
		
			[image: image]

	
		
			 

			[image: 20717.png]

		

	
		
			 

			Dedication

			For all the bluestockings.

			And for Tony, 

			who wooed me with books and 

			who reads almost as fast as I do.

		

	
		
			 

			Acknowledgments

			WHILE I AM tempted to take sole credit for this book, I cannot. I am completely indebted to Sara Jane Stone, Amanda Kimble-­Evans, and Tony Haile, who read early drafts and offered valuable feedback.

			Many thanks to the team at Avon for getting my books into ­people’s hands, especially Jessie, Pam, Shawn, and Dana. Thank you to Tom for another gorgeous cover. Most of all, thank you to my lovely and talented editor, Tessa.

			I am grateful to my fellow authors Caroline Linden, Miranda Neville, and Katharine Ashe for friendship and conversations one can only have with other romance authors. When I need a break from the nineteenth century, I turn to my friends and fans on Facebook, who were tremendously helpful when it came to suggesting character names and providing the titles for Emma’s books.

			I’d also like to thank my family, my agent, my husband, and my darling dog, Penelope.

		

	
		
			 

			Contents

			 

			 

			Dedication


			Acknowledgments


			
			Prologue


			
			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			Epilogue


			Author’s Note


			An Exclusive Excerpt from The Bad Boy Billionaire’s Wicked Arrangement


			About the Author


			Romances by Maya Rodale


			Copyright


			About the Publisher


		

	
		
			 

			Prologue

			[image: 21104.png]

			London, 1821

			ANY MINUTE NOW Lady Emma Avery’s life would truly begin. Glittering parties, rakish rogues, breathtaking romance . . . all those things that only ever happened in books would finally, finally happen to her.

			Any minute now Emma would be announced at her first London ball. The great husband hunt would finally, finally begin. She’d spent four years preparing as a student at Lady Penelope’s Finishing School for Young Ladies. She spent the entire afternoon forcing her brown hair to curl and enduring fittings for a lovely ivory silk and lace gown, even though she would’ve rather been reading.

			All the preparation would be worth it when some rogue swept her off her feet in a whirlwind of romance, which would happen, oh, any minute now.

			“Lord and Lady Avery. Lady Emma.” The butler at Lady Wrotham’s ball announced their arrival. No one in the crowded ballroom took note.

			Emma kept her head held high. She was new to London.

			At the first opportunity, Emma found her two dearest friends from Lady Penelope’s: Lady Olivia Archer and Miss Prudence Payton. They had staked out a position in the corner of the ballroom, where they watched the other ­couples dancing, flirting, and conversing.

			“I hardly have any names on my dance card,” Emma said, slightly despairing. This was not how she imagined her debut.

			“There are just four names on mine,” Olivia said. “But I think the gentlemen only agreed to escape my mother. I really can’t blame them.”

			“I haven’t any,” Prudence replied glumly.

			“The night is still young,” Emma declared. “And this is only our first ball of our first season.”

			“I wager her dance card is full,” Prudence said. They all turned to look at Lady Katherine Abernathy—­blond, beautiful, and mean—­surrounded by a gaggle of young, handsome suitors. She smiled like a cat in cream.

			“Oh, hello!” she called out to them. The three tensed, for Lady Katherine had never, in the history of their acquaintance, had a kind word for any of them.

			“My friends from Finishing School,” she explained to her swarming pack of beaux. First she introduced Lady Olivia and Miss Prudence. Then Lady Katherine paused to smile wickedly. “And Lady Emma. But we all called her the Buxom Bluestocking.”

			The gentlemen, desperate to please or perhaps mistaking this cruelty for wit or humor, burst into uproarious laughter. Emma felt her cheeks flame red. She had actually prayed for Lady Katherine to drop that horrid nickname. And this was how God answered.

			“Have I died and gone to hell? Tell me I have,” she pleaded to her friends.

			“I’m afraid this is actually happening,” Prudence said sorrowfully. Olivia clasped Emma’s hand.

			“This is not how the evening was supposed to go,” Emma said through clenched teeth. It was bad enough that she blushed while everyone laughed at her—­tonight, of all nights.

			She. Would. Not. Cry.

			Through their laughter, Emma didn’t hear the orchestra begin playing the third waltz. But she did see a handsome gentleman awkwardly attempting to push his way through.

			Mr. Benedict Chase. They had been introduced earlier. He was one of the few to pencil his name on her dance card. She wouldn’t blame him if he cried off. Who could possibly want to waltz with a girl known as Buxom Bluestocking?

			But no, as Lady Katherine and her suitors watched, he bowed before Emma and then led her to the dance floor.

			“The Buxom Bluestocking?” Mr. Chase inquired.

			Emma bit her lip and looked away.

			“I love a woman who reads,” he said kindly. Emma’s gaze locked with his; she saw he wasn’t teasing. He liked her—­when everyone else laughed at her expense. She also noted that he was handsome. He looked at her mouth as if he wanted to kiss her.

			Emma promptly fell in love with Mr. Benedict Chase.

			He whirled her around the ballroom; she felt dizzy from it. Or was that the heady, intoxicating sensation of true love? She smiled happily. Her cheeks were still pink—­but from pleasure, not embarrassment.

			This is what she had prepared for. If only this moment could last forever.

			This moment came to an abrupt stop when a large, hulking masculine body stepped backward and bumped into her. The force of their collision sent her sprawling to her knees on the parquet floor.

			Emma peered up at the horrible, inconsiderate brute and found herself peering at the most breathtakingly handsome man she had ever seen. He could only be the Duke of Ashbrooke, an infamous scoundrel who made frequent appearances in the gossip columns.

			“My apologies. Didn’t see you there,” the duke said with a smile that was renowned for melting hearts and weakening women’s resolve.

			Emma just scowled.

			He had ruined her perfect moment with the man she loved.

			Then, like a gentleman and not the rogue he was reputed to be, the duke offered her his hand. Not to be outdone, Benedict did as well.

			Emma glanced from the duke to Benedict, each reaching out for her hand. She didn’t hesitate. Her choice was clear. She chose the man who saw her. She chose love.
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			The graduates of Lady Penelope’s Finishing School for Young Ladies make excellent matches . . . eventually.

			—­PROMOTIONAL PAMPHLET

			London

			April, 1824

			Lady Emma Avery’s Bedroom

			AS GRADUATES OF Lady Penelope’s Finishing School for Young Ladies, it was expected that Lady Emma Avery and her friends, Lady Olivia Archer and Miss Prudence Payton, would make good matches on the marriage mart within a season or two of their debut. They had done no such thing.

			Having endured Lady Wrotham’s ball celebrating the start of the 1824 season earlier that night, the girls returned to Emma’s house, procured a bottle of sherry, and proceeded to face a dire truth.

			“To our fourth season,” Emma said with a sigh, raising her glass. Reluctantly, Olivia and Prudence did so as well, clinking the cut crystal goblets together and taking small ladylike sips.

			“As of tonight, there are just three months until Lady Penelope’s Anniversary Ball,” Prudence said, giving voice to the dreadful fact that had been weighing on all of their minds.

			At the end of every season, all the graduates—­and their husbands—­gathered to celebrate the anniversary of the school’s founding, as well as announce the matches made that season and pray for those yet unwed.

			To miss the event was simply not done.

			To attend the event without a husband was excruciating.

			“Thus if we are not married by within three months time, we shall be the first batch of spinsters in the history of the school,” Olivia said in a small voice. “No one has ever ended their fourth season unwed. Except for us.”

			Olivia, seated primly on the pale blue carpet, nervously fussed with her skirts. Emma leaned back against the bed, bumping her head on the post. Prudence sighed.

			There was also the unspoken truth that they all wanted romance, love, families of their own and happily-­ever-­after. With each year that went by, it became harder and harder to smile at another of their classmates’ weddings or the birth of another baby. Inside, the same aching, desperate feeling: When will it be my turn? When? When?

			“In the one-hundred-year history of the school, it was bound to happen,” Prudence said. “Mathematically speaking.”

			“Lady Katherine Abernathy is also still unwed,” Olivia pointed out.

			“By choice,” Emma replied. “She has refused numerous proposals. She need only say yes to one of them.” Beautiful, blond, and despicable Lady Katherine Abernathy had delighted in tormenting Emma and her friends at Lady P’s with cutting remarks, cruel pranks . . . always followed by demands for help with her lessons from the Buxom Bluestocking.

			“I suppose it doesn’t need to be said that we haven’t received any proposals. At all. Whatsoever,” Olivia said glumly.

			“No, it doesn’t,” Prudence said. “I am well aware that I have received none and shall not receive any, so long as the ton calls me Prude Prudence.”

			“At least you are not known as Prissy Missy,” Olivia replied. “The name does not seem to entice gentlemen. Surprisingly.”

			“Neither of those are as bad as the Buxom Bluestocking,” Emma said, shuddering at the horrid nickname she had earned thanks to her figure and her penchant for reading.

			With life on the marriage mart cruel to a girl known as the Buxom Bluestocking, she had retreated even more into her books, which only made things worse.

			Prudence refilled their empty glasses and raised hers in toast. “To London’s Least Likely,” she declared wryly.

			Olivia pursed her lips and Emma groaned. The prior season, the “gentlemen” at White’s had concocted a cruel new game in which they named London’s Least Likely to Cause a Scandal (Olivia), Misbehave (Emma), Be Caught In Compromising Position (Prudence).

			The revelation of this did not enhance their marital prospects.

			They weren’t tragic. They just weren’t it.

			“Something must be done,” Olivia said. “I cannot bear the thought of standing there while our class takes a bow and we are the only unmarried ones in the lot. My mother will probably weep openly at what a failure I am.”

			“That ball is the least of my worries,” Emma declared. “I have overheard my parents arguing, for we cannot afford another season in town. If I do not marry soon, I shall have to rusticate in Lincolnshire. For the rest of my life. Unless . . .“

			“Unless you can make Benedict come up to scratch,” Prudence finished.

			Emma nodded. Benedict had been her one and only beau for three seasons now. When everyone teased her bluestocking tendencies, he asked her about the books she’d read and her opinions of them. He liked that she was bookish—­when her mother despaired of her and the rest of the ton teased her. Benedict and she dreamt of a town house they might share, possessing a well-­stocked library with a roaring fire, large windows overlooking a garden, and children tucked in a nursery upstairs.

			Other than Prudence and Olivia, he was the one person she could just be herself with. Emma loved him desperately.

			It was only a matter of time until he proposed—­everyone thought so.

			But then disaster struck.

			“If only it were that simple,” Emma said with a sigh. “His father has recently made a disastrous investment and is now insisting that Benedict and his brother marry heiresses.”

			“If he would have proposed last season this wouldn’t be an issue,” Prudence said.

			“Or the season before that,” Emma added. Indeed, she and Benedict had a sort of understanding for three seasons now. He’d asked her father for permission to court her—­all that was missing was the proposal. “I love him. But he is not the most enterprising of men.”

			“Which means you must do something, if anything is to be done at all,” Prudence concluded. Emma nodded in agreement.

			“If only you would come into a fortune,” Olivia mused. “That would solve everything.”

			Emma smiled sheepishly and said, “I might have perused Debrett’s to discern if I had any wealthy, elderly, sickly relatives I wasn’t aware of. There were none.”

			“How does one force a man’s hand anyway?” Olivia asked. “Besides being caught in a compromising position, which is always an option if we are truly desperate.”

			“Sometimes,” Emma whispered, leaning in conspiratorially, “I wish that the announcement were just in the newspaper and done. Then he’d be honor-bound to marry me, fortune or not.”

			“ ‘Mr. Benedict Chase, second son of Viscount Rossmore, is pleased to announce his engagement to Lady Emma Avery,’ ” Prudence recited.

			“We should do it,” Olivia said. Then she giggled. And hiccupped.

			“Are you mad?” Emma gasped. “You have had far too much sherry.”

			“Our situation is desperate,” Olivia said. “Do you really want to be the only failure of Lady Penelope’s in the entire one-hundred-year history of the school? Don’t you wish to marry and have children and not be nagged about eligible bachelors?”

			“I do want all those things,” Emma said fiercely. “But you must agree that forging a betrothal announcement is a bit much. Perhaps I might just confide my feelings to him. Or convince him that my meager dowry will be enough if we live frugally. Or perhaps I should settle. I could find a wealthy older man searching for a second or even third wife. Perhaps he will die and leave me a fortune before I grow too old.”

			The prospect did not enthrall.

			“No, we mustn’t settle,” Olivia said firmly. “We have waited too long to settle. Lady Penelope would never wish for us to settle. We must do something.”

			Prudence crossed the room to Emma’s writing desk in search of paper and pen under all the stacks of books Emma had read, or planned to read, or was in the midst of reading.

			“Olivia, you write it,” Prudence said, handing her the materials. “You have the best penmanship.”

			“Indeed, it is one of my many talents that gentlemen care not one whit about, along with my skill with an embroidery needle, watercolor brush, or my deft handling of a teapot,” Olivia muttered. Then she asked, “What should I write?”

			“Nothing!” Emma protested. “You should not write anything.”

			“ ‘To The London Weekly,’ ” Prudence said grandly. “ ‘Mr. Benedict Chase, handsome but impoverished second son of cruel Viscount Rossmore, is delighted to announce his engagement to the lovely Lady Emma Avery—­’ ”

			“Toss that in the fire immediately!” Emma cried, lunging for the paper Olivia held high above her head.

			“Ladies do not attempt to steal the private correspondence of others,” Olivia admonished.

			“Ladies do not compose outrageous falsehoods for nefarious purposes,” Emma countered.

			“Speaking of fire, do you smell smoke?” Prudence asked, sniffing the air. “No, maybe not. I must be imagining things. Like your future happiness going up in flames.”

			“Olivia, you cannot be serious! You have had far too much sherry!”

			“If you are going to send a betrothal announcement to the newspaper—­” Prudence said thoughtfully.

			“Which I am not going to do,” Emma cut in firmly.

			“—­why settle for Benedict?”

			Olivia’s eyes went wide. Emma didn’t even entertain the notion.

			“Because I love Benedict,” she said. She did love him, truly and deeply. She wanted to belong to him, and to live the life she imagined for them. She had the townhouse picked out, along with the china pattern, their children’s names, and the fabric for the drawing room drapes. “I love him. Which is beside the point because I am not going to—­”

			“Who else shall we announce her betrothal to, Prudence?” Olivia asked, and ever the gracious and attentive hostess, refilled their empty glasses.

			Prudence pursed her lips. She paused thoughtfully. She even sipped her sherry. Emma could practically see her compiling a list of eligible bachelors, evaluating them and dismissing them.

			Prudence grinned. It was a wicked grin. One that made Emma’s stomach feel as if it were turning cartwheels. Olivia leaned forward expectantly. Emma braced herself with another fortifying sip of sherry.

			“Ashbrooke,” Prudence said with a curve of her lips.

			Emma spat out her sip of sherry—­all over the letter announcing her betrothal to Benedict, thus completely ruining it with a smattering of red splotches.

			“The Duke of Ashbrooke!” Olivia shrieked.

			“Shhh,” Prudence shushed her.

			“You are absolutely, stark raving mad,” Emma said flatly. “I should ring for the footmen to escort you to Bedlam.”

			“He’s so . . . dreamy,” Olivia said in a wispy voice.

			Emma rolled her eyes and said, “He’s a notorious libertine.”

			“He’s the most eligible bachelor of the season,” Prudence pointed out. “Of every season.” It was the truth, but it was also irrelevant.

			“Men like him do not associate with girls like us,” Emma said, highlighting a far more pertinent truth. “Ashbrooke is out of our league. He’s out of everyone’s league, except perhaps oh-­so-­perfect Lady Katherine Abernathy. That is, if he even deigned to associate with debutantes. Everyone knows he is not the marrying kind.”

			“He just hasn’t met the right woman,” Olivia said.

			“Because he’s always with the wrong ones,” Emma replied. “He has seduced the female half of London, effortlessly.”

			“Except for us,” Olivia said glumly. “He’s just so . . .“

			“So virile,” Prudence said, a blush stealing over her cheeks. “And masculine.”

			“Or arrogant,” Emma said. That was one thing she loved about Benedict. His kindness, his open-­mindedness, his humility. Benedict listened to her, and you could just tell that Ashbrooke didn’t pause to consider anyone else, if he paused to think at all.

			“How can you know what he is like?” Prudence asked. “Have you ever spoken to him?”

			“Of course not. Men like him do not speak to girls like me. It’s probably a universal law,” Emma said. “Besides, men that handsome need not develop charm or humility because women and the world just fall at their feet, breathlessly, eager to do their bidding. He wins easily at everything, which means he’s never had to work for anything. I’m sure he’s a pompous, arrogant bore.”

			“But you agree he is handsome,” Olivia said gravely.

			“I am not blind. Or dead,” Emma conceded. “But I love Benedict!”

			“You must be the only woman in the whole entire world who is immune to the Ashbrooke Effect,” Olivia said. “Amazing. You are a medical marvel.”

			“First of all, the Ashbrooke Effect is not an actual medical condition,” Emma lectured, after another sip of her drink. “Secondly, I refuse to believe it even exists at all.”

			“I suffer from it even thinking about him,” Olivia said. “My heart is fluttering and my skin feels hot. I must be blushing all over.”

			“That’s probably all the sherry you’ve been drinking,” Emma remarked.

			“My knees are weak,” Olivia sighed, with a dreamy look in her eyes.

			“You’re sitting,” Prudence pointed out.

			“It’s an imaginary condition and I am immune,” Emma said confidently. “If I ever meet him, I’ll prove it to you.”

			“Do you smell smoke? Or is that my imagination?” Prudence asked.

			“Can you just imagine if you were engaged to Ashbrooke?” Olivia said, with far too much excitement for Emma’s comfort.

			“I cannot. No one would believe it, even were it true. No, I wish to marry Benedict and we shall have a neat little townhouse with a library and we shall devote ourselves to his scholarly pursuits.”

			“Pfft,” Prudence puffed dismissively. “Olivia, if you please, I shall dictate.”

			“What? No!” Emma lunged for the paper, but Olivia—­even drunken Olivia—­was too quick for her. “Oh bother it. No one will believe it anyway.”

			Prudence began her dictation. “ ‘To the surprise of everyone, the Duke of Ashbrooke announces his betrothal to Lady Emma Avery.’ ”

			“Oh, please,” Emma scoffed as Olivia wrote slowly. Hopefully her penmanship was rendered illegible due to the sherry.

			“Where do you keep the sealing wax?” Prudence asked.

			“I shan’t tell you that. Both of those missives ought to go in the fire immediately,” Emma said.

			“Are you sure?” Olivia asked, the dangerous sheet of paper in her hand.

			“Of course I am sure! I shall speak to Benedict,” Emma said. “Perhaps I can talk him into eloping.”

			“That would be romantic,” Olivia said encouragingly.

			“But Ashbrooke—­” Prudence started, before Emma interrupted.

			“Wouldn’t marry me even if that announcement did appear in the newspaper. Which it will not. Because we will burn it immediately.” Emma held out her hand, expecting the letter.

			“Speaking of fire, do you smell smoke?” Prudence asked. “I thought I did before, but I really do now.”

			Olivia even coughed.

			Emma’s bedroom door burst open, slamming into the wall. Her mother appeared, gasping for breath and clutching her chest.

			“Girls! Come quickly! There is a fire in the kitchens!” she cried.

			Three girls jumped up in a hurry, knocking over their glasses, bottles of black ink, spilling half the sherry bottle, and abandoning everything—­including That Letter—­in their haste to reach for shawls and escape the house.
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			“Noooo!”

			—­MANY MARRIAGE-­MINDED MAMAS WAILING DRAMATICALLY UPON READING THE LATEST ISSUE OF THE LONDON WEEKLY

			The Drawing Room, Avery House

			NO ONE EVER paid much attention to Emma Avery. She did not have breathtaking beauty, sparkling charm, sharp wit, or fortune to recommend her above all the other beautiful, charming, witty, wealthy girls of the haute ton. She was fine. Fine.

			But fine didn’t quite cut it on the marriage mart. Thus, calling hours were whiled away in an empty drawing room, with the good company of the latest novel from the circulating library. It was not altogether an unpleasant way to spend the afternoon, though Emma could have done without the quiet sense of desperation.

			And so on Saturday afternoon Emma sat down with volume one of The Mad Baron, which would hopefully provide a distraction from the empty drawing room and her looming, impoverished spinsterhood in Lincolnshire. Her mother read the newest edition of The London Weekly, beginning with the front page and proceeding to read each and every page.

			The grandfather clock in the hall ticked loudly, marking the passing seconds and hours, reminding Emma that Judgment Day, otherwise known as Lady Penelope’s Anniversary Ball, was fast approaching.

			Already a week had passed uneventfully (and unromantically) since the night of Lady Wrotham’s ball. Had it truly been seven days already?

			Her brain must still be foggy from all that sherry she, Olivia, and Prudence drank that night. The kitchen fire had saved them from complete and utter drunkenness. Fortunately, it had been contained, but to be safe, the girls spent the night at Olivia’s house. When Emma returned the next afternoon, her bedroom had been tidied completely and—­

			She gasped and slammed her book shut.

			“What is it, darling?” her mother asked. She peered up from behind the newspaper.

			“Nothing,” Emma said. But her heart was pounding. Could her mother hear it from across the room? No, definitely not. But lud, her heart beat so hard she could feel it sticking in her throat.

			The Letter. What had happened to the letter?

			Her room had been cleaned within an inch of its life. The carpet had even been removed because of the ink stain—­and presumably the stink of sherry. The glasses had been whisked away, the bottle, too. But The Letter . . .

			What the devil happened to that cursed letter?

			Emma closed her book. Her palms were damp. Her heart was still thudding like a drum in her chest. She should go search for it right now and burn it immediately.

			“Mother, if you’ll excuse me, there is something I must tend to—­”

			Emma quickly crossed the room before her mother could protest, but she didn’t make it past the double doors to the foyer before Jenkins, the butler, stepped into her path.

			“Lady Emma, you have a caller,” he intoned.

			“Is that so?” her mother asked curiously, looking up from the newspaper.

			Emma closed her eyes and exhaled slowly. It was one thing to know one was “not quite.” It was another thing entirely if your own mother thought so.

			And it was another matter entirely when the most incriminating and humiliating letter ever composed was lurking somewhere and she had to find it immediately, and now she had a caller?

			“Who is calling, Jenkins?” she asked in a small voice, while silently praying, Please don’t say the Duke of Ashbrooke.

			Ashbrooke House, London

			The Duke’s Library

			Blake William Peregrine Auden, the ninth Duke of Ashbrooke, shrugged out of his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves, exposing the taut muscles of his forearms as he set to work on the confounding problem that had been occupying his attentions for days.

			Portraits of disapproving ancestors looked down upon him. Understandable, given his usual activities.

			Blake focused on the drawings and calculations on the pages spread out on a table before him. After entering the room, his idiot friend Lord Salem had given one look and declared it “incomprehensible rubbish” before availing himself of the brandy. What the fool didn’t see were calculations for a machine that could revolutionize everything.

			A second visitor, his cousin, heir, and good friend, George Parker-­Jones, sat before the fire, newspaper in hand.

			“First the Tarleton twins and now this,” George lamented, shaking a copy of The London Weekly above his head.

			It was not the problem that absorbed the duke.

			“Are we still talking about the twins?” Ashbrooke asked, bored. “For the thousandth time, to be caught with one girl is to compromise her. But two chaperone each other.”

			It was only logical. The ton did not see logic.

			“By all accounts they did not appear to have properly chaperoned each other, given the state of their hair, attire, and virtue when discovered with you,” George said, grinning.

			“I don’t know if I should be flattered or insulted that the ton thinks me capable of ruining two young, twin sisters in just a quarter of an hour,” Ashbrooke said. Then, with a grin, he added, “Hell, I’m just getting started after a quarter of an hour.”

			“This may be a shock to you, but I am not interested in the details of your lovemaking,” George declared. “Unlike the rest of the ton.”

			“Please spare us,” Salem said. “I beg of you.”

			“I should publish my memoirs,” Ashbrooke said. “I’d make a fortune.”

			“There’s the funds for your Difference Engine,” George pointed out, referring to Ashbrooke’s latest, frustratingly slow project.

			The Difference Engine was a machine that performed mathematical calculations perfectly every time, no matter how complex or difficult. The results would be free of human error.

			Or rather, the Difference Engine would do that once he completed his calculations and designs and then secured the funds to build it. He estimated it would require fifty thousand pounds—an enormous sum that he wasn’t about to bankrupt his estate for. Yet.

			Then architects, ship captains, bankers, investors, inventors, and tradesmen could conduct their business based upon accurate calculations rather than the grossly infallible “ready reckoners” everyone currently relied on. Those huge books full of multiplication tables, fractions, and other mathematical calculations were riddled with human errors.

			In his darker moments, Blake believed lives—­such as those of his parents—­were lost because of this. Ships gone astray. Buildings collapsing. Dangerous machines. Fortunes lost.

			In his waking moments—­when he wasn’t seducing women or living the high life of a duke in London—­Blake worked on plans for the machine.

			His efforts at soliciting the support of his friends in the government and of his peers had met with great success—­and disastrous failure.

			During a wild bachelors’ only excursion at Lord Norton’s country seat, Blake had busted into his lordship’s priceless collection of rare vintages and imported brandies, much to the drunken delight of all the guests and much to the unbridled fury of Lord Norton.

			The shipping magnate, Archibald McCracken, was irreparably offended when Blake was an hour late to their interview. Matters were only made worse by Blake’s attire, which consisted of his wrinkled, smoke-­stinking evening clothes and a limp cravat that had obviously spent the better portion of the previous night on a bedroom floor.

			But the fallout from the Tarleton twins debacle had been enormous. Their enraged father withdrew his support and persuaded his friends to do the same. It seems that stodgy old blokes—­the ones with the money and connections—­did not want to do business with the kind of man who was caught in a compromising position with twin sisters. Duke or not, some things were just beyond the pale.

			And that was just last week’s scandal.

			“If you would have married one of them, you wouldn’t be in this situation,” George, not helpfully, pointed out. “You could be building the engine rather than just laboring over the drawings and calculations.”

			Ashbrooke sighed and once again tried to explain, logically: “I couldn’t marry one twin and ruin the other. Of course I cannot marry both. So I shall marry neither.”

			“They shan’t marry either, it seems,” Salem pointed out.

			“I shall never marry at all,” Ashbrooke stated. For the thousandth time.

			“That’s not what The London Weekly says,” George said, with a cryptic smile. He rustled the pages of the newspaper. Even Salem was intrigued.

			“Let me see that,” Ashbrooke said, snatching the paper away. He flipped through until—­but of course—­he found his name in the gossip column, “Fashionable Intelligence.”

			He held his breath as he read what was very likely more disastrous news.

			The Drawing Room, Avery House 

			Emma held her breath, awaiting what could only be disastrous news.

			Jenkins cleared his throat and announced the callers: “Ladies Abernathy, Crawford, Mulberry, Falmouth, and Montague.”

			She would have scowled were she not paralyzed by a slow dawning terror. Ashbrooke would have been preferable to that pack of young women. As would a trip to the dentist, an attack by highwaymen, or being kidnapped, ravished, and murdered by a band of bloodthirsty pirates.

			“My goodness!” Mother announced. “Show them in and send up tea.”

			A sweat now broke out on Emma’s brow. She rather felt like she might be sick, right there on Jenkins’s silver tray bearing the calling cards of Ladies Abernathy and Crawford, Mulberry, Falmouth, and Montague—­all of whom had delighted in torturing her and her friends at Lady Penelope’s Finishing School.

			There was no reason for them to be calling on her, unless . . .

			The Letter!

			Emma had barely taken a seat when the five ladies burst into the drawing room in an explosion of girlish chatter, silk, lace, jewels, bonnets, feigned laughter, and deceptive smiles.

			“We saw the news in The London Weekly and had to be the first to congratulate you!” Lady Falmouth exclaimed.

			Out of the corner of her eye Emma saw her mother frantically flipping through the pages of The Weekly to see what they might be referring to. Unlike most mothers of the ton, Emma’s actually read the parliamentary reports and did not skip straight to the gossip columns.

			She watched her mother’s eyes grow large. And then she started coughing. Emma suspected she knew exactly what she had read. She prayed fervently that it was anything else.

			“Are you alright, Lady Avery?” Lady Crawford inquired. “The prospect of planning such a grand affair must be so overwhelming.”

			“I cannot believe we had to read it in the paper—­when we are your dearest school friends!” Lady Abernathy said sweetly.

			“Yes, we were so close,” Emma replied, just as sweetly. “Like England and China.”

			Lady Abernathy paused to puzzle over that.

			Once, Emma had been selected to give a solo pianoforte performance at the school musical—­a rare achievement. The morning of the show, Lady Katherine Abernathy had deliberately slammed her fingers in the schoolroom door, making it impossible for Emma to play and thus obtaining the solo opportunity herself. That was Lady Katherine Abernathy in a nutshell.

			“Indeed,” her mother said, clearing her throat. “It must be such a shock to read such intimate, personal news in the gossip columns. I really couldn’t imagine it.”

			Ashbrooke House

			It was nothing unusual for the duke to read intimate, personal news about himself in the gossip columns. Often it was pure fiction, fantasy, or a complete fabrication for the sole purpose of selling more copies. More often, however, his real life antics provided ample fodder for the gossips.

			The week prior to the Tarleton twins debacle, Lord Doyle’s mistress had been persuaded to share her favors with Blake, much to the fury of her protector. And the week before that he could scarcely remember, but it was surely something.

			Which made what he read in The London Weekly all the more intriguing.

			Ashbrooke read aloud, perplexed, amused, and annoyed by the words he uttered: “ ‘To the surprise of everyone, the Duke of Ashbrooke announces his betrothal to Lady Emma Avery.’ ”

			“Who is Lady Emma Avery?” Salem asked, clearly wracking his brain to match a name with a face. His recognition of women usually began and ended with their breasts.

			“She is one of London’s Least Likely,” George explained, since he kept track of these things.

			“Ah, the bunch of wallflowers,” Salem said. “Is she the one voted London’s Least Likely to Be Caught In Compromising Position?”

			“No, that was her friend, Miss Prudence Payton,” George corrected.

			Salem looked blank.

			“Prude Prudence,” George explained, and then Salem’s eyes lit up in recognition. “I believe Lady Emma was voted London’s Least Likely to Misbehave.”

			“I’m still not sure which one that is. Can’t picture her,” Ashbrooke said. Well-­behaved Wallflowers didn’t quite capture his attentions; he made it a habit to consort with women most likely to misbehave. In bed.

			“Given that you do not even know the lady in question, I presume you did not actually propose to her,” George said dryly.

			“I might have,” Ashbrooke said with a shrug. The devil only knew what he did when he was deep in his cups. “But I doubt it.”

			Salem burst out laughing as the full implications of the situation began to register in his brain. An engagement announcement in the most widely read newspaper in London—­and the bride and groom had never even met. “What are you going to do?”

			“This is clearly some prank or a joke or an egregious error,” Ashbrooke said easily. “Why should I bother myself with it?”

			“Because everyone will be expecting a wedding,” George said impatiently. “She’ll be ruined otherwise.”

			“They shall be disappointed,” Ashbrooke replied. “It happens in life. I’m given to understand it is not a fatal condition.”

			There would be no wedding. Not to the Tarle­ton twins or this Miss Aviary or anyone. Everyone knew marriage was for the creation of heirs, and he was resolved not to have any. No, he would leave a different legacy—­one more innovative and daring than a bunch of squalling brats.

			If he could just get the damned engine built.

			The butler interrupted his brooding to announce a caller.

			“Your Grace, a caller. Mr. Edmund Parks.”

			“Hello, cousin,” Ashbrooke said, smiling as he greeted his cousin, who eyed him warily. Edmund was always formally attired, starched within an inch of his life, and exceedingly well-­behaved—­a perfect gentleman, though without fortune or title. The more proper he was, the more Blake felt duty bound to make mischief enough for them both.

			“I suppose you have come to inquire about news of my engagement,” Blake said, looking up from his calculations.

			“You have my sincere felicitations,” Edmund said with a dignified nod of his head. “I look forward to meeting your betrothed.”

			I as well, Blake thought. His polite smile faded at the words Edmund uttered next.

			Edmund smiled and said, “I am also calling to see if we will have the pleasure of your company at this year’s Fortune Games.”

			The Drawing Room, Avery House 

			“How fortunate that you have landed a duke! And Ashbrooke, no less! However did you manage it, Emma?” Lady Mulberry inquired, a tinge of malice in her voice. Truly, she implied, it was remarkable that Emma had landed anyone.

			But London’s Least Likely and London’s Most Eligible? It just did not add up.

			Well, now she knew where That Cursed Letter had gone: directly to the offices of The London Weekly.

			Mystery solved.

			One-­way ticket to America soon to be acquired. No, that wasn’t far enough. Perhaps the Orient instead.

			Emma glanced at her mother, who appeared to be woolgathering as she sipped her tea. Probably planning the wedding already.

			“I was shocked to read it,” Lady Katherine said, and there was malice in her tone, because she had set her cap for Ashbrooke and everyone knew it.

			Perhaps it was unkind or untruthful of her, but Emma was still mad about the pianoforte solo and a hundred other devious manipulations she had suffered at the hands of the beautiful, wealthy, and charming Lady Katherine Abernathy.

			Emma could not relinquish this moment of triumph over her rival, nor could she admit that it was a hoax.

			“I can assure you, I was equally surprised,” she said. Then she smiled, like she knew the most delicious secret in the world—­which she did, though she would die a thousand torturous deaths before admitting the truth of the matter to her nemesis, and in her own drawing room. “I didn’t realize word would get out so soon,” she added. Or at all.

			“When will the wedding be?” Lady Katherine asked politely, while shooting daggers with her eyes.

			“We haven’t set a date yet,” Emma replied in a thickly sweet voice. Technically, this was not a lie. Technically, she and Ashbrooke had not even met, but did Lady Katherine know that? No. And God willing, she would not.

			“What of your dress?” Lady Crawford asked.

			“I’m sure I shall wear one,” Emma said confidently.

			Jenkins appeared again, this time to announce even more callers. “Lady Archer and Miss Payton,” he said, and Emma breathed a sigh of relief that she would soon have allies in this farce. Then Jenkins mentioned at least a half a dozen other names that Emma did not bother to register.

			It was official: she’d had more callers in this one hour than in four seasons combined. Behold: the power of Ashbrooke.

			With whom she was still not acquainted.

			The whole scene repeated itself at least six more times—­even though she, Olivia, and Prudence did their best to change the topic of conversation, and even though Emma did her very best to neither confirm nor deny the engagement. But with each gossipy miss and matron who passed through the drawing room, the more impossible it became to not marry the Duke of Ashbrooke.

			With whom she was still not acquainted.

			Ashbrooke House

			Everyone in London was acquainted with the Fortune Games. A house party so strange, so devious, so absurd, with stakes so high, it would certainly be gossiped about. Extensively. But only the select few who had attended and survived truly understood.

			Rather than simply leave her vast fortune to an assortment of close relatives and charities, Lady Agatha Grey invited a select group of family members to compete for the chance to be named her heir at her annual house party. Then she’d rewrite her will, leaving everything to that year’s winner.

			“Ah yes, the Fortune Games,” Blake repeated dryly. “The highlight of every year in which twelve of the Ashbrooke clan debase themselves at a demented house party in order to be named a batty old broad’s heir for one year in which they pray for her timely demise.”

			“That does accurately sum it up,” Edmund replied. “But I can’t bring myself to miss it. I would hate to disappoint Aunt Agatha.”

			“I’m going as well,” George said. “One can hardly turn down the opportunity to be named heir of a ninety-thousand-pound fortune. Especially if one is in need of funds.”

			“I still haven’t decided if I shall attend,” Blake said casually, though he tightened his grasp on his pencil until it snapped.

			He declined to mention that his invitation had still not arrived. Must have been lost in the post. Or his secretary, Gideon, must have misplaced it. He would die a thousand torturous deaths before mentioning a lack of invitation to his own, dear aunt’s annual house party.

			Especially when the letter had probably fallen off the back of the mail coach, or something.

			“How is the matter even under consideration?” Salem asked. “If all I had to do to get a fortune was attend a silly house party, I wouldn’t think twice about going.”

			Never mind that Salem wasn’t in the habit of thinking once, let alone twice. Blake and his cousins shared a smile that commiserated over Salem’s foolishness. The infamous Fortune Games were not for the faint of heart, dim-­witted, or socially inept.

			“The games start in two days’ time,” George said casually. “I myself am departing at first light tomorrow.”

			“You had best decide soon, Duke, if it’s not too late already,” Edmund said. Blake’s gaze shifted from one cousin to the other, both in possession of a coveted invitation from Aunt Agatha, who, terrifying old dowager that she might be, was his favorite person in the world.

			He suddenly felt a sharp pain in the region of his heart as the truth dawned: Agatha had not invited him.

			If she had, and he had not replied, she would have scolded him about it in one of her weekly letters. Now that he thought about it, had he received a letter from Agatha lately? No . . . he didn’t recall any. Not even a scathing set-­down about his behavior with the twins, or concerning the Norton scandal, the Doyle scandal, or his general recklessness.

			It must have been weeks since he last had word from her. He’d been too busy with his plans for the engine by day and with debaucheries at night to notice her silence until now.

			Blake swallowed and shifted his stance.

			It should also be noted that Gideon was paid too handsomely to ever misplace anything.

			He was the Duke of Ashbrooke, which meant he was invited everywhere. Always. As a rule. Especially by his own aunt. Though all the facts dictated otherwise. He had been snubbed by the one person whose good opinion and favor mattered to him.

			“Although,” George said thoughtfully, “you of all ­people can afford not to attend, being a wealthy duke, and all.”

			Unlike the rest of us. The words, unspoken, were still understood.

			“Which shall one day be yours, coz,” Blake said, sweeping his arm to indicate the large majestic house stuffed with priceless objects . . . and just one of many that the Dukes of Ashbrooke possessed.

			“Unless you and your fiancée should be blessed with children,” Edmund pointed out. Blake ignored that point, given that he didn’t know his fiancée. But George’s eyes darkened and his brow furrowed in consideration. He stood to lose considerably if Blake ever did take a wife and sire brats.

			“I’m sure Aunt Agatha would like to meet your betrothed,” Edmund added. “That is, before . . .“

			“Is she unwell?” Blake was genuinely alarmed at the prospect. She had raised him. She had loved him. She was his rock. Although given this lack of invitation, perhaps she wasn’t anymore. He would be damned if he showed even an inkling of the panic he was feeling.

			How could she desert him?

			“There are the usual rumors about the health of an older woman with a fortune,” George said. “But she is not getting any younger, much as she may insist otherwise.”

			“We are still celebrating her twenty-­fifth birthday, are we not?” Blake inquired.

			“For at least fifty years now, according to my estimation,” George replied. “Not that I would be foolish enough to allude to that in her company.”

			“One wouldn’t dare,” Blake quipped.

			“Especially not if one wished to win the Fortune Games,” Edmund replied. “And enjoy all the good fortune bestowed upon the winner.”

			Blake felt his competitive spirit flare. He was the Duke of Ashbrooke, who won everything, as a rule. At a hunting party, he bagged the most birds. In a ballroom . . . he bagged the most birds there, too. There was not a wager, card game, sword fight, or game of charades that he didn’t charm or wit his way to winning.

			The only thing he had ever lost was the support of his investors and Parliament for his Difference Engine. Someone
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