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        Spring 1814

      

      

      “We should have three matching red dresses made after what we’ve all been through this last year. That would be one way to thumb our noses at Society,” Abigail Montgomery said with a sigh.

      She caught the quick glance her two best friends exchanged behind her and she wished she had not said something so jaded. After all, Celeste and Pippa may have endured much similar humiliations over the last year, but they were both happily married now and likely not looking to make the spectacle of themselves that Abigail suddenly wished she could do.

      “I think red would be beautiful with your dark hair,” Pippa said carefully. “But perhaps a bit much for the first event of the Season after the end of your mourning period.”

      Abigail rolled her eyes. “Yes, my mourning period.”

      The year she had been forced to perform the public act of mourning for her husband had been…interesting to say the least. Filled with danger and intrigue at the beginning, what with Erasmus’s secret marriages to the two very women sharing the chamber with her. There had been all kinds of danger that followed. But the year had also contained joy, for she had forged strong bonds with Celeste and Pippa. She’d watched them both find the greatest happiness in new marriages with men who adored them.

      The last year of her life had been filled with loneliness, too, because she knew that a happy, romantic ending was not in the cards for her. She had loved Erasmus once…or thought she had. She’d never pictured anything but a long and successful marriage to him. Until he’d destroyed all of it, piece by tiny piece, chipping away until nothing was left. Long before she discovered he was a bigamist she had stopped feeling anything for the man but disdain. Knowing he felt the same for her.

      “Are you well, dearest?” Celeste Gregory asked.

      That drew Abigail from her maudlin thoughts, and she forced herself to attend. “Of course I’m well. I’m always well. So, the first event of a new Season. What a thrill. And I’m so glad you invited us to see your new gowns, Pippa. They are beautiful.”

      She forced a tight smile on her face for her friend. Pippa was the new Countess of Leighton and was nervous about the upcoming events of the Spring. With good reason, for her marriage came with a great deal of scandal thanks to the bigamy and the fact that she’d married their late husband’s brother in a glorious, romantic rush.

      Pippa was a beautiful woman. With her mop of unruly blond curls and her bright green eyes, she always looked like a slightly wicked angel. Probably why the Earl of Leighton, Rhys, adored her so much. The exterior matched the interior.

      “You are certainly going to impress,” Abigail mused.

      Pippa had been holding up a gown with an elaborately stitched bodice that would cling to her curves just so and a fall of a slighter paler silk that made up the skirt. “I hope so,” she sighed. “Appearances mean so much to the ton.”

      “That green matches your eyes perfectly!” Celeste cooed.

      “Rhys picked the fabric,” Pippa said with a blush and a happy smile. She had been married to the man just over six months and it seemed there was no dimming of the spark between them. Abigail was very happy for her friend. There were no other, less pleasant emotions that tightened her chest. Not even a one.

      “Well, it’s as pretty as all the rest,” Celeste said, clasping her hands before her. “You will be the belle of any ball.”

      Pippa’s smile faded slightly. “I don’t know about that,” she said. “I look forward to the first event of the Season. Well, the first event for Rhys and I…but I think it doesn’t bode well that we haven’t been invited to any others. That we must host our own fete in order to make ourselves known.”

      Abigail caught Pippa’s hands and squeezed gently, her own troubles pushed to the background for a moment. “The way Society views your relationship to Rhys is…complicated.”

      “I know. Had I been legally married to Erasmus, I never even would have been allowed to marry Rhys.”

      “Yes,” Abigail mused. “Ecclesiastic law does frown upon a woman marrying her dead husband’s brother. But you were not legally married, so that eliminates that problem.”

      Pippa shrugged. “Somewhat. But the scandal of Erasmus’s bigamy and the fact that I did marry his brother and become countess has not lessened all the burden Rhys must bear.”

      “You relieve his burdens, not add to them,” Celeste insisted. “He’s said as much to Owen many times. He has never regretted marrying you.”

      “Nor I him,” Pippa said, tears leaping to her eyes. “But I do fear that we will not find acceptance. I am not from his world, not truly, but I can see that it matters to him. It matters how the world sees us, for our sake and for the sake of Kenley and any children we might be happy enough to have together in the future.”

      Abigail stiffened at the mention of Kenley Montgomery. He was the child Erasmus had sired with yet another woman in his life. The woman who had ultimately murdered him. Pippa and Rhys had taken the little boy in and were raising him as if he were their own. He was a happy, bright child, and Abigail enjoyed seeing him a great deal. Even if he did create yet another reminder of how little her late husband had given a damn about anyone but himself.

      “It is very complicated,” Abigail said. “And scandalous. But time will soften it. Rhys is well liked and respected by many important people. This Season and even the next may be difficult, but eventually another scandal, perhaps an even more shocking one, will happen and they will all shift their ire. Be strong for Rhys and for yourself and know that you are not alone. You have an army of friends and allies behind you.”

      “That is true.” Pippa’s face lit up slightly. “Of course you and Owen and Celeste will be there tomorrow. Harriet has agreed to come with Lena, and that will make an enormous splash since anyone who is anyone wants to be a member of their salon.”

      Abigail shifted. “Have you considered that you might wish to rescind the kind invitation to me?”

      Pippa’s eyes went wide. “Why would I ever do that?”

      “I am the legal wife,” she said softly. “If you wish to disconnect your own reputation from Erasmus’s, having me there will do nothing to make that happen.”

      Pippa and Celeste exchanged a glance filled with meaning, and then they both stepped up to her. She was wrapped in their mutual embrace, and for a moment she felt the urge to sag into it. Collapse against them and let them be her strength. Her own, after all, had felt like it was waning for some time.

      But she didn’t. She had never been the kind to falter or ask for help. So she straightened her shoulders instead and shook her head. “Gracious, I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve such affection.”

      “Just being you,” Pippa said as they both stepped away. “And you are ridiculous if you think I don’t want and need you at our party. When we rise, we will rise together. I’ll hear nothing more on the subject.”

      “As you say,” Abigail said, and was pleased her voice didn’t tremble with the emotions that this unwavering support created in her.

      She did adore these two women. If Erasmus had to betray her as he had, at least she was unwaveringly happy in his choices.

      “Anyway, those Rhys has invited will create a lot of acceptance,” Pippa continued. “I know he’s mentioned Lord and Lady Goffard, the Earl of Yarrowood, the Duke of Gilmore, Sir William Livingston—”

      Abigail pursed her lips and pivoted to pace to the fireplace. “You tried to gloss over Gilmore, you wicked thing. But of course Rhys is inviting him.” She rolled her eyes. “Why in the world would such a good and decent man associate himself with such a…such a…cretin?”

      She glanced over her shoulder to see Celeste and Pippa exchanging yet another of those loaded looks. A world of communication flowed between them, and all of it was about Abigail. Her cheeks heated and she hated herself for creating this situation. Hated the Duke of Gilmore even more for it.

      Horrible man.

      “Gilmore is my husband’s best friend—he has been for decades,” Pippa said, Abigail thought a little gently.

      “He has become one of Owen’s, as well,” Celeste said softly. “I still don’t understand why you hate him so.”

      Abigail let out a gasp of annoyance. “You don’t? I don’t understand why all of you don’t despise him. He inserted himself into the situation with Erasmus—”

      “You inserted him into the situation when you wrote him that anonymous letter telling him that our horrible shared husband was trying to make Gilmore’s sister into wife number four,” Pippa interrupted.

      Abigail folded her arms. That was true. She had done that, there was no pretending otherwise.

      “He…he deserved to know the truth,” she said, softer this time. “He deserved a chance to save his sister if he could, and he did. I am happy that he did.” She cleared her throat past the sudden lump that had formed there. “However, he doesn’t know the letter writer was me, and I never want him to know. The fact remains that instead of just protecting his sister and then staying out of it, he made everything worse. He hired the investigator, he started stirring the pot, and everything came out because of it.”

      “Everything was going to come out regardless,” Celeste said. “And I’m rather happy Gilmore hired the investigator, considering I married him.”

      Abigail bent her head. “I’m making a muck of this. Of course I’m happy Owen came and helped us all and that you two fell in love. I just…Gilmore is an arrogant, frustrating…and he’s competitive…”

      “You’re competitive!” both of her friends said at once, and then laughed.

      “I’m competitive in a good way,” Abigail insisted.

      Celeste and Pippa were smothering smiles, and that only made all this worse. Any time she talked about Gilmore, it was worse. After all, when she listed his negative qualities, whether out loud or to herself, she also couldn’t help but add that he was handsome. Very handsome. Too handsome. With those broad shoulders and that defined jaw and those dark brown eyes that seemed to pierce a person to their very soul.

      Why couldn’t he have been less appealing? Then hating him would have somehow been easier.

      Pippa shook her head. “I am sorry you feel this way, Abigail. I can only imagine how difficult it is to constantly have to cross paths with someone you dislike so strongly.”

      Abigail nodded. Though she and Gilmore hadn’t crossed paths all that often recently. Not since the intimate gathering to celebrate Pippa and Rhys’s wedding months ago. Abigail had been sequestered in her “mourning” and Gilmore had been…

      Well, she knew he’d been at his estate in Cornwall over the winter. Far, far away from her.

      “Perhaps the best thing you can do is to avoid him,” Celeste suggested.

      Abigail swallowed. “Yes. I think that will be for the best. Certainly he dislikes me as much as I dislike him, so it will be easy enough to do so.”

      With that subject resolved, at least in their estimation, Pippa and Celeste went back to examining the rest of Pippa’s new gowns. But though Abigail still nodded and interjected, her mind now took her to the very unpleasant Duke of Gilmore.

      Avoiding him was never easy. For some reason they always stumbled into each other’s paths. But it truly was for the best. After all, returning to Society was going to be hard enough. She didn’t need Gilmore’s interference. She didn’t need him besting her in the game they had been playing since the first moment she laid eyes on him.
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      Nathan, Duke of Gilmore, stood at the edge of the dancefloor, observing the sparsely filled ballroom of his best friend, the Earl of Leighton. His lips pressed together and he fought to keep his concern from his face in case Leighton was watching. Making his worries plain wouldn’t relieve the ones of his friend.

      He tried to shake off the unpleasant thoughts as he looked around at the attendees who were there. Two lower-level squires and their wives, a few untitled gentlemen. His gaze flitted to the farthest corner of the room from him, and thoughts faded.

      Abigail Montgomery stood there, off by herself in the corner. She was wearing a pale blue silk gown with three-quarter sleeves done in lace. Her dark hair was pulled back in a simple low chignon and the wisps that had been artfully placed framed an oval-shaped face with high cheekbones, soft lips and brown eyes that could be sharp as a blade.

      There was nothing quite so frustrating as being attracted to a woman who wholeheartedly despised you. Not that Nathan enjoyed Abigail’s company either. She was beautiful and smart and could be incredibly kind…but she was also a bitter pill and he had no intention of swallowing it.

      And yet he somehow found himself moving toward her, as often happened when they were in rooms together. Part of why he had begun angling not to be in those rooms anymore. But tonight he couldn’t have refused Leighton even if he’d wanted to. And that left him sidling up to Abigail, her harsh sigh of annoyance ringing in his ears.

      “Mrs. Montgomery,” he drawled.

      Her flinch was barely perceptible, but he noticed it regardless. Not that he blamed her for the reaction. Her married name was a harsh reminder of the feckless man who had given it to her. Destroyed her and a good many others in his wake.

      “Gilmore,” she said through clenched teeth. “What do you want?”

      He choked back a laugh at her directness. Funny how a person could grate and entertain in equal measure. “Why, just your fine company, madam.”

      She arched a brow at him and shook her head slowly. “Try again.”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “You are the only person I know even slightly at this gathering beyond our hosts and the Gregorys, and they seem busy at present.”

      He motioned with his chin and she followed the gesture. Owen and Celeste were by the fire, heads close together. Celeste was smiling at whatever he was saying, the tiniest blush darkening her cheeks. When Nathan glanced at Abigail, her own cheeks had gone pink, as if she knew exactly the words being exchanged between the couple.

      He let his glance slide to Leighton and Pippa, and she followed his eyes again. They were also close together, but unlike the Gregorys, their conversation didn’t look pleasant. Pippa’s cheeks were pale and Rhys frowned as they surveyed the room together.

      “She’s worried,” Abigail said, and Nathan almost didn’t recognize her voice. Normally it was sharp with barbs for him, but now it was soft, filled with concern. “And she should be. I know they hoped for better attendance.”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      She pursed her lips. “That is all you have to say? Yes?”

      He turned partially toward her. “Is there something more you think I should say, Mrs. Montgomery?”

      She threw up her hands. “Rhys is supposed to be one of your best friends—”

      “He is my best friend,” he interrupted softly.

      She ignored him and continued on as if he hadn’t spoken. “—and yet you address his situation as though you are commenting on the weather or the state of the roads. But then what else is there to expect? You do not seem to have emotions, so why would you show them?”

      The emotion she claimed he didn’t feel rose up inside of him, but he did as he always did, always had, and shoved it down deeper, where it would not control his words or actions. “You think that me moaning about his troubles, gnashing my teeth and wailing in his parlor, will help my friend? I think you’re too intelligent a person to truly believe that. You only say it to get a rise out of me, as is your sport.”

      They stared at each other a moment, too long a moment, and finally she folded her arms, huffed out a breath and broke the eye contact. “Of course it isn’t my sport. That implies I think of you, and I assure you that I do not.”

      “Of course not,” he said. “Nor do I think of you.”

      Her gaze darted to his, and he thought he sensed a hint of disappointment hidden in the deep brown depths. But it couldn’t have really been there. Abigail hated him, though he wasn’t entirely sure of why that was. She glanced away again, and for a moment they stood silently.

      “So what is?” he asked.

      She huffed out a breath. “What is what?”

      “You said getting a rise out of me isn’t your sport, despite your being very good at it. So what is your game?”

      She arched a brow. “Just because you are always playing a game doesn’t mean everyone else is, Your Grace.”

      He chuckled, and her lips pressed tighter. “Of course I don’t think everyone else is. I think you are. You and I may not be the best of friends”—she snorted—“but we’ve been forced into each other’s paths off and on for nearly a year now, so I’ve been compelled to make a study of you.”

      “I don’t like that idea,” she said.

      He shrugged. “And yet here we are.”

      “And you think I’m playing games?”

      He turned to face her a little more directly and held her gaze. “I think you like games. I think you’re clever enough to get bored when you aren’t playing one, even if it’s only in your head. And I think…no, I know, you like to win.”

      Her gaze narrowed further. “If you think so little of me, then I wonder why you came over here. Was it only to insult me?”

      “Why would what I said be an insult?” he asked. “I like to win, too.”

      “And you are allowed that desire. It is valued in a man. Women are not sometimes given such ability.”

      He wrinkled his brow and stared down at her. “That is true and, I think, ridiculous. You have the same blood as I do, the same heart as I do.”

      “And yet mine is supposed to pump with emotion while yours can pound with ambition.” She tilted her head. “If you allow me ambition, am I to believe you actually experience emotion, Your Grace?”

      He smiled despite the barb. Because of the barb, perhaps. “I will own it. Despite all outward appearances.”

      Her expression softened a moment and then she darted her gaze away, staring back out at the crowd. “I suppose I have been known to make a friendly wager now and again.”

      He drew back at the admission. “Have you now? Fascinating. I would not have taken you for a gambler. And what kinds of things do you wager on?”

      She pursed her lips and then shrugged. “Do you see Lady Blain, Sir Richard’s wife?” When Nathan scanned the small group helplessly, she glanced up at him. “The older lady in yellow. With the ridiculous feather in her hair.”

      He found the subject of her query easily now. An older woman with gray hair that still had streaks of black through it, adorned with the biggest peacock feather he’d ever seen. It flopped forward and back, occasionally flitting into her eyes so she had to whack it back with her hand to see. She clung to the arm of an even more ancient gentleman, who Nathan assumed was Sir Richard.

      “Yes, what about her?”

      “If I were to make a wager tonight, it would be during what course Lady Blain will doze off.”

      He blinked. “You would wager that the woman would fall asleep…at supper. At a table full of…what, fifteen guests?”

      She smiled brightly up at him in response, and suddenly his heart beat a bit faster. He knew the expression wasn’t exactly true, she felt no warmth toward him, but it hit him in the gut regardless.

      “I would wager which course it would happen during,” she corrected him. “Are you saying you do not think it would happen at all?”

      “I don’t see how it could,” he muttered.

      She folded her arms. “Very well. A pound.”

      “What?”

      She pivoted toward him. “I bet you a pound that she falls asleep after the soup but before the cheese.”

      “A pound,” he repeated, feeling both confused and amused.

      She tilted her head. “Too rich for your blood, Your Grace?”

      “You are serious.”

      She gave a small, thin smile. “As the grave.”

      He extended a hand to her. “Very well, Mrs. Montgomery, I will take that wager. One pound to the winner.”

      She stared at his hand a moment and then reluctantly took it. He jolted at the electric awareness that shot up his arm when he touched her. It was not something that happened often. In fact, he wasn’t certain he had ever touched this woman. Normally she stayed at a fair distance from him.

      But now, even through both their gloves, even in this benign way, the fact that she stirred an unexpected and unwanted desire in him was patently clear.

      She tugged her hand away and shoved it behind her back. “I look forward to collecting my winnings, Your Grace. Excuse me.”

      She walked away without waiting for his response and glided off into the crowd toward Owen and Celeste. He watched her go, attracted and dissatisfied all at once, just as he often was when he interacted with her. But he had no time to contemplate it, nor anything else, because the bell was rung and the crowd began to file out toward the dining room and the supper where his fortune would be won…or lost on the sleepy whim of one Lady Blain.
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      Abigail was seated at Pippa’s right hand at one end of the table, and at the other Gilmore was on the right of Rhys. They could not have been farther apart, a situation she often requested when they were forced into the same space. She ought to have been pleased by it. And yet she found herself stealing gazes down the table at him as the party ate and chatted around her.

      Gilmore was often a serious person. When she’d asked him about feeling emotions, she had expected him to brush off the very idea. He certainly didn’t show them often. He was everything a good duke should be, after all, and Society did not much value anything but deep consideration and mild reaction, even to the worst situation.

      And yet, when he was with Rhys, she saw fleeting glimpses of another side to the man. One she was locked out of because of their cantankerous relationship. Gilmore smiled at Rhys, he laughed at his jokes, he sat and moved with more ease. He looked like a man, not the machine she sometimes believed he must be, hard and cold. No, right now he was warm. Still hard, though. Good God, but the man was well heeled.

      It was very unfair.

      “Will you re-enter the marriage mart, Mrs. Montgomery?”

      Abigail jolted out of her thoughts about her enemy and forced her attention to the woman across from her. The one who had just asked her an incredibly loaded question. She glanced toward Pippa, who had now focused all her attention on her plate.

      The questioner was the vicar’s wife, Mrs. Smith. She was older than Abigail and had a kind enough face, though it was certainly curious. She sensed that anyone within earshot was leaning a bit closer, desperate to hear her answer. Desperate to take this glimpse into her scandal back out into Society.

      “I do not know,” she said slowly, carefully modulating her tone so that no emotion crept in. At least she could take that cue from Gilmore.

      “I suppose it would be difficult after—” Mrs. Smith cut herself off and her eyes dropped.

      Abigail shifted in her chair slightly and wished that her cheeks didn’t heat so. “Well, I hope that my friends do not judge me by the actions of another person. That we have not fallen that far yet as a society.”

      There were some murmurs in the affirmative, but no one would look at her. Or at Pippa, or at Celeste down the table.

      Abigail suppressed a sigh. She had spoken big words, meant to shame anyone who would reject her or her friends. But the truth was, Abigail knew that society was built on exactly the kind of shunning she had described. That it was her late husband who had been wicked or cruel or foolhardy didn’t really matter, she was judged for what he’d done as if she were party to it. And she was also judged for not being clever enough to spot his deception.

      In that arena, at least, she also judged herself. Not knowing what Erasmus was the moment she saw his face all those years ago…she wondered what it did mean about her character.

      The others around her had changed the subject and were now blessedly talking about something else. Pippa leaned closer and, beneath the table, gave Abigail’s knee a squeeze.

      “These are the worst days,” she whispered. “It will get better, I believe that.”

      Abigail smiled at her friend. “You have Rhys and he adores you. What is Society’s acceptance when compared to that?”

      “On that score, I agree with you.” Pippa stared off down the table toward her husband. “And I could be well-pleased with only that man and our family for the rest of my days. But it is important to him to rebuild what his brother destroyed. So I will do everything in my power to create that future for him.”

      Abigail nodded. “Well, that is true love if ever I heard it.”

      Pippa smiled and nudged Abigail before she whispered conspiratorially, “Look, Lady Blain has fallen asleep!”

      Abigail jerked her gaze down the table and found that Lady Blain’s head was lolled to the side against her shoulder, her feather flitting into the face of Reverend Smith. He tried to quietly blow air at the feather and divert it out of his eyes, to no avail.

      Abigail and Pippa giggled together before Abigail murmured, “And that’s how you win, Gilmore.”

      “What was that?” Pippa asked.

      “Nothing,” Abigail said with a smile as she stared down the table at the duke. He must have felt her eyes on him, for he turned toward her and their gazes met. She couldn’t hold back a triumphant smile as she nudged her head slightly toward Lady Blain.

      He followed her stare and saw Lady Blain’s dozing. His mouth dropped open and there was no hiding or mistaking the shock that flowed over his handsome features. Nor the annoyance that followed that he had lost their little bet.

      His eyes slowly returned to Abigail and he tilted his head to the side in acknowledgment of her win. The swell of pride she felt in that moment had hardly ever been equaled in her life. As if she had singlehandedly slain a dragon.

      A really beautiful dragon.

      “Are you and Gilmore making eyes at each other?” Pippa whispered, her face lined with shock.

      Before Abigail could deny that ridiculous charge, another of the women on their side of the table, Mrs. Quigley, the wife of an industrialist who was working on expanding the rail, leaned forward. “Did I hear someone say Gilmore’s name?”

      “You did, Mrs. Quigley,” Pippa said. “The duke is an old friend of my husband’s. Are you and Mr. Quigley acquainted with him?”

      Mrs. Quigley waved her hand at her husband down the table. “I’m sure he’s pestered the duke for investment money, but no. I am curious because he is a fine catch, isn’t he? I know many mamas are interesting in landing him. Including me, truth be told.”

      “Isn’t your daughter just sixteen?” Abigail asked with a shake of her head.

      “Our Belinda won’t be out for a couple of years, no,” Mrs. Quigley said. “But why not plan ahead?”

      Abigail pressed her lips together tightly at this ridiculous topic. The very idea that Gilmore would make his match with an eighteen-year-old child was outrageous. What in the world would he have in common with some blinking ingénue who would have no opinions of her own yet? Who had never seen or experienced anything of the world? He would bore of her in twenty seconds. No, he would be much happier with someone who would challenge him. He needed a challenge, pompous prick that he was.

      “He is most eligible,” Lady Blain said, jolting from her supper nap and right in the mix of things again. “I can think of twenty ladies who would cut off their big toe to be his.”

      “Money, power and looks,” Mrs. Quigley sighed. “How could one not aspire to make the connection?”

      Abigail somehow kept herself from rolling her eyes and forced herself to stop staring at the duke. Let the debutantes and their mamas have him if they wanted him so badly. She felt nothing about it except pity for the poor lady who would land him, only to find he was a cold fish, indeed.

      A short time later, the supper concluded. Rhys had announced that the ladies would join Pippa in the sitting room and the men would go to the billiard room for port. One by one, the couples paired off, strolling together down the hallway to their respective destinations. Abigail looked for a gentleman who could take her, but was surprised, as the last couple made their way out of the room, that Gilmore was standing by, waiting for her.

      She pursed her lips as she approached him and took the elbow he offered. “Shouldn’t you be first in line? Your rank should make you the leader behind Rhys.”

      He arched a brow at her. “I am only being a good loser, Abigail. I had to believe you would want to gloat about the wager.”

      She glanced at him briefly and couldn’t smother her smile. “I suppose you must hate that I bested you.”

      “No, actually,” he said with a slight chuckle that made her stomach do the strangest flutter. “I am impressed, despite myself.”

      She blinked. He sounded…sincere. But that couldn’t be true. Gilmore disliked her as much as she disliked him. She knew him to be utterly disagreeable when it came to her. So how could she have truly impressed him? And why did that make her chest swell a little? As if she was proud of that questionable feat!

      They were almost to the sitting room where the ladies were gathering, and she sighed in relief. This was too odd an interaction and it was best to end it before it got even stranger.

      “And here is where we say goodbye, Your Grace,” she said, and slid her arm from his. But before she could escape him, he caught her hand and drew her back.

      “I have a request,” he said, his voice soft in the quiet of the hall, his gaze intent on hers.

      She almost stopped breathing. “And what is that?”

      “Give a man a chance to win his money back,” he said with a slight smile.

      She drew her hand away. She should have known this was just about his pride. He didn’t like losing to her, even with such a silly wager. And if he was soft with her, it was only to make her agree to give him this second chance.

      She shrugged. “How do you propose you do that?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure yet. May I have time to ponder it and get back to you?”

      “As you wish,” she said, and then turned her back to him. “Good evening, Your Grace.”

      “Mrs. Montgomery,” he drawled.

      She glanced over her shoulder, but he was already heading off down the hall toward the billiard room with the other men. She pursed her lips as she fought not to shiver. The Duke of Gilmore was not going to make her shiver. Not tonight.

      Not ever.
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      Nathan flexed his hand over and over, shaking it out as he entered the billiard room. He could still feel the pressure of Abigail’s fingers against his palm and it was most distracting. There had been a moment there when they were standing close together, when her eyes had held his, when he had only seen her as a beautiful woman, not the ice princess who viewed him at his worst, no matter what he did.

      He forced his attention to his surroundings in the hope that it would quiet his stirring thoughts. The other men were already pouring port, setting up a game of billiards on the table and talking loudly. He smiled and joked with a few as he passed farther into the room and found Rhys at the sideboard.

      He took the port the earl offered and clinked glasses with his friend as they surveyed the room together quietly. “Is it going as you’d like?”

      He knew the answer even before Rhys frowned slightly. “I am happy for those who came tonight, but…” He trailed off and took a drink.

      “You invited some of the old gang, I assume?” Nathan asked.

      Rhys shrugged one shoulder. “I did. Gottard and his new viscountess, the Earl of Yarrowood, a few of the others. I got no response at all, not to decline nor to accept. The cut direct.”

      Nathan gripped his glass a little harder as a pulse of rage rippled through him. “Pricks.”

      “The message is clear, I fear,” Rhys said. “And the path back to any kind of acceptance after what Erasmus did to the women…did to our family…did to—to me…it will be long and hard and perhaps not end where I’d like it to.”

      Nathan clapped him on the arm and squeezed gently. “Don’t despair. You aren’t alone in this, you know. I’m here, and I will use every bit of influence I have to help.”

      Rhys smiled at him. “To your detriment, perhaps.”

      Nathan shook his head. “I don’t care.”

      “Hmmm,” Rhys murmured, and took another drink. “I’m going to change this painful subject, if you don’t mind.”

      “To what? The game I’m about to trounce you at?” Nathan laughed.

      Rhys glared at him playfully. “No. I want to talk to you about how you and Abigail were talking intently and then you escorted her after supper. Is she no longer your nemesis?”

      Nathan rolled his eyes. “If she were my nemesis, I’d have to waste a good deal of time thinking about her.”

      “Which you don’t,” Rhys said.

      “No.”

      Rhys finished his drink with a chuckle. “So you say.”

      Nathan set his own half-finished glass on the sideboard and folded his arms. “I say and I mean it. The woman means nothing to me, and I nothing to her. Tonight we had a conversation and placed a wager, that’s all.”

      “You…” Rhys blinked, confusion clear in his gaze. “You wagered with Abigail?”

      Now that the words were repeated back to him, Nathan heard how they sounded. Wagering with a lady wasn’t exactly done—it made their relationship sound intimate in some way.

      “It was a foolish moment. She goaded me into it.” He pursed his lips as he hoped Rhys would drop the subject. After all, there was no need to discuss it further. He certainly didn’t want his friend to know that he had asked Abigail to extend the wager before he parted ways with her in the hallway.

      The earl looked to have no desire to change the subject, though. He arched a brow and drew a breath to say more, but before he could, one of the men at the billiard table called out, “Gilmore ought to show us!”

      Nathan turned toward the table. It was Sir Richard who spoke. and he was holding out the cue toward Nathan. “Show you what?” Nathan asked with a half-smile.

      “You’re the one with all the trick shots,” Sir Richard clarified. “Come now, show us.”

      Nathan moved toward them with a laugh. What a relief to escape the subject of Abigail. Rhys was clearly reading far too much into the conversation. A break from it was best.

      Besides, he did enjoy showing off his skills at billiards. He’d spent a great many hours as a young man learning all manner of tricks. He took the cue and leaned over the table to see the alignment of the balls and measure out what he would do.

      And he smiled. Abigail had used her superior knowledge of the situation tonight to win their wager. Since he would name the terms for their next bet, why shouldn’t he take the same opportunity?

      “Are you going to shoot it or stare at it all evening?” one of the other men in the small group asked, and elicited a laugh from the others.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Nathan said. “I know exactly what I’m going to do.”

      Win. He was going to win against Abigail. And it didn’t mean a damned thing, no matter how many times Rhys arched an eyebrow about it.
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      Abigail smiled as her carriage pulled up to the little blue house Owen and Celeste lived in near Pettyfort Park. She was so looking forward to this afternoon. Celeste had promised a small gathering, just friends. Abigail knew Rhys and Pippa would be there. She was also excited to learn that Pippa had invited her former governess, Harriet, and her paramour, Lena Bright. The two women owned the most popular salon in London, Lady Lena’s. Abigail had met them before, of course, but she hoped to get to know the pair better. Perhaps even angle to garner herself an invitation to the salon. She was so curious about it.

      She went to the door and was allowed in by Owen’s butler, Cookson. She was taken to the small parlor and smiled as she entered to find the party already gathered.

      “I seem to be fashionably late,” she said with a laugh.

      Celeste and Pippa both laughed as they approached her. She was enveloped in their welcoming hugs, and for a few moment it was all giggles and catching up with these two women she hadn’t even known a year ago. Couldn’t have guessed when she realized their existence that she would come to love them like sisters.

      Lady Lena and Harriet said their good afternoons, along with Owen and Rhys. As everyone settled back into their cheery conversations, Abigail took a chair with a smothered smile. It seemed their party was complete—and it did not include the Duke of Gilmore.

      She hadn’t seen him since Rhys and Pippa’s gathering a few nights before, when they’d wagered so inappropriately and he had requested a chance to win his money back. She’d waited for him to clarify how that would happen, but he’d said nothing more to her that night. He had also not reached out to her since.

      And she was relieved, not disappointed. She didn’t want to have some silly secret with the man. She didn’t want to spend time with him. It was better just to forget the whole thing had happened and move on with her life.

      Which she promptly did as she fell into a conversation with Lena Bright about Sir Walter Scott. She was perfectly comfortable and happy when Cookson stepped into the doorway and the room turned toward him with an expectant air.

      “The Duke of Gilmore,” he intoned.

      Abigail stood with the rest of the group, but it took some effort. She would have told anyone around her that her heart sank at that announcement. She might have even tried to tell herself that it was horror and annoyance that cropped up in her chest when Cookson stepped aside and Gilmore strode into the room.

      But it wasn’t. To her great confusion, there was a flutter in her stomach when Gilmore scanned the room and his dark gaze settled, momentarily, on her. She shifted slightly, willing her hands to stop trembling
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