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      Dear Reader,

      I wish to inform you that book 2 in my Beau Monde Bachelors: Scandals and Rogues series was previously titled Lady Amelia's Mess and a Half and is now Lady Audley's Forever Affair. This new edition presents a revised plot and introduces some new characters.

      I was excited about the story's potential when I first sat down to write it, but the finished version didn't quite meet my expectations. I was very grateful to get another crack at it when the rights to my story were returned, and I sincerely hope you enjoy this reimagined version.
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      After twice losing Lady Amelia Audley to outside forces, Jake Hillary, one of London’s wealthiest bachelor brothers, believes the third time might finally be the charm. As he embarks on a mission to win her heart, he faces a trifecta of challenges: his brother’s meddling, her best friend’s disapproval, and a floundering orphanage that’s dear to Amelia's heart. Just when it seems they are on the brink of building something lasting, a shocking revelation tests their relationship. Will this be the end of their love story, or the beginning of their forever?
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        March 15, 1816

        London, England

      

      

      

      Jake Hillary pinched the fleshy part of his bicep and grinned. Indeed, he was awake. After two weeks of bliss, he still believed he might be dreaming every time Amelia allowed him into her orbit.

      Propped against two pillows, his bare legs tangled in the bedsheets, he watched her every movement with rapt attention. She bent to retrieve the silky pink night-rail from the carpet, her luscious bottom in the air.

      He swallowed a groan, resisting the tempting invitation to haul her back to bed. If he did it a third time, she might deem him a heathen.

      She pulled the night-rail over her head, freeing her blonde hair and allowing it to cascade down her back. Afternoon sunlight filtered through gauzy ivory curtains, bathing her in a golden glow.

      His dream woman was breathtaking, even more breathtaking than she had been four years ago when he fell in love with her at first sight. He was wise enough now to realize it had been infatuation back then, but it certainly hadn’t faded. Her beauty still left him tongue-tied and stammering at times.

      He pinched himself again.

      “What are you doing?”

      Jake startled at the sound of her voice and met her deep-blue gaze. “Nothing.” He let go of his arm.

      The hint of a smile played across her rose petal lips. She walked to the edge of the bed, leaning on the mattress as she stretched toward him for a quick kiss. “Be kind to that gorgeous body, Mr. Hillary, or we might find ourselves at odds.”

      Her eyes twinkled as she drew back a few inches. Before she could retreat, he tugged her onto the bed until she straddled his lap.

      “Where do you think you’re going, Mia?” He buried his face in the crook of her neck, peppering kisses over her soft, fragrant skin.

      She laughed, twisting on his lap. “Your scruff tickles.”

      He stopped his adoration, content for the moment just to hold her. She hooked her arms around his neck, her full breasts pressing against his bare chest.

      “Some of us have responsibilities,” she teased. “Audley’s brother is expecting me this afternoon. We’ve yet to settle his affairs.”

      The mention of her late husband stole some of the sunlight from the room; David Audley had been dead a year and a half, but even from the grave, he still had the power to spoil Jake’s mood.

      Amelia dragged the tip of her finger between his brows and down the bridge of his nose. “You’re frowning.”

      “Am I?”

      As her finger reached his lips, he playfully nipped the air in front of it. She snatched it back, sharing a laugh with him.

      “There, that’s better,” she murmured. “No more sultry brooding, or I might miss my appointment altogether.”

      “Is that meant to motivate me?”

      She smiled and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for worrying about me, but it’s unnecessary. David’s brother and I have always been on good terms. Michael will be fair.”

      Jake held his tongue, his fingers squeezing and releasing the covers. If Amelia’s father had performed his duty and negotiated a widow’s pension as part of the marital agreement, she wouldn’t be caught in this predicament of begging her late husband’s brother for support.

      He wanted to trust her judgment, but how different could the current Viscount Audley be from David? David had been a manipulative liar, pretending to be Jake’s friend while secretly courting Amelia, fully aware of Jake’s feelings for her.

      Then after the wedding, he discarded her like a toy. Jake couldn’t bear the thought of his brother taking advantage of her now.

      “Promise you won’t sign anything until your solicitor reviews the contract,” he said.

      “He’s already looked it over. I want to sign the paper and put the past behind me.”

      He nodded, wanting the same. Any agreement with the current Lord Audley wouldn’t hold once she and Jake were married, but she needed this victory. She deserved it.

      If they had a chance to celebrate later, he would gauge if the timing was right to propose. He didn’t want to overshadow her accomplishment. She had impressed him immensely by handling this matter on her own, despite his offer to assist.

      “Will I see you tonight?” he asked.

      “If you wish, but I’ll be home late. Louisa and the children traveled with Michael.” Her face softened, a dreamy sheen brightening her eyes. “I haven’t spent time with my niece and nephew for weeks. I’m eager to see them. They grow too quickly.”

      The purity of her affection for her niece and nephews brought a lump to his throat. He hadn’t been around children much—only his eldest brother’s daughter on occasion—but when he looked into Amelia’s eyes, he yearned for a dozen of their own.

      He kissed her slow and long before drawing back. Her dewy skin was flushed, her breathing labored. Enticing her to stay in bed wouldn’t be difficult, but they had many years of happiness to look forward to.

      “Go.” He lifted her from his lap, his hands gigantic on her slim waist. “I’m afraid I have to kick you out of bed.”

      Standing at the side of the mattress, she planted her hands on her hips, feigning a pout. “How dare you, sir?”

      He shrugged. “It’s for your own good, love—unless you’re aiming for that ravished look. If so, I’m happy to help you achieve it.”

      She smiled. “Perhaps another day.”

      When she rang for her lady’s maid to help her dress, Jake crawled from bed to dress before kissing her goodbye. “Should I return at, say, eleven o’clock?”

      “That sounds lovely,” she said. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

      After parting, he used the servants’ door in the back and walked the short distance to Hillary House under the overcast sky. The gift he’d commissioned for Amelia was delivered yesterday. Perhaps he would present it to her when he offered for her hand.

      His musings about blue diamonds and Amelia's eyes evaporated when the butler opened the door before he reached it. Hogan stood with his arms stiffly at his sides, his jaw tight.

      His mother’s voice echoed down the stairs. "Do not touch me! Go away!"

      Jake's skin felt clammy, his heart kicking against his ribs as he recognized the signs. God’s blood, is it happening again?

      He had been too preoccupied with Amelia to notice the early warnings, but his brother Daniel was home too. Surely, Daniel would have informed Jake if their mother was on the verge of another agitated spell.

      Jake hurried upstairs, taking two steps at a time. In the corridor, he found his father pacing and Lana twisting her hands together.

      "Stay away," Mother screamed from behind the closed door. "You're a disgrace."

      Daniel's muffled voice replied, too low to make out.

      Father's eyes, ringed with bluish marks, met Jake's. "She won't settle. It's been an hour." His voice was gravelly.

      "Laudanum?" Jake asked.

      Lana shook her head. "She refused."

      He suppressed a sigh. It was never good when she refused her medicine. “How did this start?”

      "Daniel's leaving tomorrow," Father said. "We were all caught off guard. Her maid said she'd been in good spirits all week."

      Their father usually avoided their mother to keep the peace. Together, they were like a powder keg and a flame. Still, he seemed to keep abreast of her wellbeing.

      Jake looked to Lana for confirmation. She lowered her gaze. "I missed the signs."

      Jake squeezed her shoulder. "You're not to blame. None of us noticed."

      "You ingrate! You vile reprobate!" Mother's shouts pierced the air.

      Daniel's voice rose, demanding she calm down.

      Jake held out his hand. "The medicine?"

      Father passed him the bottle.

      “Stay out here until I’ve soothed her.”

      They nodded, faces weary—trusting him to do what he always did in these situations.

      His mother swung toward the door as he entered and burst into tears. “Jake!” She rushed across the room to throw herself into his arms and sob into his jacket.

      He met his brother’s gaze, offering an apologetic smile. A muscle in Daniel’s jaw bulged with tension. These episodes took an extra toll on him, especially when he often bore the brunt of her anger.

      “Lana appears shaken,” Jake murmured. “Will you tend to her? Take her and father away from the doorway.”

      Daniel’s eyebrows shot toward his hairline. “Should you be left alone with her?” he asked in a whisper.

      Their mother clung to Jake, crying louder. He nodded and mouthed, “Go.”

      His brother’s caution was warranted. At the height of their mother’s last spell, she threw a marble paperweight and struck their eldest brother in the head. Nicholas had the scar to remind them all of her volatility in moments like these, but she had never escalated in Jake’s presence.

      “I can watch out for myself,” he said softly, rocking with his mother still clinging to him. “Comfort our sister.”

      Daniel frowned, looking like he might argue, but eventually, he stalked from the room.

      After a few moments, his mother’s sobbing slowed to an occasional whimper. His heart sagged heavily in his chest. No one should be this horribly afflicted, and she had been doing so well.

      He retrieved a handkerchief from the pocket inside his jacket and led her to the blue silk settee, placing the bottle of laudanum on the low table. “Please, wipe your eyes, Mother. All will be well.”

      She did as he requested, sniffling several times. Her eyes still held a wild gleam, as if any moment, she might switch back into a feral state. “Where were you? Why weren’t you here to stop your brother?”

      “Daniel is still here.” He forced himself to breathe slowly, noticing she began to match his rhythm after a bit.

      “I have a bit of happy news to share,” he said, “but first you must drink from the medicine Dr. Portier left for your nerves.” He reached for the bottle and removed the cap.

      “What is it?”

      “Take your medicine first.”

      With gentle coaxing, his mother held the bottle and took a tentative sip. He encouraged her to scoot away from the edge of the settee to avoid a fall. In her current agitated state, the laudanum was unlikely to sedate her, but he couldn't chance her injuring herself and needing a house call.

      Their family did everything possible to hide her condition from the ton—to protect her. She was on the receiving end of enough ridicule for marrying above her station, even after all these years. Society treated her with contempt, because her merchant father dared to purchase her access into their ranks. No one thought twice about Jake’s father for marrying her for her fortune.

      As the laudanum began to dull the sharp edges of her agitation, she sank against the cushion. “What is your happy news?”

      “I'm in love,” he said.

      She smiled. “With Lady Audley, I know. You told me once before.”

      “Yes, but I believe she returns my love this time. I’m asking her to marry me.”

      “What a lovely choice.” His mother grabbed his hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. “Her father is an earl.”

      “Indeed.”

      Amelia was much more, but titles and pedigree were important to his mother. She longed for Jake and his siblings to have the acceptance that remained elusive to her. He loved his mother for wanting more for him, even though he had plenty.

      “Daniel doesn’t understand like you do,” she murmured.

      Accustomed to his mother's rapid shifts during these episodes, Jake allowed her to lead the conversation.

      Her face grew flushed, the wildness creeping back into her eyes. “He refuses to follow his duty to his family. Why isn’t he courting a lady?”

      “I imagine he will someday, when he is ready.”

      She dug her fingers into the seam of the cushion, picking vigorously at the silk fabric. “He should stay home, give up this ridiculous preoccupation with the sea. Why must he captain his own ship? He does it to defy me. He hates me.”

      “No, he loves you.”

      “Balderdash!”

      She sprang from the settee, but Jake was prepared. He stood, blocking her way to the door. The top of her head reached his chin. She couldn’t break past him, but he didn’t want to physically restrain her.

      “The country is lovely this time of year,” he said to divert her attention. “We should return and invite Lady Audley to stay as our guest.”

      “Oh!” Her eyes widened. “An earl’s daughter at Briar Park?”

      “Wouldn’t Grandfather be pleased if he were alive to see it?”

      “He would.” Tears flooded her eyes again. “Papa would be so very proud of me.”

      “He always was,” Jake said.

      Grandfather had adored his only child and showered her with attention and affection. How disappointing that she received none of that from Jake’s father.

      “Do you believe Lady Audley will like Briar Park?” she asked.

      “How could she not? It is stunning.”

      Briar Park was his mother’s childhood home, built by her father with the rewards of his labors. The estate belonged to Jake’s older brother now, but Ben was in India after a failed betrothal.

      He’d created another scandal to further tarnish the Hillary name, but Jake held compassion for his brother. Love made a man irrational at times, and Ben had left tormented by his decision to set Miss Thorne free.

      “If Lady Audley visits, there is much to prepare before her arrival,” his mother said. “I must meet with the cook right away.”

      “Then we will set off for Briar Park at once.” He put his arm around his mother’s shoulders and ushered her toward the door, relieved by her cooperation.

      “We cannot leave yet. Your sister needs more time to pack.”

      “Why don't we leave Lana behind this time?” he suggested.

      After watching over their mother all winter, his sister deserved respite. Lana had come to London to search for a husband, and it was important for her be present at the opening of the Season before the most honorable gentleman were already matched.

      Besides Mother would pester her endlessly about bringing a gentleman up to scratch during the confinement at Briar Park, even though the task would be impossible in the country.

      “Are you sure we should?” Mother asked.

      “You’ll have more time to become acquainted with Lady Audley if we do.”

      His mother’s face lit up. “Perhaps we will become friends.”

      “I’m certain of it.”

      Amelia was kindness, compassion, and acceptance. Her outward appearance made her attractive, but her heart was the most beautiful part of her.

      When Jake and his mother walked into the corridor, his eldest brother Nicholas had joined Lana and Father. Daniel was missing, obviously failing to persuade them to leave the corridor.

      Mother cried with delight when she saw Nicholas and hugged him, clinging as she’d done with Jake.

      “I came as soon as Father’s messenger arrived,” Nicholas said to Jake over her head.

      His evening clothes were rumpled, and he smelled of brandy. Jake heard he’d been frequenting parties with the demimonde while his wife remained in the country. He hated that Nicholas had followed in their parents’ footsteps and married for duty rather than love. “Where are we taking her?”

      “Briar Park,” Jake said.

      The furrow between Nicholas’s brows relaxed, and he inclined his head. When Mother suffered her last spell, they had taken her to the Hillary family manor house to recuperate, which seemed to agitate her more. Her erratic behavior had frightened Nicholas’s 5-year-old daughter, and even if he and his wife cared nothing for each other, they adored Emily.

      While Lana escorted their mother to her chambers and Nicholas left to change his attire, Jake followed his father into his study, sat at his desk, and pulled a sheet of foolscap from the side drawer. “I must send a message to Lady Audley. She is expecting me this evening. Mother wants her to travel to Briar Park to stay a while.”

      His father frowned. “Do you think that is wise?”

      “Her presence might help with Mother’s recovery. Amelia has a calming effect on others.”

      “It appears you're on intimate terms with the lady,” his father said, cocking a single eyebrow.

      “I am.” Jake dipped the quill in ink and wrote a note explaining his absence, urging Amelia to come to him after her niece and nephew returned to the country, and professing his love for her. Revealing his heart in a letter rather than in person wasn’t ideal, but he didn’t want there to be any doubts about his feelings for her.

      Once he sanded the sheet and sealed it, his father held out his hand.

      “I will see that it's delivered,” he said. “If you leave now, you will reach Briar Park by dusk.”

      Jake handed over the letter and headed for the door. When he reached the threshold, his father called his name. “Thank you,” Father said, “for watching over her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A year later

      

      

      Amelia leaned against the leather carriage seat. Her best friend was gazing out the window, lost in her own thoughts—happy ones if her coy smile was any indication. Amelia's heart swelled, filling her chest. It was good to see Bibi relaxed going into the evening. Amelia only wished she shared Bibi’s optimism. As it was, Amelia approached the charity ball with dread seeping into her bones.

      Maybe Jake won't attend. She shook her head slightly. His mother was co-hosting the event with his sister's mother-in-law; he would be there.

      When his sister approached her with the idea of holding a charity ball to support London's Haven Home for Children, she was tempted to decline. Lana and her husband were expecting their first child, after all, and an undertaking of such magnitude might be too strenuous in her condition—at least that's the lie she told herself.

      “I can feel you bristling from here,” Bibi said. “I know men who could make Jake Hillary rue the day he was born.”

      Amelia smiled at her friend's uncanny ability to know what she was thinking. “No, you don't.”

      Bibi sniffed. “True, but give the word, and I will tear him to pieces.”

      “A threat to make any man’s blood run cold,” Amelia replied, only halfway joking.

      Bibi was tiny but fierce when it came to their friendship. She was the most loyal and devoted person Amelia had ever known, more like a sister in many ways.

      Amelia’s father, an earl, had approved of Bibi as a playmate because she was the parson’s daughter—no one else met his standards. But Amelia hadn’t cared. Bibi was the only friend she ever needed, and the parson and his wife had become the parents Amelia never truly had.

      Her father was still alive, but he hadn't acknowledged her in years, which made it awkward whenever they crossed paths during the Season. At least she knew he wouldn’t be present this evening. Her father didn't believe in charity, nor was he fond of children.

      “You look like we're attending a funeral instead of a ball,” Bibi said. “Will you try to appear enthused?”

      “I'm not attending for my own pleasure. This is for the children.”

      Support for London’s Haven renovations had weakened over the winter months, and time was in short supply. The board had given her two more weeks to garner enough support. Otherwise, the funds earmarked to improve the orphan’s living conditions would be diverted elsewhere. No doubt into the board members’ pockets. Worthless lot of self-serving arses.

      "Pretend for my sake then," Bibi said. "You know I love dancing."

      Amelia flashed a bright, albeit fake, smile. "Better?"

      "Marginally." Bibi patted her ebony curls before readjusting her breasts to swell over the neckline like rising dough. “A bit of pleasure might improve your disposition, Amelia. It is one of the benefits of being a widow.”

      “Indeed? I was unaware,” Amelia said with a cheeky wink.

      Her friend reminded her almost daily that she needed to take full advantage of her station in life, but Amelia didn’t embrace her widowhood with the same level of enthusiasm. She had barely been a bride before she was left on her own.

      “I have no interest in an affair,” Amelia reminded her friend. Her one and only love affair with Jake Hillary had broken her heart.

      Bibi shrugged. “So you say.”

      "And I mean it. Maintaining my reputation is important right now, for the children."

      She suspected that rumors of a scandalous relationship between her and a notorious rogue last autumn had slowed donations for the orphanage renovation project. It was the most absurd gossip she’d ever heard, but others had believed it—including Jake. She could still picture the revulsion on his face when he told her about the betting books at the gentlemen’s clubs, as if she had willingly been part of the debacle.

      How could Jake believe she would leap into an affair with another man, as if their time together had meant nothing? She couldn’t just discard her feelings overnight as he seemed to have. Even after a year apart, her heart still raced whenever she was in the same room with him.

      “Zeus, is it too late to turn back?” she mumbled, slumping into the seat.

      “Yes, my dear.” Bibi reached across the carriage to take her hand, her face etched with genuine concern. “It will be difficult to face him, but you cannot avoid him forever.”

      Thankfully, Bibi didn’t offer her usual advice about pursuing someone new and leaving Jake in the past. Amelia didn’t want to forget him—even though the memories were painful. What hurt even more was not knowing why he had left London without warning and ceased all communication with her.

      As the carriage rolled to a stop in front of Hillary House, a liveried footman set the stairs and opened the door. Bibi adjusted her emerald green skirts, preparing to disembark.

      “I heard the Duke of Foxhaven’s bachelor son is back in Town,” Bibi said, comically waggling her eyebrows. “Now, there’s a man who could make any woman forget her troubles.”

      Amelia smiled sweetly. “Might I suggest you pursue him, then? Perhaps you'll forget how much you enjoy badgering me.”

      “Never. It’s my life’s purpose.”

      “Lucky me.”

      Amelia laughed as she joined her friend on the front drive, linking arms. Pausing to gaze at the massive Italianate home, her resolve to rise above her embarrassment strengthened. The Hillarys were among the wealthiest families in England, and the children at London’s Haven needed her to succeed tonight.

      A refreshing breeze cooled her warm cheeks, carrying the scent of lilacs as they approached the front doors. Torches lined the walkway, their flames dancing and casting a warm glow over the red brick walls.

      As they reached the entrance, Amelia glanced at Bibi for signs of trepidation. “Are you ready to face the crowd?”

      “Face them?” A wicked smile spread across Bibi’s rouged lips. “I’m here to conquer, my dear.”

      Her friend’s confidence lifted Amelia’s spirits. She had taken care to ensure Lord and Lady Banner were not on the evening’s guest list, but she couldn’t completely shield Bibi from the gossips.

      “Please wait until the guests have pledged their support before drawing your sword,” Amelia teased. “For the children’s sake, of course.”

      Bibi yawned loudly, covering her mouth in a grand gesture, as a couple walked toward the entrance. “All this talk of orphans and charity is exhausting.”

      Amelia patted her friend’s hand affectionately, knowing her show of disinterest was a ruse. As a partner in the renovation of London’s Haven, Bibi preferred to keep her involvement discreet, especially with Lady Banner’s tendency to make her a target.

      Chatter greeted them as soon as they entered Hillary House, growing louder as a footman led them to the great room. The response to the invitation was impressive. Amelia clutched Bibi’s arm to quell the tremor in her hands as the faces around them blurred together. Her nerves felt unforgivable. Though she had navigated Society before, she had spent the winter as something of a recluse, enjoying the comforts of home and working on designs for the renovation project to send to the architect. The final drafts had arrived at her house that morning; now she needed the funds to bring her vision to life.

      “Let’s find refreshment, shall we?” Bibi winked at the gentleman standing closest to them before sauntering toward the punch bowl, her hips swaying with a playful rhythm. Amelia’s friend had always been a maverick among their contemporaries, but she had grown even bolder since her troubles with Lord Banner and his wife.

      Jake’s mother bustled toward them, her smile bright. "Ladies, you've arrived. How lovely to see you this evening."

      Amelia greeted her warmly, pressing kisses to her round cheeks. “Mrs. Hillary, I cannot thank you and Her Grace enough for hosting this evening’s event. I feared the improvements to the orphanage would never come to pass, but you’ve renewed my hope.”

      “The Duchess of Foxhaven and I are pleased to lend our support to such a worthy cause,” Mrs. Hillary replied. “My daughter spoke with her father earlier, and he has agreed to make up the difference if you fall short of your goal this evening.”

      Amelia placed her hand on her chest, overcome by the family’s generosity. Securing pledges from those who counted themselves among the ton had been a challenge. Several ladies associated with the Mayfair Charitable Society had shown their disapproval at receiving letters requesting support for the children. One would think Amelia had asked to yank a gold tooth from their mouths.

      “I’ve not yet broached the topic with my sons,” Mrs. Hillary said, “but Daniel and Jake are like-minded when it comes to championing a good cause.”

      Amelia tried not to wince at hearing Jake’s name.

      His mother beamed at her. “Might I suggest you discuss the project with them over supper?”

      Her heart raced. “W-will I be seated near your sons?” She was barely prepared to be in the same room as Jake.

      “I thought it best to seat you between them to allow for discreet conversation. We all know how gauche it is to discuss finances in the presence of others. Unless one is placing a bet, of course.” Mrs. Hillary muttered something under her breath about reprobates, as a wave of dizziness threatened to overwhelm Amelia.

      “Oh, my,” Bibi murmured, her cocoa-brown eyes widening. “Who do we have here?”

      Amelia turned sharply toward the glass doors leading to the terrace. Her gaze flitted over Captain Daniel Hillary and settled on Jake. His blue-green eyes were locked on her, his dark brows furrowed. Why did he always stare at her with such intensity? She flushed, remembering how he had held her enthralled the last time they were together. She’d felt exposed to her very soul, vulnerable yet adored. What an excellent actor he was.

      Mrs. Hillary spoke, freeing Amelia from the tethers that still bound her to Jake. “Lady Kennell, have you met my son Daniel?”

      “I’ve not had the pleasure, no.” Bibi’s coy smile made it clear she was eager to remedy that situation. Amelia couldn’t fault her; Captain Hillary was ruggedly handsome, though he paled in comparison to his younger brother. Jake was the epitome of physical perfection.

      Mrs. Hillary signaled for her sons to join their party.

      As the men approached, Amelia tried to delay facing Jake by reaching for a glass of lemonade, but Bibi was blocking the table.

      “May”—Amelia cleared her scratchy throat—“may I have some lemonade, please?”

      Without diverting her attention from Jake’s older brother, Bibi fumbled for a cup and held onto it. Amelia had to gently pry it from her fingers. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      Bibi blinked, seeming momentarily surprised by Amelia’s presence. “Think nothing of it.”

      Indeed, she wouldn’t. With the crystal glass clutched close to her chest, as if it held magical powers to shield her, Amelia turned to face the man who had broken her heart.

      “Daniel,” Mrs. Hillary said, “may I present Lady Kennell? I believe you are already acquainted with Lady Audley.”

      Amelia and Captain Hillary exchanged slight nods of acknowledgment before he bowed deeply, flashing a roguish grin at Bibi. “Lady Kennell, what an enchanting vision you are. Tell me, are you real, or a figment of my imagination?”

      Amelia barely refrained from rolling her eyes, but Bibi seemed charmed. She chuckled and extended her hand.

      “I assure you, Captain, I am very real.”

      His eyes twinkled as he placed a kiss on Bibi’s gloved hand. “I believe you tease me cruelly, my lady, for surely I have died and gone to heaven. No earthly beauty could ever compare to yours.”

      “Goodness,” Amelia murmured under her breath. For a moment, a frisson of amusement passed between her and Jake, both sharing a smile. Her nerves began to settle; it seemed they could at least be cordial with one another this evening.

      A manservant entered the great room with a miniature gong. The Duchess of Foxhaven ended her conversation with Lord Hollister and looked expectantly toward her co-hostess.

      “I must beg your forgiveness and take my leave,” Mrs. Hillary said. “It is time to pair the guests for supper. Daniel, you will escort Lady Kennell.”

      “My pleasure, Mother.” Captain Hillary offered his arm to Bibi, though his gaze lingered on Amelia. “I look forward to hearing more about the renovations, Lady Audley,” he said in a lowered voice. “I’m inclined to present you with a substantial gift this evening.”

      “Of course, Captain.” Amelia straightened her spine, reminding herself why she was here. The children needed her to be strong and direct. “I look forward to speaking with you about the donation later, sir.”

      “And I'll give it to you in private, so no one is the wiser.”

      “The children will be very grateful.”

      She glanced at Jake and frowned. With a glower bordering on murderous, he watched his brother escort Bibi toward the queue.

      Oh, for heaven’s sake! Did he really think she would fall for the captain's obvious attempt at seduction? She wondered if Jake had ever truly known her.

      His mother cleared her throat politely to gain his attention. “I’ve paired you with Lady Audley.”

      Jake recoiled as if his mother had suggested he dine with a serpent. He recovered quickly and forced a smile, but not before a flash of judgment crossed his face—the same judgment she had seen that day in her foyer. He still thought of her as the scandalous woman from the rumors, not someone he once cherished. Any remaining goodwill she harbored toward him evaporated in that moment.
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      Jake held the chair for Amelia as she took the seat next to his brother at the table. When Daniel's gaze lingered on her cleavage, Jake shot him a warning look. Amelia was not for his brother, even if she would never be his either.

      His mother’s efforts to bring them together were obvious and embarrassing, but he couldn’t be angry with her. She had been thrilled by the prospect of a match between him and Amelia, and she’d shared in his disappointment when Amelia hadn’t responded to his letter. At first, he believed there had been a mistake, that perhaps the letter was misplaced before she received it. But she hadn’t replied to his letters sent from Briar Park either.

      When his mother recovered from her illness and they returned to London, Jake began to hear Amelia's name linked to a well-known rake. That rake was now married to his sister, and Jake knew the rumors were lies. But any chance of rekindling a romance with Amelia was destroyed when he barged into her town house last autumn, accusing her of having an affair.

      Amelia shifted in her seat as he slipped into the chair beside her. The light floral fragrance she wore enveloped him, stirring a particularly pleasant memory of watching her touch the crystal stopper to her neck as she dressed for the opera. Later, the scent had lingered on her skin when they made love.

      His breathing grew labored, and he tugged at his cravat. Was the blasted garment trying to strangle him?

      Amelia tipped her head, studying him. “You appear flushed. Are you unwell?”

      “No,” he snapped, grabbing his wineglass and draining it. Damnation! What was wrong with him, barking at her like that? He mumbled an apology.

      She nibbled her bottom lip, so pink and plump. A fiery heat consumed his body as the sweet taste of her kisses flooded his memory. Beads of sweat dampened his forehead.

      “Are you certain?" she asked softly. "Your forehead is glistening.”

      Her heartwarming concern distracted him from her movements. When her fingertips brushed his leg, he startled and banged his knee on the table. Wine sloshed over the rim of her goblet, and a puddle of red soaked into the white linen, changing to a lighter shade of rose as it spread. A footman rushed forward to blot the mess while another hurried to replace Amelia’s wine.

      Looking up, Jake caught his sister gaping with her spoon paused midair while her husband pretended not to notice Jake making an arse of himself. He would never admit it aloud, but despite their shaky start, he was fond of his brother-in-law. At least Drew had the decency not to kick a man when he was already down, unlike his brother.

      Daniel smirked and leaned in to whisper something into Lady Kennell’s ear, earning a snicker. Amelia sat with her spine stiff, refusing to look up as she took a dainty sip of the fish soup.

      “I beg your pardon, my lady,” Jake murmured.

      “Mm-hmm.” She refused to acknowledge him again for the remainder of the meal, though she was plenty chatty whenever Daniel posed questions about the renovation plans for the children’s home.

      It's the reason she came, Jake silently chastised himself. His jealousy couldn't be appeased by logic, however, and he seethed throughout all three courses. At the conclusion of the meal, his mother suggested the ladies leave the men to discuss their politics.

      Daniel was on his feet within seconds to pull out Amelia’s chair. When his fingers grazed her bare shoulder, Jake clenched his fists.

      “Thank you,” she mumbled before gliding from the dining room with Lady Kennell, not sparing Jake a glance.

      With the ladies gone, the atmosphere shifted and polite facades crumbled.

      Their father raised his voice to speak over the noise of several conversations. "Follow me to the blue drawing room. There are spirits and cigars waiting."

      His brother met his glower with a wolfish grin.

      “You're lucky we are not at Gentleman Jack’s,” Jake said gruffly. “Otherwise, you would be smiling from the back of your head.”

      “Nothing is stopping you from trying.”

      “Only good manners and a duty to preserve Mother’s carpet,” he shot back.

      Daniel shrugged, his manner as arrogant as ever. “Gentleman Jack’s it is, Choirboy. Maybe a thorough thrashing will dislodge the stick from your arse.”
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      In the blue drawing room, Daniel was immediately cornered by Lord Hollister, renowned for his endless tales of hounds. Jake chuckled, leaving his brother to fend for himself while grabbing two drinks from a passing footman—his brother would need one once he escaped.

      When Lord Hollister finally released Daniel and moved toward a group of gentlemen in the far corner, their expressions grew panicked.

      “Hellfire!” Daniel thrust his fingers through his hair, groaning loudly. “Does the man bore everyone to tears?”

      The marquess was out of earshot, but a few chuckles indicated others had overheard.

      “Mostly,” Jake said under his breath, passing his brother a glass.

      Daniel took a swig and grimaced. “What the hell is this? Is it cordial?”

      Jake shrugged, sniffing the orange-scented drink.

      “It tastes like piss,” Daniel said with a snarl.

      A couple of gentleman close by agreed. Trusting their negative reviews, Jake placed his untouched tumbler on a side table, and Daniel followed suit.

      Their brother-in-law swaggered toward them with two tumblers in one hand and another for himself. “I found your father’s scotch."

      Jake accepted Drew's offering and thanked him, while Daniel glowered and hesitated before grabbing the drink. Whether his sour mood stemmed from the encounter with Lord Hollister or dislike for their sister's husband, Jake couldn't say. Either way, he was an unpleasant companion that evening.

      Father gestured for Drew to join him. “Lord Andrew, come tell Lord Pendleton what you shared about the stallion at Tattersall’s. He accused me of being foolish for bidding on him.”

      Lord Pendleton denied the charge as Drew walked across the room.

      Daniel whirled on Jake. “How did that mutton-monger end up married to our little sister?”

      “It's a long story.” Jake didn’t want to rehash how he had failed to protect Lana from one of the biggest satyrs in Town. “He makes her happy, though, and by all accounts, he is reformed.”

      Any scandalous whispers about the former rake now included his wife and their penchant for dark corners. Jake made a conscious effort to avoid listening to the gossip, preferring not to hear any sordid tales about his sister.

      “Rakehells can't be reformed,” Daniel said.

      “I bow to your superior knowledge of debauchery. Lord knows you excel at it.” Jake shuddered, recalling the moment earlier that afternoon when he’d walked into his brother's apartments in the middle of Daniel getting his butter churned. “I still want to scrub my eyes with soap.”

      “Have you heard of knocking?”

      “Have you heard of a lock?” Jake shot back. Or clothing, for that matter. His brother had walked around his apartments without a stitch on, even after his ladybird left.

      “Don't be envious of my bed play,” Daniel said.

      “You weren't in a bed.”

      Daniel grinned, and Jake suggested they change the topic. “Mother will be mortified if she learns of this conversation.”

      “You tell her everything, don’t you, mama’s boy?” Before Jake could defend himself against the ridiculous charge, Daniel steered the discussion in another direction. “I hesitate to request your advice, but I'm faced with a dilemma this evening. Which lady should I pursue?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Between Lady Kennell and Lady Audley.”

      Jake dropped his chin, meeting his brother’s direct gaze in a challenge. “Stay away from Amelia or there will be the devil to pay.”

      “Ah, so it’s Amelia, is it?”

      “Lady Audley to you.”

      “I’ve made a few deals with the devil.” Daniel winked, pulling a cheroot from his jacket pocket. “Perhaps it's a price I am willing to pay.”

      “Stay away from her,” Jake repeated through clenched teeth.

      “Little Brother, you’ve answered the question I’ve been wanting to ask all day. You do still fancy her. Now, explain why the hell you aren’t together.”

      “It is a long—”

      “Another long story?”

      “Leave it be,” Jake said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Neither do I. There has been enough talk. It's time for action, and since you seem to have squandered your chances with the lovely lady, it's my turn.”

      “If you go anywhere near her, I'll make you regret it.”

      “Full of empty threats as usual, Jakey boy.” His brother cocked a grin. “Stake your claim. Dance with her tonight or step aside.”

      Jake’s muscles twitched as his fists tightened at his sides. “She isn't a parcel of land; she has a choice in the matter.”

      Daniel shrugged. “Let's put her to the test. Which brother will she choose?”

      Jake wanted nothing to do with his brother’s test, but he refused to step aside and allow Daniel to toy with Amelia, because that’s what he would do. His brother had a lover in every port and an aversion to marriage.

      “If she dances with me,” Jake said, “you stay away from her forever.”

      Daniel smirked. “Such high stakes attached to the lady. I believe you care for her.”

      “And you care for no one, so do her a favor and leave her alone.” Jake spun on his heel and stalked across the hazy room, determined to put some distance between himself and Daniel before he did something he might regret. Spotting Drew lounging against the sideboard, looking thoroughly bored, Jake made his way over, hoping that his brother-in-law's company would help diffuse his temper.

      Drew lifted his snifter as Jake approached. “I couldn’t help but eavesdrop. And he has the audacity to call me a mutton-monger?”

      “My brother makes you look saintly,” Jake grumbled.

      “I don't claim sainthood, but I'm on the path of righteousness, my good man.”

      “Lucky for you.” Jake accepted the glass, sipping the amber heat and trying to calm his riotous breathing. “Otherwise, my sister would serve your bollocks for breakfast.”

      Drew flinched and laughed. “Damned lucky for me I would say.”

      Jake chuckled, too, some of the tension draining from him. Months earlier, he couldn't believed he and Drew would become friends, but the man
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