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            Chapter One

         
         “It’s time for your grand entrance, Papa,” said Lady Henrietta Prince.

         
         Her father crossed his arms. “I don’t wish to make any kind of entrance, Hetty, much less a grand one.”

         
         “Nonsense. There are a dozen lovely and accomplished duchess candidates waiting to fawn over a handsome lion of a duke.” She
            fussed with his cravat. “You’re the belle of this ball, please remember.”
         

         
         An elderly belle with a decidedly mulish expression on his heavily lined face.

         
         “Duchess candidates. Bah! You make it sound like a borough election. Are they going to stand on chairs and make speeches?
            Am I to cast a ballot to choose a wife?”
         

         
         Hetty suppressed a smile. “I’ll grant you that the situation is unconventional, to say the least, but we’ve no other choice
            and you know it. If I’d been born Henry, not Henrietta, the title and lands would be mine. As it is, you must do your duty,
            remarry, and sire a new heir or we’ll lose everything to the Crown.”
         

         
         She’d seen what happened when peerages reverted to the Crown. She’d lose Rosehill Park. The monarchy would own her vineyards and plant them over with timber. Their tenants would be subject to indifferent treatment from a land steward with only profit on his mind. 

         
         She’d lose her independence, her freedom, and everything she’d worked so very hard for—all because she’d been born female.

         
         The duke frowned. “What right did my brother Walter and his son have to go and get themselves drowned?”

         
         “I don’t suppose they had a choice. Their ship sank and they along with it.”

         
         Her Uncle Walter had been a quiet man, fond of flannel nightcaps and sweet-meal biscuits. He and his son had drowned in a
            shipwreck off the Channel Islands less than a year ago, leaving the dukedom without an heir.
         

         
         Hetty shuddered to think of their cold and lonely demise. She’d grieved for them, but she’d also been mourning the loss of
            certainty and security, the loss of her future.
         

         
         “Bloody inconvenient, leaving us with no heir to speak of,” grumbled the duke, “not even a sixth cousin twice removed, or
            some such.”
         

         
         “Language, Papa. You promised to behave tonight. No drinking whisky and no swearing in front of the ladies.”

         
         “They might want to meet the real me before they decide to become leg-shackled.”

         
         Heaven help them if the ladies saw the real duke. She quite despaired of him most days.

         
         He wasn’t a mean-spirited drunk, only an extremely naughty and highly unpredictable one.

         
         There was the time he’d bellowed a bawdy song during the vicar’s sermon about the sufferings of Job.

         
         Which had been vastly preferable to the time he’d propositioned the poor vicar’s wife. At a funeral.

         
         “You don’t have a flask in your waistcoat pocket right now, do you?”

         
         At his sheepish expression she held out her palm.

         
         “It’s only a few swallows.”

         
         She raised her eyebrows. He handed over the small silver flask.

         
         “We should be hosting balls for you,” he muttered, “not for me. It’s high time you found a husband. Your mother wanted you
            to marry.”
         

         
         A memory washed through her mind in a soft, hazy palette of cream-colored satin and pink rosebuds. Sitting at the vanity in
            this same London townhouse, preparing for her very first ball. Her mother, brown eyes sparkling, tucking a diamond clip into
            Hetty’s upswept curls.
         

         
         Her own brown eyes, so like her mother’s, shining back at her from the glass, so hopeful and romantic. The smell of melting
            beeswax candles interchangeable in her memory with her mother’s scent—warm, sweet, and comforting.
         

         
         My darling, you’re so beautiful. You’re a woman now. You’ll have your pick of gentlemen. You’ll start your own life away from
               Rosehill Park. Away from me.

         
         A teardrop falling from her mother’s eyes and landing on Hetty’s shoulder. She could still feel the small spot of damp, the
            harbinger of tears to come.
         

         
         She’d never had the chance to begin that new life. Her mother had taken ill with a fever and died within the week.

         
         And her father had started drowning his sorrows at the bottom of a whisky glass.

         
         No time to dwell in the past. There’s work to be done.

         
         “I’m four and twenty and far too busy for marriage. We have the grape harvest next month and then there will be wine to press
            and bottle, and food to put by for winter, cottage roofs to repair, and—”
         

         
         “Don’t we employ someone to worry about those things?”

         
         “You’ve sacked two stewards already, don’t you remember? And I never hired a third.”

         
         She’d made do as best she could, learning to manage the estate and attempting to restore her father’s spirits. She’d even
            continued the work her mother had begun, nurturing their ancestral vineyards into a promising venture, producing sparkling
            white wine to rival the finest French champagne.
         

         
         He sighed heavily. “I’m afraid I haven’t been much of a father to you, m’dear. I’ve let you down. Left you too much to your
            own devices.”
         

         
         “I like my freedom, thank you very much. And no moping, now.” She needed him to be merry and charming tonight. She threaded
            her arm through his and gave him a bright smile. “This is a happy occasion. Your duchess candidates await.”
         

         
         “What do I want with romancing widows?”

         
         “This has nothing to do with romance. This is about saving our family fortune.”

         
         He pulled his arm away, the expression in his eyes turning to near panic. “I can’t do it. I can’t remarry.”

         
         “I know you still miss her terribly,” Hetty said softly. “I miss her too. But she would have wanted us to thrive. She loved
            Rosehill Park and the vineyards more than anyone. Do this for her, Papa, if not for me.”
         

         
         “You’re so like her, you know.” He touched her cheek. “Brimming with life, beauty, and ambition.”

         
         “Enough.” Her voice sounded husky and there was a lump in her throat. She wasn’t accustomed to tenderness from her father.
            “Here, have a sip of wine and then we’ll go down together.”
         

         
         She poured a small glass of sparkling wine from Rosehill for her father, and one for herself.

         
         Bubbles tickled her nose and the tart-sweet flavors of citrus and vanilla burst on her tongue with just the right amount of
            full moon brightness.
         

         
         It was very good wine, if she did say so herself.

         
         “The ladies are clamoring for a waltz with a legendary rake. Will you disappoint them?”

         
         “I did cut quite the swathe in my day.” Her father squared his shoulders. “Very well, my dear. Deliver me to the bloodthirsty
            horde.”
         

         
         When they arrived at the top of the stairs, he gave a nod to the waiting footman below.

         
         “His Grace, the Duke of Granville, and Lady Henrietta Prince,” the footman announced in ringing tones.

         
         Ladies in pastel-hued silk gowns, glittering jewels, and feathered headdresses craned their necks. Excitement was running high. Her father hadn’t hosted any entertainments since the death of his wife. Well, not respectable entertainments, at least. 

         
         “Smile, Papa,” she whispered as they descended the stairs. “What about Mrs. Dudley?” she asked, gesturing toward a comely
            brunette, who responded with a gracious dip of her head that set the pastel-dyed ostrich feathers atop her head waving. “She’s
            a widow with a considerable income and most amiable.”
         

         
         “She’s half my age.”

         
         “Most gentlemen would consider that an incentive.”

         
         “She’d be too much for me. In the bedchamber.”

         
         Not a conversation Hetty wished to have with her father, though the ultimate goal of this evening was to install an infant
            heir in the nursery at Rosehill Park.
         

         
         The widow Dudley would make a wonderful duchess. She had young children from her previous marriage and was still of childbearing
            age. It would be so delightful to hear the pitter-patter of little feet running through the halls of Rosehill.
         

         
         There’d been a time when Hetty had longed to start a family of her own, to be a blushing bride, and a proud mother.

         
         But she was content with the busy and useful life she’d built. And she’d be able to go back to that life if her father could
            produce a new heir.
         

         
         “Don’t you see any pleasing prospects, Papa?”

         
         “The only prospect that pleases me is a bottle of good old Scotch whisky and a box of the mildest Havana cigars.”

         
         “You promised to conduct yourself with propriety, remember? When the clock strikes midnight, I’ll expect you to have made your decision,” she said firmly. “And now I’ll leave you to become better acquainted with your adoring public.” 

         
         She steered him toward Mrs. Dudley. When she’d safely deposited him into the vivacious widow’s care, Hetty made her way across
            the room to her friend Miss Viola Beaton, whom she’d invited for moral support. Viola would stay overnight and the two of
            them could have a lovely long chat. Hetty didn’t often visit London, being so occupied at their estate in Surrey.
         

         
         She clasped her friend’s hands. “Viola, I’m so glad you could come.”

         
         “I wouldn’t miss it,” Viola replied with a warm smile that displayed her deep dimples. “How is the heir-begetting scheme progressing?”

         
         “Precariously. Papa is most reluctant.”

         
         “He does look rather peevish.”

         
         “I’ll have to watch over him like an eagle-eyed chaperone. It would be just like him to escape down the balcony stairs and
            run straight for a tavern.”
         

         
         “Everyone else appears to be enjoying themselves.”

         
         The room was lit by beeswax candles casting a warm glow over the polished parquet floors and shining jewels worn by the ladies.
            Everyone was smiling, talking, and drinking wine from crystal goblets.
         

         
         “I instructed the footmen to keep the guests’ glasses filled with my sparkling wine. Perhaps I’ll win some customers for my
            future wine cellar.”
         

         
         “How are your plans progressing?”

         
         “I’m concentrating on producing the best wine possible, and earning an endorsement from a wine expert, before opening the cellar. No one will buy my wine unless it has a reputation for excellence. This vintage promises to be the best yet. The grapes are already bursting with flavor. We had too much rain last month, but August makes the wine, my mother always said.” 

         
         Hetty felt her mother’s presence here tonight, heard her lilting French accent echoing in her memory. The pain of losing her
            was still fresh and sharp after all these years.
         

         
         It had been her mother’s goal to restore the ancestral vineyards into a profitable wine venture. The grape vines were all
            she had left of her mother.
         

         
         “Wine does help ladies feel disposed toward romance,” said Viola. “I seem to remember your wine playing a role in the courtship
            of our friend Lady Beatrice.”
         

         
         Several of their friends were happily married, but not Viola. She, like Hetty, was too busy for marriage, though for different
            reasons. Her father was a famous composer, but he was going deaf and their income had shriveled to practically nothing, while
            their debts kept mounting.
         

         
         Viola had been forced to take employment as music instructor to the Duke of Westbury’s sisters.

         
         “I’m very sorry, Viola.”

         
         “Whatever for?”

         
         “I should have invited some eligible bachelors for your sake. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it.”

         
         “Never mind bachelors.” Viola plucked at the skirt of her plain white muslin gown. “If there were prospects here, I’d be dreadfully conscious that this gown is four seasons old.” 

         
         “The gown is charming and so are you.” Viola had an irrepressible good humor, despite her reduced circumstances.

         
         “You’re the one who’s glowing tonight, Hetty.”

         
         “Do you think so? I’ve been living in the countryside too long, wearing serviceable cotton gowns to prune the grapevines.
            I’m not accustomed to whalebone corsets and tissue-thin silk. This gown was created for my debut seven years ago and I seem
            to have changed considerably in the intervening years.”
         

         
         Hetty glanced down. The bodice of the ballgown was proving unequal to the task of containing her much-more-ample bosom. And
            she was no longer the blushing, naive young girl with a head full of fairy tales who had swirled in front of the glass, dreaming
            of handsome suitors and stolen moonlit kisses.
         

         
         Viola leaned closer. “Don’t look now, but there’s a broodingly handsome gentleman standing across from us and he’s been staring
            at you the entire time we’ve been speaking with rather a hungry look in his eyes. Gives me the shivers, really.”
         

         
         “Maybe he’s staring at you.”

         
         “No, he can’t take his eyes off of you.”

         
         “Do you recognize him?”

         
         “Never seen him before, though that hardly signifies since I rarely go out in society. Oh, Hetty.” Her eyes widened. “He’s striding this way with the most predatory expression on his face. I do believe he means to speak with you.” She shivered. “Or possibly swallow you whole.” 

         
         “No doubt he’s a brother, or nephew, of one of the ladies, thinking to ingratiate himself with the duke’s daughter. I’ll soon
            put an end to any such notion. Tonight is about my father, not me. The decision will be his alone.”
         

         
         She swiveled to face the man, ready to fix him with a forbidding stare to halt his forward progress.

         
         Her breath caught in her throat.

         
         He was just as Viola had described. Brooding and predatory, with piercing gray eyes that caught and held her gaze. His hair
            was overlong, wavy and brown, streaked with gold where candlelight fell.
         

         
         He was tall, broad-shouldered, and so handsome that she glanced behind her to see if perhaps he meant to bestow all of that
            smoldering appeal on some other lady.
         

         
         The way he prowled wasn’t suited to a society ballroom. There was something almost brutish about him, nearly uncivilized.
            It was the way he held his ungloved hands, half-curled into fists.
         

         
         Something about the slight crookedness of his nose, the blunt edges of his stubborn jaw.

         
         Capturing her hand, he bowed his head and brushed his lips against her knuckles as if they were intimately acquainted.

         
         There was a faint shadowing of whiskers along his angular jaw. His evening attire was ill-fitting, the coat straining at the
            seams, as though the man beneath was too much to be restrained by a tailor’s art.
         

         
         He wore a scarlet embroidered waistcoat, a gaudy gold watch on a fob, and his black dress shoes were scuffed.

         
         Straight from Savile Row, he was not.

         
         “Lady Henrietta.” His lips quirked into an audacious half smile that said he had a secret he would reveal to her alone. “May
            I say that you are the loveliest sight I’ve ever beheld?”
         

         
         “I’d prefer that you didn’t.”

         
         “Too late. I’m going to extol your beauty and there’s nothing you can do about it. You are a goddess, Lady Henrietta, created
            from starlight and roses, sent to this earth to—”
         

         
         “That’s quite enough, Mr. . . . er.” Hetty stopped, realizing she had no idea with whom she was speaking. “You have me at
            a disadvantage, sir. I don’t recall your name.”
         

         
         An unruly lock of hair flopped over one of his eyes. “Ellis. Ash Ellis.”

         
         She mentally searched through the guest list, attempting to match him with one of the ladies she’d invited, but no connection
            came to mind.
         

         
         He slid the tip of his finger over her palm. Good gracious. He was still holding her hand.

         
         She snatched her hand away, her cheeks flaming as though she’d swallowed an entire glass of wine in two gulps.

         
         Somewhere far away the orchestra began to play, a violin bow dragging across the taut string of her nerves.

         
         “Waltz with me, Lady Henrietta.” It was more an order than a request.

         
         She hadn’t planned to dance this evening, but before she could object, he grasped her hand and led her onto the floor. She glanced back at Viola, who gave a little shrug of her shoulders with an amused expression dancing in her green eyes. 

         
         Hetty could refuse to dance with him, but her father was being surprisingly well-behaved at the moment, dancing and talking
            with the ladies, and she didn’t want to be the one to cause a scene.
         

         
         As her hand came into contact with Mr. Ellis’s solid shoulder, and he placed a hand against the small of her back, a quiver
            traced the curve of her spine. She hadn’t danced with a man since her first—and only—ball, in this very room seven years past.
         

         
         He smelled of vanilla-laced cigar smoke and a heavy-handed eau de cologne. Her friend, Miss Ardella Finchley, a chemist and
            perfumer, would have been able to pinpoint the scent immediately.
         

         
         All Hetty knew was that he wore far too much of it, and it had too much musk and cedar to it.

         
         When they were halfway across the room, and her feet had remembered the familiar pattern, Hetty finally collected her thoughts
            enough to fix him with that forbidding stare she’d been meaning to employ. “I didn’t wish to dance with you, Mr. Ellis. I
            was having a conversation with my friend.”
         

         
         He smiled lazily. “Ah but waltzing with me is so much better than decorating the wall.”

         
         Hetty bristled. The man was insufferable. And he hadn’t seemed the least bit discouraged by her quelling stare. “Not all wallflowers
            are longing to be plucked from the wall, Mr. Ellis.”
         

         
         “Dancing with a skillful partner is one of life’s great pleasures.”

         
         It was, rather, though Hetty wouldn’t admit it to the domineering man who’d given her no choice but to stand up with him.

         
         She’d forgotten how much she liked dancing. She was tall for a woman, but he was taller, and that was a pleasure, too. She
            remembered towering over one disastrously diminutive duke at her debut.
         

         
         “I’m not supposed to be dancing,” she said sternly. “Tonight isn’t about me, it’s about my father.”

         
         “That doesn’t mean you can’t have a little fun.” The wicked gleam in his eyes made her neck and bosom feel heated, as though
            it were a hot day, and she was working in the vineyards.
         

         
         She couldn’t even blame it on the wine. She’d only had half a glass. “When the clock strikes midnight, my father will choose
            a bride and my life can resume its customary schedule.”
         

         
         “Rather a role reversal, isn’t it? A daughter compelling her father to choose a bride.”

         
         “It’s his duty to our family. If I were forced to marry to save our family fortune, I would make the sacrifice.”

         
         “Do you know what I think, Lady Henrietta?”

         
         “No, and I’d rather not become acquainted with the workings of your mind, Mr. Ellis. I’d rather we finished this waltz in
            silence.”
         

         
         The sound of his low laughter did something suspiciously fluttery to the pit of her stomach.

         
         Control yourself, Hetty. You don’t do fluttery.

         
         “I think that you like to manage everything, Lady Henrietta. For example, you’ve been attempting to take the lead and guide my steps since we began waltzing.” The pressure of his hand on her back increased and he tugged her closer. “Try to relax,” he murmured. “Allow me to do all of the work.” 

         
         The way he said those words so seductively, in that deep, rumbling voice, made her heart hammer in her chest.

         
         “There. That’s better, isn’t it? I know what I’m doing.” He stroked the small of her back. “Sometimes it’s best to let the
            expert lead.”
         

         
         Did he know what he was doing to her?

         
         Gazing into his eyes, she had the fanciful thought that they were the only couple on the dance floor, and everyone else had
            faded away into colorful blurs, like swirling autumn leaves.
         

         
         Time tilted backward, until she was seventeen again, with butterflies waltzing giddily in her belly, and a song bubbling in
            her heart.
         

         
         She closed her eyes and allowed herself to melt into the lilting sway of the music. Just for a moment.

         
         Just for a few more steps.

         
         After all, they might take one more step and float effortlessly into the air, dancing between the chandeliers, leaving the
            real world far below them.
         

         
         “Very good,” he whispered into her ear, his breath fanning her cheek.

         
         Her eyes flew open. She’d allowed herself to melt a little too much. They were dancing far too close.

         
         A proper distance must be maintained.

         
         She didn’t do giddy, either.

         
         She straightened her spine and angled as far from him as possible. “I wasn’t trying to please you with my compliance to your whispered instructions, Mr. Ellis.” 

         
         Another lazy smile lifted his sensually curved lips. “Of course you weren’t.”

         
         “I was lost in a memory from my first ball.”

         
         It had been the memory, not the man. The man was much too cocksure and controlling.

         
         Though he did dance like a dream.

         
         “You have many pleasant memories from many balls, do you not, Lady Henrietta?”

         
         “Not really. I’ve only attended one ball in my lifetime before this evening.”

         
         His brow furrowed. “How can that be? You’re young and beautiful. Doesn’t your social set dance every evening?”

         
         “I’m four-and-twenty, Mr. Ellis. And this will most likely be my very last waltz.” She had no time for frivolous pursuits.
            She had a schedule to maintain. The vines wouldn’t harvest themselves.
         

         
         “What a terrible shame to deprive the ballrooms of London of your radiant presence.”

         
         There he went again, slathering on the compliments like butter on a breakfast roll. He probably thought he was an expert in
            seduction, as well as waltzing.
         

         
         Well, this was one female who wouldn’t fall under his spell. Thankfully, the waltz was nearly finished.

         
         “Why is your waistcoat embroidered with playing cards?” she asked.

         
         “Not just any playing cards. The Ace of Spades. The highest card in the deck. To bring me luck.”

         
         “Are you a gambler?”

         
         “Always.”

         
         “I don’t approve. My friend is music instructor to the Duke of Westbury, and he’s gambled away his entire fortune at the low
            gaming hells in St. James’s.”
         

         
         “Poor blighter. Shouldn’t play cards if you don’t know how to win.” He held her gaze with an intense focus that made the rest
            of the room fade and blur.
         

         
         “You must be related to one of the duchess candidates I invited.”

         
         “Must I?” he asked.

         
         “Tell me your connection.”

         
         “It amuses me to leave it a mystery for now.” His slate-gray eyes glinted with devilish humor. “Haven’t you always wanted
            to waltz with a mysterious and devastatingly handsome stranger?”
         

         
         “You must have me confused with a lady who thinks you’re handsome.” Lie. He was sinfully attractive. And well he knew it.
         

         
         “They told me you were a bluestocking with a tart tongue. You don’t disappoint.”

         
         “It’s probably best if you keep such impolite observations to yourself.”

         
         “Never expect politesse from me.”

         
         “What should I expect?”

         
         “Danger, Lady Henrietta,” he said in a low, intimate voice. “Expect danger.”

         
         His gaze caught and held her captive.

         
         His fingers slid along the back of her gown, slipping ever so slightly beneath the fabric to stroke her back.

         
         A quiver traced the curve of her spine and raised gooseflesh on her arms.

         
         He wasn’t the stuff of her seventeen-year-old dreams. He was rough-mannered and dominant. Unpolished. Nothing pretty, poetic,
            or respectful about him.
         

         
         She’d never been touched in such a sensual, commanding way. Never seen desire flare to life in a man’s eyes like a warning
            beacon on a hilltop.
         

         
         An answering fire lit within her. The heat of it gave her a flush that bloomed across her bosom and spread up her neck and
            across her cheeks.
         

         
         Surely he recognized the effect he had on her.

         
         “You’re blushing, Lady Henrietta.”

         
         “It must be the sparkling wine.”

         
         “Or it could be that you like relinquishing control for a few minutes. You like following my lead. Your body betrays you when
            you sway against me like that.”
         

         
         Couldn’t everyone in the room see what he was doing? Seducing her in plain sight. Controlling her movements. Undressing her
            with his eyes.
         

         
         But no one was paying them any attention. All eyes were focused on her father and Mrs. Dudley. Everyone was wondering if she
            would be the lucky new Duchess of Granville.
         

         
         Once the scandal sheets had reported that the duke was on the hunt for a new bride, the gossip had flown thick and fast. Wagers
            had been placed in the betting book at White’s club.
         

         
         Young widows and debutantes had formed a queue, writing letters extolling their accomplishments and virtues, and hinting that they had every expectation of fecundity. 

         
         Which one of the ladies she’d invited had brought this wolf to their door?

         
          

         Ash stared into those big brown eyes of hers. Eyes that held a velvet, near-purple darkness, like the heart of a violet.

         
         The lady hadn’t recognized him. Everyone else in the room knew exactly who he was: The Devil’s Own Scoundrel. Owner of the
            notorious gaming hell known as The Devil’s Staircase. Because he led people to sin.
         

         
         To ruin.

         
         He wouldn’t mind leading Lady Henrietta to sin.

         
         He’d known Granville had a bluestocking spinster daughter living on his estate in Surrey. He’d pictured a mousy, bespectacled
            thing. Not a voluptuous goddess with lush curves poured into a tight silk gown the color of clotted cream. Abundant brown
            hair begging to be freed from its jeweled hairpins.
         

         
         And more than enough wit and fire to talk circles around him.

         
         Candlelight spilled over the graceful lines of her shoulders and breasts. They were dangerous, those curves. They felt entirely
            too good in his arms.
         

         
         He’d never danced with a genteel lady before. Polite society snubbed him when it suited them, deeming him of inferior birth,
            and resenting him for what they saw as his ill-gotten riches.
         

         
         Once the lady put two and two together, she’d stare down that straight nose at him disdainfully. Purse her lips with displeasure at being sullied by waltzing with the devil. 

         
         He pulled her closer. Only a sliver past propriety . . . but enough to make her blush deepen. She relaxed into him with a
            dreamy look on her face that made him think about her draped across his bed after being thoroughly pleasured.
         

         
         Attraction, strong and immediate, spiked through him like the first deep drink from a bottle of strong spirits, quickening
            his pulse and settling low in his belly.
         

         
         He was here to speak to the duke, not to seduce the daughter.

         
         The duke had been a difficult man to pin down. He had thick walls around him—solicitors, servants, sycophants—to keep the
            devil out.
         

         
         So Ash had taken matters into his own hands, forging an invitation to the ball and presenting it with the combination of confidence
            and crisp banknotes that always seemed to get him whatever he wanted.
         

         
         He had to take what he wanted. No one was going to hand him anything on a silver platter. Life was something to be conquered,
            a game to win, and he was good at winning.
         

         
         He redistributed ill-gotten wealth. Trimmed the fat from bloated budgets. Skimmed from the top of tainted cream. He ran high-stakes card games that were mostly honest, but he’d selected a small list of targets to lead along the garden path to ruin. Wealthy, rash young bucks who could afford to lose their fathers’ money. 

         
         Landed gentry, born into privilege and ease, greedy, arrogant, and cruel-minded.

         
         And one of those reckless young bucks had inadvertently given him what he needed to win an even more glittering prize: a dukedom.

         
         The lady in his arms was a symbol of the order he meant to topple.

         
         She’d been born to wealth, coddled and cared for by servants and family. Blinded to the suffering of those less fortunate
            than she, all wrapped up warm and cozy in her privileged life.
         

         
         Heedless and ignorant of the source of her father’s wealth.

         
         She was French champagne, expensive and sweet; he was back alley gin.

         
         But his day would come.

         
         The music had ended. He released her and bowed.

         
         “Our waltz is over, Mr. Ellis,” she remarked, with a slightly dazed expression.

         
         “Perhaps you’d like another?”

         
         “I would not.” She gave him a curt, discouraging nod and walked swiftly away, soon swallowed by the crush of people.

         
         Where was Granville? Ash searched the room but couldn’t find him. Damnation. He’d been too busy dallying with the daughter
            to keep track of the duke.
         

         
         Eyes on the prize, Ash.

         
         Tonight, your fortunes change forever.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Why are you so flummoxed?

         
         Hetty leaned over the balcony railing and inhaled the scent of roses drifting up from the gardens, attempting to calm her
            breathing.
         

         
         She’d had a few glasses of sparkling wine, it was true. But not enough to turn her head, make her giddy, make her have thoughts.
         

         
         Naughty, wanton thoughts.

         
         It had only been a waltz.

         
         It was more than that, though, wasn’t it?

         
         It was a reminder of all the things she’d tried so hard to forget, to ruthlessly suppress, to ignore. Girlish longings and
            dreams. An awareness of her body, of its curves and hollows. Of how it might fit together with a partner.
         

         
         A strong, confident, experienced partner.

         
         Like Mr. Ellis.

         
         She couldn’t go back inside until she’d regained control over her thoughts. Over her body.

         
         There had been a moment while they’d been dancing, several, if she were being honest, when she’d even wondered what it would
            be like to kiss Mr. Ellis.
         

         
         Kiss him . . . and more.

         
         She had several married friends, fellow members of a ladies’ society she belonged to, and they sometimes divulged interesting
            details about what happened in the marital bed. Or, according to her friend Beatrice, the marital desk . . . or floor . . .
            or wherever the mood struck her and her handsome husband.
         

         
         The mood had struck Hetty on the dance floor. Full force. Stealing away her scruples along with her breath. Entirely uncharacteristic
            and absolutely unacceptable.
         

         
         Her life had purpose and passion, vineyards and goals.

         
         Kisses not required.

         
         She needed a few more minutes to compose herself before resuming duty as her father’s matchmaker and chaperone.

         
         The sound of footfalls turned her head. She flattened her back against stone.

         
         It was Mr. Ellis. The flummoxer. The awakener of buried desires.

         
         He was looking for someone, searching the dimly lit balcony, holding a crystal wineglass in his hand. Was he searching for
            her?
         

         
         He walked closer, peering over the balcony railing. He was nearly to her now. If he didn’t turn his head, if he continued
            gazing over the railing, he wouldn’t see . . .
         

         
         He’d seen her.

         
         Nothing to do but unflatten herself, shake out her skirts, and pretend that meeting him on a moonlit balcony, with no one else in sight, didn’t make her heart pound. “Mr. Ellis. I see you’re enjoying the libations on offer tonight.” 

         
         “It’s good French champagne.”

         
         “I’m glad you think so, but it’s not French.”

         
         He cocked his head. “It’s not?”

         
         “It’s the sparkling wine I create from the vineyards at Rosehill Park.”

         
         “You created it?”
         

         
         “Don’t look so incredulous. Is it so very astonishing that a female could manage such a venture?”

         
         “Er, not particularly. Every lady needs an activity for her leisure time. Your little hobby is more interesting than most.
            And more delicious, I’d add.”
         

         
         “My little hobby?” The muscles of her jaw clenched. “This is so much more than a leisure pastime. I’m distributing my wine
            to several cellars in London, and all of my influential friends serve it at their parties.”
         

         
         “Congratulations.” He seemed distracted. What had happened to his predatory stare? He wasn’t attempting to seduce her anymore.
            Why should she care?
         

         
         “Does the subject of enterprising women make you uncomfortable?”

         
         “Not at all. I’m acquainted with numerous enterprising women, and they are astute businesspeople, all.”

         
         “We British have been creating wine since Roman times, and yet the reputation of our vinicultural efforts is inglorious, at
            best. I aim to change all of that.”
         

         
         “Going for the glory, are you?”

         
         “I only want a seat at the table for English sparkling wine. There’s absolutely no reason why we must be relegated to a joke, a laughingstock, everyone chortling about pigswill, and such.” 

         
         “An uphill battle. England’s not known for its winemaking.”

         
         “I may be an amateur vintner, struggling with the English drizzle and muck, but my family has roots in the Champagne wine
            region of France. My mother brought seeds, and vines, and a French vigneron with her when she arrived from France to marry
            my father. Our vines at Rosehill Park have had the strictest care and attention, and the soil composition in our area of Surrey
            is very like the chalky soils near Épernay.”
         

         
         She was rambling, she knew it, but he made her so flustered. The words kept spilling from her mouth like wine from a bottle.

         
         “Is that so? Think I’ll try some, then.” He raised his glass and swallowed deeply.

         
         “Wait! Don’t drink it like that. Savor it slowly.”

         
         This time he took his time about it, the tip of his tongue rimming the edge of the glass, catching a stray drop, before he
            took a sip.
         

         
         Hetty had the decidedly inappropriate thought that she wanted to be the glass he held, the wine he drank.

         
         “Well?” she prompted when he’d finished drinking.

         
         “It’s good.”

         
         “What do you taste?”

         
         “Grapes.”

         
         She shook her head sadly. “How unimaginative.”

         
         “I’m not a wine expert.”

         
         “Wine experts. Charlatans! The bad reputation of English wine is due in large part to Mr. Clive Ross, author of A World of Wines. Besides the usual French, Italian, and Spanish wines, he devoted hundreds, literally hundreds, of pages to the lesser-known wines from Germany, Russia, Hungary, and Persia, and relegated the whole of our winemaking
            efforts to a mere fifteen pages, filled with ‘unsuccessful this,’ and ‘unprofitable that.’”
         

         
         “The scoundrel.” His eyes glinted with humor.

         
         “Are you laughing at me, Mr. Ellis?”

         
         “You’re very passionate on the subject of the dastardly Mr. Ross.”

         
         “He insulted Rosehill Park.” She gripped the balcony railing. “He said our soil wanted fertility. And was deficient in depth.”

         
         “Someone should challenge him to a duel.”

         
         “Don’t think I haven’t considered it! I have a pistol, and my friend, the Duchess of Thorndon, has taught me how to use it.
            I’m not to be trifled with.”
         

         
         “I’ve always said that a bluestocking with a pistol is an extremely dangerous combination.”

         
         “I thought you were the dangerous one, Mr. Ellis.”

         
         “I am. The truth of it is that you’re far too controlled to truly be a threat to the scoundrels of this world. I’ll wager
            you write out a schedule each morning to govern what you do every second of the day.”
         

         
         She loved making daily to-be-done lists. But it irked her that he’d been right about it. “I can be impulsive.”

         
         “I don’t think you can. It’s not in your nature.”

         
         He was right. She was never impulsive. She planned everything out. She’d never broken any rules. She’d lived a blameless,
            staid, disciplined life.
         

         
         She’d been so busy developing the vineyards. Taking care of everything, managing the estate and her father, solely responsible for the welfare of the tenants and the servants. 

         
         Tomorrow she’d return to that life. The thought should have been calming. Her life wasn’t lacking in excitement. Tomorrow
            everything would go back to normal.
         

         
         “How do you know what’s in my nature?” He was so sure he had her classified. The buttoned-up spinster. The rule follower.
            “I could do something outrageous. Something . . . wicked.”
         

         
         And that’s when the idea took hold. She could have her very first kiss. Her one and only kiss. See what she’d been missing.
            Just a small, manageable thrill. A test to determine whether kissing was something she’d been missing out on, or something
            that she could file away in the not-worth-the-ruination category.
         

         
         “Very wicked, indeed,” she whispered. “I could . . . kiss you, Mr. Ellis.”

         
         He raised his dark brows. “My dear Lady Henrietta, I’m shocked.” The smolder was back in his eyes. He stepped toward her.
            “What gave you such a scandalous idea?”
         

         
         Was she really going to do this?

         
         It was like those dreams she had sometimes where everything was so much more vivid than ordinary life and the laws of reality didn’t apply. Where she took a few steps on the lawn and then bounced high into the air, soaring up to meet a flock of starlings and looking down at her vineyards from a bird’s eye view. 

         
         The world spread before her.

         
         Endless possibilities.

         
         “You.” She swallowed. “Dancing with you. I feel that I must take this opportunity to prove to myself that my life is not lacking
            for want of kisses.”
         

         
         “Kisses are against the rules for proper, unmarried ladies like you.” He advanced closer, setting his empty wineglass on the
            balcony floor. “Kisses can be dangerous.”
         

         
         Maybe this wasn’t the brightest idea. He was suddenly much larger and less manageable than he’d appeared only a moment ago.
            Silvery moonlight in his eyes. His lips curved into that mysterious half-smile, hinting at sensual secrets, promising unknown
            pleasures.
         

         
         A small sampling of pleasure. Like the first sip of a new wine from an oak barrel. That moment of tension, of anxiety, and
            then the flavor, tart and new. Something never before tasted.
         

         
         Before she could talk herself out of it, she lifted onto her toes and brushed her lips against his.

         
         “There,” she said, when she was finished. “It’s done. My one and only kiss.” She’d felt nothing except a fluttering nervous
            feeling in her belly and then the firmness of his lips against hers. “I can cross it off my list and never wonder about it
            again.”
         

         
         He backed her against the wall, covering her with his powerful body, cupping her face in his warm, strong hands. He gazed into her eyes. “That, my lady, was only the precursor to a kiss. You can’t cross anything off your list yet. This is a kiss.”
         

         
         As a girl on the brink of womanhood, Hetty had spent far too much time imagining what it would be like to be kissed. Wondering
            if there were rules to follow, and whether it would be awkward, or if she would magically know what to do.
         

         
         Would there be a question of what to do with one’s hands? Would the gentleman’s breath smell of something objectionable, such
            as onions, or would his lips taste as sweet as honey from clover fields? Seventeen-year-old Hetty had heard rumors of tongues.
         

         
         Twenty-four-year-old Hetty could confirm that rumor.

         
         Mr. Ellis tasted of citrus and vanilla, from her wine, and his tongue . . . well, she was becoming intimately acquainted with
            it.
         

         
         He explored her mouth gently, with light kisses and teasing tongue strokes, while his large hands framed her waist, holding
            her captive against his solid frame.
         

         
         Her hands spread against his chest, not to push him away, but to be closer, to feel his muscles bunching and the warmth of
            him permeating her body.
         

         
         When he gave her pause to breathe, her good sense came rushing back, telling her that this was more than a small taste of
            danger, and highly improper.
         

         
         And then the naughty, reckless part of her that wanted to be spontaneous and wicked returned with a vengeance.

         
         The fizz of the wine still buzzed on his lips. His kiss was headier still, bringing her body to life in a new way.

         
         Giddy and breathless.

         
         He kissed a sensitive place behind her ear, his hands stroking her back. Her breasts felt heavy and swollen against his chest.

         
         Kissing was most definitely dangerous. The thrill chasing up and down her spine, the heat flooding her body, pooling in her
            belly and between her legs.
         

         
         A restless feeling, a desire to be closer, to have more, more than just a little taste.

         
         Pleasure bubbling inside her mind, a feeling as though she was about to shatter . . . explode.

         
         A sonorous bell sounded in the distance, a rhythmic chiming to match the pounding of her heart. Nine. Ten. Eleven . . .

         
         Midnight!

         
         She pushed Mr. Ellis away, her breathing ragged. “It’s midnight. I must go.” But before she could leave him, a large shape
            pounded across the balcony, hurtling toward them.
         

         
         Mr. Ellis pushed her behind him, to protect her from view.

         
         Hetty peered around his shoulder to see who was running down the balcony stairs.

         
         “Oh no,” she moaned. “It’s my father.” Had he seen them kissing? This was a disaster. No time to wonder about that. “I have
            to catch him!”
         

         
         She sprinted after him, with Mr. Ellis thundering behind. The duke was halfway across the gardens and heading for the archway
            when Mr. Ellis managed to catch him by the coattails.
         

         
         “Let me go!” said the duke, attempting to twist free.

         
         “Papa, stop struggling,” Hetty scolded. “You have to go back inside. It’s midnight and time to choose a bride.”

         
         “I only want a little whisky. I must fortify myself for the task.”

         
         “Is it whisky you want, Your Grace?” Mr. Ellis released his hold on the duke and pulled a flask from somewhere inside his
            coat.
         

         
         “Don’t give him—” But it was too late. Her father already had the flask and was drinking thirstily.

         
         “That does take the edge off, I must say,” said the duke. “You have an admirable taste in whisky, sir.”

         
         “Thank you, Your Grace,” Mr. Ellis replied.

         
         “Say.” The duke cocked his head. “Don’t I know you?”

         
         Mr. Ellis cleared his throat. “I believe we’ve met on occasion.”

         
         “The Devil’s Staircase! That’s where I’ve seen you. You’re Ash Ellis.”

         
         “Guilty as charged.”

         
         “Had a capital time there last month. Those barmaids of yours . . .” The duke winked lasciviously. “Prettiest in London.”

         
         “Glad you approved.”

         
         Hetty’s mind was reeling. Mr. Ellis was not some mildly scandalous and rakish cousin attached to one of the guests she’d invited.
            Mr. Ellis owned a gaming house.
         

         
         The garden path disappeared from beneath her feet and was replaced by the gaping maw of hell.

         
         “Mr. Ellis. You own The Devil’s Staircase. Then you are . . .” This couldn’t be happening. Surely she was a better judge of character. She wouldn’t have launched herself into the arms of the notorious man the scandal sheets had dubbed . . . 

         
         “The Devil’s Own Scoundrel,” said the duke, returning the empty flask.

         
         The ruthless man who’d ruined the Duke of Westbury, and countless other noblemen.

         
         If anyone had seen them kissing, she was ruined, too. More than ruined.

         
         “Ah, I see now that you’re fully aware of who you waltzed with, Lady Henrietta. I told you to expect danger.”

         
         More than a waltz. She touched her lips, still swollen and warm from his kisses.

         
         “What are you doing at my ball, Ellis?” asked the duke. His gray whiskers trembled. “And what was that I saw you doing with
            my daughter?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Damn it all! Ash scrambled for a plausible explanation. If he didn’t come up with something quickly he could be facing the
            duke’s pistol at dawn. Not the outcome he’d planned.
         

         
         He hadn’t fought his way up from the cutthroat alleyways of Seven Dials without learning how to think on his feet.

         
         “Oh, that?” he said. “Lady Henrietta was explaining to me the process she uses for creating the excellent sparkling wine I
            tasted this evening.”
         

         
         “It looked like you were tasting more than the wine, m’boy.”

         
         “It’s a dark night, Your Grace. There’s only a sliver of moon. She was divulging her secret recipe, whispering it in my ear.
            I have an interest in spirits, you know. My business partner, Jacques Smith, has invented a new gin still that produces a
            much cleaner and more pure spirit that he infuses with botanical extracts.”
         

         
         “Hetty,” said the duke, turning to his daughter. “Is this true?”

         
         Lady Henrietta had been standing, frozen, her face set in a rictus of horrified shock. The exact expression he’d imagined she’d have when she learned his true identity. 

         
         She recovered in swift fashion, turning to her father with a sweet, innocent smile. “Of course, Papa. What else could it have
            been? I was whispering the measures of sugar I add, or, as the French call it, the dosage.” She glanced at Ash from under thick, dark lashes. “Mr. Ellis may wish to invest in my wine venture, isn’t that right, sir?”
         

         
         “After a fashion.” He cleared his throat. Things were getting complicated. Best to come out with what he had to say. “Your
            Grace, I’ve been attempting to speak with you, but you’re a difficult man to pin down.”
         

         
         “Here I am, Ellis. I don’t suppose you have a second flask?” the duke asked hopefully.

         
         “No, but we could go to 20 Ryder Street and I’d serve you an excellent Glenlivet I’m quite fond of.”

         
         The duke perked up. “Then what are we waiting for? Lead the way, good sir. Lead the way.”

         
         “Just one moment,” Lady Henrietta broke in. “Papa—you have a duty to perform. You’re not going anywhere.”

         
         “I’m going down The Devil’s Staircase,” said the duke gleefully. “With Mr. Ellis.”

         
         Lady Henrietta placed her fists on her full hips. “It’s past midnight. You must select a bride before you go.” She wasn’t
            one to deviate from her schedule.
         

         
         Ash leaned toward the duke. “You don’t have to marry, Your Grace,” he said in a conspiratorial tone.

         
         “I don’t?”

         
         “And just what do you mean by that, Mr. Ellis?” Lady Henrietta asked sharply.

         
         “I mean that he has no need to marry any of the assembled ladies and sire another heir.” Ash straightened to his full, considerable
            height. He spread his hands, pausing for dramatic emphasis. “Because I am the long-lost heir to the dukedom of Granville.”
         

         
          

         “Hetty, it’s a midnight miracle!” her father cried.

         
         “What did you just say, Mr. Ellis?” Hetty asked.

         
         “I said that I’m the long-lost heir to the dukedom.” His expression was unreadable in the dark, but Hetty was certain that
            she heard a predatory, wolfish tone in his voice.
         

         
         “Are you making a joke, sir?” she asked.

         
         “I’m in earnest.”

         
         “Well, you could have made this shocking announcement a little earlier, I must say.”

         
         Before he’d tempted her into kissing him.

         
         “We’re saved, Hetty!” cried the duke, practically dancing a jig. “I don’t have to marry any of those desperate duchess candidates.”

         
         Hetty’s mind scrabbled for a foothold in the treacherous mire of this disastrous evening.

         
         The man she’d danced with, the man she’d kissed, was making a preposterous claim to her father’s title. He must be lying.
            A gaming hell owner who brazened his way into a private event with no invitation couldn’t possibly be a legitimate heir presumptive.
         

         
         “Papa.” Hetty pulled her father away a few steps, whispering urgently. “We don’t know Mr. Ellis from Adam. He may very well be a pretender, a swindler. Why did he come to the ball uninvited? Why not contact your solicitor like an honest claimant would do?” 

         
         “Nonsense.” Her father brushed away her words and turned back to Mr. Ellis. “Anyone can see the family resemblance. Look at
            that strong chin and those steely gray eyes. Now, why don’t we go inside, and I’ll introduce you to everyone. Won’t they be
            disappointed.”
         

         
         Over Hetty’s dead body. “We certainly won’t be introducing him to anyone, Papa, not unless ironclad proof of his claim is
            presented.”
         

         
         “Of course, of course,” said the duke. “You have evidence of your claim, Mr. Ellis?”

         
         “Ironclad.”

         
         “And . . .” The duke squinted at him. “Who are you claiming to be, exactly?”

         
         “A descendant of the Honorable Ashbrook Prince. A branch of the family that split off long ago.”

         
         “Of course! The lost baby. The secret marriage to a scullery maid from Spain.”

         
         “I arrived at an orphanage at the age of three,” Mr. Ellis said. “My mother was dead and my father unknown. I told the matrons
            that my name was Ash. I have only vague memories of my mother, but I know she used to sing to me in Spanish. And she told
            me never to forget that I was a prince. I thought she meant that I was a prince among men, but now I know the truth. I am
            a Prince. I’m your heir, Your Grace, and I’ll gladly present further proof at a time of your choosing.”
         

         
         “Splendid, m’boy, simply splendid. My solicitor is Higginbottom, of Pall Mall. He’s a good sort. Extricated me from plenty of scrapes, I can assure you.” 

         
         Mr. Ellis nodded. “I’ll contact him right away.”

         
         This was all happening too quickly. Hetty didn’t approve of Higginbottom. His card should have read Solicitor of Mayhem, for
            he was a very bad influence on her father.
         

         
         “You could be a fraud, Mr. Ellis,” she said. “An opportunist.”

         
         “It’s been known to happen.”

         
         “You could be engaged in skullduggery of the highest order.”

         
         Mr. Ellis made a snorting noise, as if attempting to restrain a laugh.

         
         “Hetty,” her father remonstrated. “Don’t insult your cousin.”

         
         “Seventh cousin, actually,” drawled Mr. Ellis, all ease and affability. “Once removed.”

         
         “We’ll see about that,” Hetty muttered.

         
         Mr. Ellis’s gaze raked across her bodice, lingering on the swell of her bosom. It was rising and falling rather rapidly, given
            the mixture of dread and fury coursing through her veins.
         

         
         “I think you’ll agree that we’re about as distant as relations could be, Lady Henrietta.” His tone said the opposite. There’d
            been precious little distance between them not more than a quarter hour earlier.
         

         
         “Good evening, Mr. Ellis,” she said sharply, taking her father’s arm. “Please show yourself out, since you arrived unannounced
            and uninvited.”
         

         
         “Good evening, Lady Henrietta.” He bowed, his eyes flashing silver in the gloom. “I look forward to our next meeting.”

         
         “As do I,” the duke enthused. “Bring some of that Glenlivet, will you?”

         
         “Indeed, Your Grace. A bottle of aged Scotch whisky is one of life’s great pleasures.”

         
         “A truer word was never spoke, m’boy.”

         
         Hetty hauled her father away before he bonded any further with his new best friend.

         
         It had been no accident that
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