his little scheme, a sort of dress rehearsal for the ball he was holding the following
            month.
         

         
         Amelia Allenby was there, looking indecently like their father, and talking Selby’s ear off about some Greek or another. No,
            make that a Roman. Tacitus, by the sound of things, so at least it wasn’t one of those fellows who wrote about nothing but
            orgies and so forth. Selby, to his credit, was holding up his end of the conversation, as if Roman historians were in any
            way a normal thing to discuss around a Mayfair dining table. The girl’s mother had been quite right to worry about her becoming
            a bluestocking.
         

         
         Gilbert was supposed to be sitting next to one of Lord Martin’s very marriageable and sufficiently dowered daughters, but
            somebody had
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