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      Dear Reader,

      

      Never Trust an Errant Earl is a standalone romance that is the third of five books in a series. Your reading experience, however, would be enhanced if you first read the prologue to the series, How to Reform a Rake. Not only is it a quick, fun read but it will give you tantalizing insight into Si and Cristina’s story.

      

      All my love,

      Tammy
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      Lord Sirius Renwall, Earl of Clearwood, stood at the back of the ballroom as morning light streamed in through the windows. The rays sparkled off the glass, casting a glow about the room in a lovely way that was unusual for January.

      This place was the perfect setting for a wedding, he grudgingly admitted, as he listened to one of his best friends, Lord Reginald Highwater repeat his vows to Lady Camille Ducat.

      Si held back a groan of irritation as he listened to Rex profess his undying love or some such foppery. His friend stood well over six feet, with gigantic shoulders and an often-brooding stare that would frighten the most hardened criminals.

      It didn’t suit him to wax poetic.

      Si could admit, at least to himself, that he didn’t think it suited any man. Love was for young fools without anything better to do and no knowledge of the consequences. The emotion didn’t belong in real life. Most especially not in his.

      Of course, he had another more pressing reason to dislike this union. He and his friends had entered into a disastrous bet.

      Five weeks prior, he’d been travelling with the Duke of Longley, the Marquess of Highwater, the Earl of Kissinger, and the Viscount of Averstone to spend the holiday in Dover. The weather had stopped them and they’d found the only available shelter they could…at a brothel.

      That was when the trouble began. It wasn’t even the normal sort of trouble a man might get himself into at such an institution. Landing in a gypsy’s room, she’d helped them secure a bet. Each of them was to collect a kiss from one Ducat sister.

      The infuriating part was that the two men he currently stood with had collected their kisses and then promptly married the Ducat from whom they’d collected it.

      To Camille’s right stood his other friend, Max, the Duke of Longley and his new wife, Lady Lily Ducat.

      All these wives made a man bloody nervous.

      He ran his hands through his bright red hair, likely causing it to stick straight up. It was a habit he’d developed that he really ought to rid himself of. It only drew more attention to the shocking color.

      His other two friends shifted at his right. Chase and Key didn’t appear as bothered by this wedding as him, but then again, they were both better at ignoring real life.

      Worse still, the gypsy, who had obviously cursed them, had arrived at the wedding as an uninvited guest. How the bloody hell she had even known it was happening was beyond him.

      “I have to confess. The wedding isn’t the only reason I’ve come.” The gypsy, Vadoma, seemed to float across the room. “I couldn’t resist seeing what happens next.” Vadoma turned, her eyes piercing into him.

      He shifted, wanting to loosen his collar. Like he’d said, this entire business made a man bloody nervous.

      Her smile grew wider. “Are you gentlemen as excited as I am? What a delightful idea this bet was. I haven’t had this much fun since I told the fortune of a Russian prince.” Vadoma gave a small clap and then turned toward the door. “Here comes the excitement.”

      As if she were the director of a play and orchestrating a performance, the door banged open. His insides clenched at the coincidence. She couldn’t have actually known the door would open, could she? But his thoughts disappeared as the most beautiful woman Si had ever seen stepped inside.

      She wasn’t just regular pretty. Not even lovely. She was stunningly, flawlessly perfect with her dark hair and luminous brown eyes, and those pouty pink lips that trembled in their excitement. He closed his eyes and imagined what they’d feel like, vibrating against his own as he kissed her.

      She gasped for breath, and he opened his eyes again. Her hand was pressed to her heart. “Lily,” she called. “Lily, I need your help. I’ve run away from home.” Then she paused, scanning the scene. “Camille, are you getting married? Without us?”

      Noise erupted around him. His gaze, however, remained on her as her lips turned up slightly and her eyes crinkled. She was enjoying the tumult she had just created. A rumble started deep in his chest. It didn’t matter how beautiful she was. That was just plain wrong.

      “Cristina, you didn’t,” Lily gasped.

      “Aimid,” he rumbled, Gaelic rolling off his tongue. It meant foolish woman and, beautiful as she looked standing in front of him, she was completely empty-headed.

      Everyone turned to him and even Cristina stopped her garish display of attention, her eyes focusing on him. Those lips parted as her hands dropped. “Who are you?”

      “He’s no one.” Lily grabbed Camille’s hand and began pulling her toward the door. “Max,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Have the carriage readied, if you please. We need to leave immediately.”

      “This is my wedding,” Rex growled out. “Where are you going with my bride?”

      “We’ll be right back,” Lily said as she reached Cristina’s side and grabbed her arm too, spinning her about and steering her toward the door.

      Camille tossed Rex an apologetic smile. “You have to love my sisters no matter what, remember?”

      Si looked over to Rex. “You bloody married five women, marrying a Ducat. It isn’t too late. The marriage hasn’t been consummated.”

      The door slammed as the ladies exited. Rex turned to him with his usual dark glower. Thankfully the look of a lovesick fool had left his face. “You’re going to be bloody if you don’t shut your damn mouth.”

      Vadoma clapped again. “How wonderful,” she called, rising from the chair. “What did you think, Lord Clearwater? Ravishing isn’t she?”

      “Woman,” Si ground out. “You’ve just about used my last bit of patience. You can’t invite yourself into people’s homes and attend their weddings without being asked.”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out the case that held her tarot cards. Si sucked in a breath as she carefully opened the tin. “I gave my invitation to you when I gave you your card. Do you still have yours? Of course you do. The card tells me more out of the deck than it ever did in.”

      “What does that mean?” Chase, the Viscount of Averstone, mumbled.

      Si reached into his pocket and pulled out the card Vadoma had given him when they’d committed to the wager. Then she’d told him that he was bound to kiss Lady Cristina Ducat. He’d chew off his own lips before he pressed them to that spoiled little git’s. “Whatever the consequences may be, I’ll take them. I officially withdraw from the bet.” He looked down at the card, which bore the image of Christ. “Take your card and be gone from my life.”

      Vadoma reached out and plucked it from his grasp. “Certainly, my Lord, but you’re still bound by the bet.” Then she inserted the cardstock into the middle of the deck.

      “How are we bound?” Key asked, his blue eyes piercing into the gypsy. “We didn’t even set terms. Not really. There was no consequence stipulated if we failed. No money to change hands or embarrassing act to complete.”

      Vadoma placed the cards back in the tin and put them away in her bag. “Didn’t you know? You bet against fate. She’ll take her own price from each of you.” She let out a tinkling laugh. “Until next time, gentlemen.”

      With that she sashayed out the door.

      Si crossed his arms. Ridiculous. He didn’t care how temptingly beautiful Cristina Ducat was. There was no way that woman was his fate.
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      Lady Cristina Ducat sat in the rocking carriage, pointedly staring at the streets of London instead of looking at her two sisters who sat across from her.

      “You didn’t actually run away, did you?” Lily asked, leaning forward. Her glossy brown hair was pulled into a complex twist with a few curls falling artfully over one shoulder.

      Cristina raised her shoulders and dropped them down. Admittedly her behavior the last hour had been atrocious; running away was the least of her problems. Honestly, she needed to get her sister’s attention but she hadn’t anticipated interrupting her sister’s wedding. “I already told you I did.”

      “Does mother know what you’ve done?” Her other sister, Camille, shifted, giving Cristina a pointed stare, her eyebrows drawn up. Cristina could see the look out of the corner of her eye but ignored it. It was Camille’s wedding day, and Cristina’s belly niggled with guilt that she’d interrupted that, even unintentionally.

      She’d wanted to impress upon them the urgency of the situation, but she hadn’t considered how awful it would be to halt the wedding. It was often her way. Only afterward did she consider the consequences of her actions.

      “No. I didn’t tell her. I left a note.” Cristina twisted her hands together.

      “What time is it?” Lily breathed, searching out the window. As if in answer, a church clock began to chime. Ten bells rang out from its tower. “There is still time. Mother often doesn’t rise until half past ten and even then she’ll need to have her tea and dress before she will accept any correspondence.”

      Cristina huffed, looking at her sisters then. “I told you, she hasn’t gotten out of bed in three days. Didn’t you hear me? And before that she was spewing the most cryptic ideas about my future. They frightened me. Besides, I’m in love. And mother has refused to accept my choice. You both should understand that and help me.”

      Her sisters wore matching looks of pain. “Cristina,” Lily pleaded, holding up her hand. “We do understand. But perhaps mother has good reason to reject this man?”

      Cristina narrowed her gaze. “You are both aware of how strange mother has been lately. Camille, she tossed you from the house and Lily, she tried to marry you to Mr. Mayfield. I can only assume that is why you were marrying in secret, Camille? Why you didn’t invite us to the wedding?”

      Camille winced, her face turning pink. “Fair point.”

      Lily held up her hands. “Let’s stay with the topic at hand. We love you, Cristina, but you sometimes make rash choices and—”

      “So in my case, mother’s tyranny is acceptable because she likely has my best interests at heart instead of being selfishly motivated like she was in both your cases.” This was why she’d run away. Her sisters never took her seriously. She clenched her hands at her sides. She’d needed to find a way to make them listen.

      Camille scooted off her seat, coming to sit next to her. “Of course you’re right. I swear Mother is going mad. Tell us about this man. Has he offered for your hand yet?”

      Her fists pressed into her thighs as inwardly she cringed, then she shook her head. “Not yet. But he’s going to. I know he is. Max hadn’t offered for yours when you chased after him.”

      Lily let out a long sigh, her back slumping against the seat. “I’ve set a terrible example.”

      Cristina huffed. “I’m older than you by a year. You’re not setting any example at all.” She didn’t add, though she would have liked to, that her sister had in fact committed a rather large gaffe in marrying before three sisters who were older. Not that she wasn’t happy for her sister. But to be lectured about her rash behavior by her younger sister was just too much to bear.

      Her hands fisted in her skirts. If she were honest, she was a bit jealous that both Camille and Lily had found their happily-ever-after endings while she was still stuck at home with her parents, whose behavior grew more alarming by the day. While her mother became increasingly irritable, her father just seemed to be losing his mental abilities.

      Camille clasped her hand. “I’m sure you’re in love and I am certain he’ll offer. How could he not? But since mother doesn’t have another prospect in mind, that we’re aware of, keep your reputation intact just in case you change your mind about him or—”

      “I won’t.” Cristina jerked her head to look at Camille. “I told you. I’m in love. I also told you she’s been saying strange things. Before she took to bed, she told me that my marriage would secure her future.”

      Lily leaned over to pat her other hand. The gesture reminded her of when they’d gone to visit her senile grandmother. Irritation bristled along her skin. “While odd, she doesn’t sound like she has specific plans, so for now let’s go cautiously. If we find out something specific, we can change tactics. I know holding back is difficult for you, but try.”

      Cristina’s mouth fell open as she huffed at her sister. “I am going to pretend you didn’t just say that.” She was not being dramatic.

      “Remember the summer you wanted to join a travelling band of gypsies and ran away to chase them?” Camille asked.

      “Or the time you made us all take fencing lessons because you swore we were going to be invaded by ancient Romans?” Lily added. “Then you quit and left us to finish out the summer.”

      “That was just plain good sense. You’ll thank me some day.”

      “The point,” Camille patted her hand again, “Is that you can
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