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        London, England

        Lady Hadley’s Ball

      

      

      She really should not have followed them. She should turn around this instant and return to the ball. Despite knowing what she should do, Lady Louisa Breckenridge could not end her pursuit. Not when it was her betrothed who led another woman from the ballroom. She had to know what he was doing—and why.

      Louisa watched the pair turn into another corridor and fought the urge to increase her pace. When she reached the corner, she pressed against the wall and peeked around the corner. The pair were nowhere in sight. Confident they had disappeared through one of the doors lining the hallway, she stepped around the corner and crept down the hall, careful not to make a sound.

      By the time she reached the fifth door, she was ready to give up. After all, she really should not be spying on her betrothed. If she wished for a loving union, she had to trust him. And she did trust him—at least she had trusted him before she caught sight of him strolling off with the captivating woman in the scandalous gown with her painted lips and bouncing curls.

      Louisa slumped against the wall and sighed. This was madness. Shame squeezed her heart as she closed her eyes, inhaling a calming breath. She did not want to be a jealous fool. Nor did she wish to damage her relationship with Lord Stone. Determined to forget about her lapse in good judgment and return to the ballroom, Louisa straightened then turned back down the corridor.

      Before she reached the next set of doors, she heard voices coming from behind her.

      “You cannot be serious, Stephen. An innocent miss will never hold your attention.”

      “Perhaps you are right,” Lord Stone’s smooth drawl floated into the hallway.

      “Of course I am,” the female voice purred. “Do not cast me aside, love.”

      Louisa’s feet carried her closer to the conversation despite her mind telling her to flee the scene. The heavy oak door was left slightly ajar, preventing her from escaping the sight of them. She drew in a sharp breath before pressing her gloved hand over her mouth. He had the woman in his arms. Her body pressed against his.

      “She will not satisfy you as I do,” the woman said.

      Lord Stone stared down at her. “I doubt anyone could.”

      “Then why end our affair?”

      Louisa’s stomach turned. How could he do this to her? She knew it was common for aristocratic men to keep mistresses, but she’d thought he was different.

      He released the woman and stepped back. “I do have some honor, kitten. I will be faithful to my wife.”

      Louisa’s skin burned at the endearment. He did not sound like a man who wasn’t interested in what the woman was offering. In fact, that he’d sequestered himself away with her proved his interest.

      “You once said you would never marry.” The woman stroked her finger over his cravat, down his chest.

      He grabbed her wrist, but did not force her hand away. “It is my duty to marry and get an heir off my wife,” He said, his voice smooth. “The time has come for me to secure the future of my title.”

      Louisa thought she would be sick. He spoke of her as if she were a brood mare purchased for breeding. Tears gathered in her eyes.

      “You do not love her,” the woman said, pressing herself against him.

      Lord Stone shook his head. “It matters not.”

      “Of course it matters,” the woman raised her voice. “If you do not love her, then you have no reason to deprive us of our shared pleasure.”

      “I would find no pleasure in being unfaithful to my vows.”

      The woman wrapped her arms around him and brought her mouth to his. Louisa’s throat tightened and the first tear slipped from her eyes. When Lord Stone failed to push his mistress away—failed to declare his love for Louisa—she could stand no more.

      Louisa twirled away from the door. Her skirts whipped around her ankles and she stumbled into a table, sending a ceramic vase crashing to the floor. Her heart thundered as she grabbed her skirts in one hand and ran down the hall. She had to escape.

      She had to break their engagement, and she had to get away.

      “Wait,” Lord Stone called down the corridor.

      Louisa jolted at the sound of his voice, but did not slow. Instead, she ran faster. She turned down another corridor and raced neck or nothing for an exterior door, then launched herself into the cool night. Nothing mattered to her except for escape.

      “Lady Louisa, let me explain,” Lord Stone called across the lawn, his footfalls growing nearer.

      She had no wish to hear his explanation. She had witnessed everything first hand. There was nothing he could say that would change what she’d seen. What she’d heard.

      He did not love her.

      Louisa burst onto the street. “Go away,” she yelled, without looking back.

      “And leave you alone in the streets? I cannot.”

      “Do not pretend to care for me now,” Louisa yelled, then turned a corner, pushing herself to keep running.

      “I do care.” He grabbed her elbow.

      Louisa came to a stop and pivoted toward him. Breathless and angry, she glared at him. “About as much as one can care for their breeding stock, I’d wager.”

      He winced. “If I did not care, I would not have followed you.”

      “If you cared, you would not have sequestered yourself away with your mistress. You would have told her you cared for me, and you certainly would not have kissed her.” Louisa shot the words at him like daggers.

      “I deserve your anger. You have every right to be upset, but allow me a chance to explain.” He reached for her other arm and stared into her eyes.

      She jerked away, preventing him from capturing her other arm. “I owe you nothing.”

      “You are to be my wife. The least you can do is let me explain,” he said, his voice imploring.

      The statement only angered her more. “I am releasing you from our engagement. You are no longer bound to me.” The words shocked her as they left her mouth, but what choice did she have? She could not tie herself to a man who did not love her.

      His gaze narrowed. “You are jilting me?”

      “Correction,” she said, notching her chin up, “I have jilted you. Now release me.”

      He blew out a frustrated breath. “You will be ruined.”

      “I will survive.” Louisa looked away, turning her gaze to the streetlight at the corner.

      He reached up and placed his fingers on her cheek to guide her attention back to him. “What of your sisters? Your actions will taint them, too.”

      “My sisters would not wish for me to marry a man who only wants to get an heir off me,” she threw his words back at him. “They will understand why I had to beg off, and they will support my decision. They would never want me to serve as a man’s broodmare.”

      “Perhaps,” Lord Stone drew the word out as he studied Louisa. “But is it truly your wish to subject your family to scandal?”

      “You have given me little choice, my lord.”

      “You could choose to let me explain.”

      “Do you love me?” Louisa stiffened as she waited for his denial.

      He held her gaze. “Aristocratic marriages are rarely based on love. I care for you, Lady Louisa. I am committed to being a good and faithful husband.”

      She bit her lower lip, his words slicing through her. “But you do not love me.”

      Lord Stone cupped her cheek, stroking his thumb over her heated flesh. “I will be faithful. I’ll provide for you and protect you. Ours will be a happy union.”

      Louisa shook her head. “I can not be happy without love.” She stepped back, and he released her elbow. “I absolve you of your commitment to me and you are free to find another wife, or return to your mistress.” Louisa walked past him, her head held high even as her heart shattered.

      She stilled as a group of men stepped into her path.

      “We’ll take care of the little missy.”

      Louisa screamed as a firm hand wrapped around her waist. She struggled against her captor in desperation. “Unhand me,” she yelled as she attempted to kick at the filthy man. She looked toward Lord Stone.

      He was advancing on them, fury in his green eyes.

      A heartbeat later, he fell to the ground.
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      Stephen Mullens, Earl of Stone, lay sprawled on the ground as three men reached for him. He attempted to move, but his head throbbed from the blow they’d served him. Instead, he focused on remaining conscious.

      What the devil had they hit him with—a cudgel?

      “Looky here, boys. We got us a toff and a lady.” The rotund man’s lips stretched in a sinister grin, revealing that he was missing most of his teeth.

      “Let her go,” Stephen forced the words out, his head spinning as blackness threatened to swallow him. “Name your price,” he said, his eyes closing against the pain.

      “Ain’t no price,” Toothless said, as he tied a length of rope around Stephen’s legs.

      Stephen attempted to fight, to move his legs and make the task more difficult, but his head swam, dizziness forcing him to be still.

      “My brother is the Duke of Thorne. He’ll see you hanged,” Lady Louisa seethed.

      Stephen cringed at her announcement. Now these footpads would see her as even more valuable. “She’s lying,” he contradicted, his words barely audible.

      Toothless’ partner bent over him, unleashing a huff of foul breath. “We’ll be the judge of that.” Stinky kicked him in the ribs, sending a fierce jolt of pain through his chest, while Toothless captured and bound his wrists.

      “The duke will see all of you hanged. Twice!” Lady Louisa seethed. “You will not get away with this!”

      Stephen turned his head enough to
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