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        Praise for Elizabeth Essex

      

        

      
        ALMOST A SCANDAL

      

      

      “Almost a Scandal is a bold and brazen fast paced romance with a daring heroine and smoldering hot hero! With an explosive danger and red-hot romance this book is most definitely a book to treasure!” ~ Publisher’s Weekly

      

      “Essex will have readers longing to set sail alongside her daring heroine and dashing hero. This wild ride of a high seas adventure/desire-in-disguise romance has it all: nonstop action, witty repartee and deft plotting.

      From the bow to the mast, from battles to ballrooms, Essex delivers another reckless bride and another read to remember.” ~ Romantic Times

      

      “The first book in the Reckless Brides Trilogy is a seafarer’s delight. Col and Sally’s high stakes adventure is fast-paced and fraught with peril. Well-timed humor punctuates the action and the use of frigate-speak adds authenticity to the shipboard dialog.

      The love story teases the reader at first, as Col and Sally struggle to conceal their attraction on board the Audacious. Then things turn desperate when the circumstances of war seem intent on driving them apart. A smartly written, emotional tempest.” ~ Reader to Reader Reviews

      
        
        A BREATH OF SCANDAL

      

      

      “Essex’s second Reckless Bride certainly suits the title. The bold heroine easily wins readers’ hearts, along with her officer and gentleman hero. Essex brings a breath of fresh and funny air to the Regency while her stylish writing and intelligent characters appeal to hearts and minds. Pure, delicious, sexy pleasure awaits readers.” ~ Romantic Times Book Reviews

      

      “Creating two very strong‑willed characters and a mouthwatering romance, Ms. Essex has penned a deliciously compelling and heartwarming story that will keep the reader glued to the pages until the very end.” ~ Affaire de Coeur Magazine

      
        
        AFTER THE SCANDAL

      

      

      “The inner growth of [the characters] coupled with the fast-paced action of the murder mystery makes this one intense, interesting adventure romance. [O]verall this is one smooth ride of a novel. Most of all, I am delighted by the turnout of this murder mystery. Elizabeth Essex has crafted a thoroughly interesting novel full of mystery, intrigue, and fascinating characters. I mean, who ever heard of a thieving duke?” ~ Buried Under Romance

      

      “An exciting romantic tale that is guaranteed to weave a spell around you!! FANTASTICALLY WELL DONE!!!” ~ Addicted to Romance

      
        
        A SCANDAL TO REMEMBER

      

      

      “Set sail with Essex as she cleverly pits a bluestocking against a stiff-upper-lipped British naval officer and lets the sparks fly. Essex spices her fast-paced tale with fascinating details of ships and sailing and adds plenty of sexual tension, high-seas adventures, danger and desire. Readers will be on the edges of their seats reading this latest Reckless Brides tale.” ~ Romantic Times, 4 ½ stars and TOP PICK!

      

      “Essex’s fifth Reckless Brides novel takes readers on another harrowing high seas adventure, filled from jib to mizzen with deception, sabotage, peril and surprise.” ~ Reader to Reader Reviews

      
        
        MAD FOR LOVE

      

      

      "It's a fast-paced quick read that simply sparkles; the writing is deft and humorous." ~ All About Romance

      
        
        MAD ABOUT THE MARQUESS

      

      

      “This book is delightful…The dialogue is wonderful and sass wars are just about my favorite thing ever. The plot is just enough crazysauce layered on top of historical goodness. There was literally nothing about Mad About the Marquess that I didn't like.” ~ Smart B*tches, Trashy Books, A Review

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Anna Harrington,

        for herding authors and other cats with patience, aplomb and a delicate hand on the whip.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dear Readers,

      

      This lovely little novella first appeared in May 2021 in the anthology A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’s ROMANCE, along with offerings from Alyssa Alexander, Jennifer Ashley, Grace Burrows, Gina Conkle, Eileen Dreyer, Bronwen Evans, Anna Harrington, Jade Lee, Madeline Martin, May McGoldrick, Ella Quinn, Erica Ridley, Heather Snow and Sabrina York.

      

      While you can no longer read the story in the context of the intertwined stories of the Whitwell Summer Ball, you can now find it within my Reckless Brides universe, where it will stay alongside related stories, like The Scandal Before Christmas, the story of Violet’s brother Ian.

      

      Wishing you Happy Reading! EEx
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      RAINSFORD HOUSE, LONDON

      MAY 1814

      “I’ve found you a husband.”

      As a greeting, the declaration her father, Viscount Rainsford, all but shouted across the tea tray, left a vast deal to be desired.

      But the Honorable Miss Violet Worth knew better than to object. And she knew better than to divulge the name and face that so gladly leapt into her mind’s eye at the word “husband.”

      Because the viscount, despite the advantages of wealth and breeding—or perhaps because of them—was a haughty, ignorant, stubborn man. Forever making such ridiculous proclamations. Forever barking and bullying and insisting upon having his way.

      Violet didn’t bark. Not when it was so much more logical and expedient simply to bite.

      But that morning, she did not bite—she seethed. Politely. She paused the teacup halfway to her lips and disciplined herself not to react. Though resentment built in her throat like steam, Violet swallowed her bitter ire along with her tea and acted as if nothing untoward had occurred.

      “Did you hear me?” her father demanded.

      “Naturally, sir.” As the youngest of four, Violet had learned to listen carefully and discern when her father was spoiling for a fight.

      And Violet never engaged in any fight she hadn’t already discovered how to win.

      Fencing had taught her that. As a small woman, she knew that strength and stamina were fine attributes, but they would never prevail against superior tactics. And Violet excelled at tactics.

      Never complain, never explain, never give the game away.

      And never let her father harangue her.

      She set down the teacup and rose. “I thank you for this information, sir. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment.”

      “Your bloody fencing lesson?” His tone told her everything his words did not—that the youngest daughters of viscounts weren’t supposed to take their pastimes so seriously. The youngest daughters of viscounts, and daughters of every sort, were supposed to be sweet and kind and quiet, and be led where others willed.

      Violet had never liked being led. She was no prized heifer to be leashed by a ring through her nose. She knew exactly what she wanted, and she acted of her own accord.

      Her father was nonplussed to find himself so easily routed. “Are you not even going to ask his name?”

      “Why would I do that?” Violet replied in the mildest tone possible. “It’s no business of mine whom you choose.”

      Because she had absolutely no intention of letting her father have his way.

      Instead, she disguised her annoyance, gave him her practiced, china doll smile—all painted-on politeness—and took her leave at a measured pace. She kept her head high and her temper low, until she was at last alone in the long, empty picture gallery that stretched across the back of the house.

      Then, and only then, did she let loose her frustrated ire. Only then did she bite.

      “Damn his head. Damn his interfering eyes.”

      It was not to be borne. Had she not made it clear that she would choose her fate and her mate? Did he not realize she knew the tricks he had already tried—and failed—to work upon her older brother Ian? Did he think she hadn’t witnessed what he had done to her sister Lily?

      While Ian had defied their father and made his marriage to his lovely wife, Anne, their sister Lily had not been so fortunate.

      Though Violet had been only twelve when the incident occurred, she remembered every detail. Every underhanded tactic their father had used to force Lily—eight years Violet’s senior and as delicate and lovely as the Easter flower for which she was named—into a socially acceptable but entirely miserable marriage.

      Violet was a sturdier sort of flower that could withstand a bit of frost. She had sworn never to allow the same thing to happen to her. If a marriage were to be arranged, she would be the one doing the arranging.

      Violet snatched up one of the steely fencing foils arranged on a rack for her practice and swiped it through the air as if she could cut her father down to size.

      “No. Business. Of. Mine.” She sliced the ray of sunlight streaming across the gallery to ribbons.

      “What. You. Might. Choose.” She slashed at the spring breeze sailing through the open windows.

      “But it is every business of mine what I will choose.” She would keep command of her life and make her choices. She would foil him and his anonymous bridegroom. See if she didn’t.

      “En garde, sir,” she addressed the quilted dressmakers dummy set up for fencing practice before she lunged, neatly skewering the cloth man through his painted heart, leaving the blade vibrating wildly in the linen chest.

      “Well.” The coolly amused voice of her fencing master was like an ice bath on a hot summer day, dousing her ire. “Good afternoon, Mademoiselle Worth. I can see you’ve already completed your preparatory exercises.”

      The air rushed into her lungs and washed back out, all at the same time. The same way it did every time she saw him. Each time was like the first—a giddy rush of excitement she had not yet learned how to mask.

      Violet felt her face—as well as several other, equally undisciplined parts of her body—flame, like a child caught being naughty by her governess.

      But her fencing master was no governess.

      Heaven help her, no.

      Master Gowan was no servant. He was long and lean and strong as steel, and as handsome as the day was long. Though only a few years older than she, he was as elegantly controlled as she wished she were, instead of being nearly atremble with frustrated rage and longing.

      It was Master Gowan’s face she saw in each and every one of her daydreams. His was the presence that set her normally placid pulse to thrumming.

      Violet retrieved her foil
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