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Chapter One

HARRIET LOATHED DANCING. MORE ACCURATELY, SHE LOATHED watching people dance. Which is what she normally did at balls. There were so many better uses of her time, like reading, or sending words to Mr. Dawkins, or keeping her sisters away from their father, or their father away from the gambling tables. Normally, the prospect of leaving for a ball within the half hour would have her filled with dread. 

The few times she had danced, mostly during her debut season, had proved disastrous. Unfortunately, as the eldest unmarried daughter of the Earl of Tidewell, dancing—or observing dances—was to be her lot in life for a little while longer. It was as unspoken as it was obvious that Harriet was not likely to marry after five unsuccessful seasons, but no one had any definitive answers for when she might be allowed to beg off the charade. 

Harriet would have gladly married the nearest available man simply to get out of attending balls; however, this was not an option available to her. Her elder sister, Philippa, had already strained the bounds of propriety with her marriage six years ago, and was now, as a widow, further testing society’s limits. Any damage Philippa hadn’t done to the Bancroft family’s reputation, their father had taken care of. 

Of course, this overlooked the chief reason Harriet didn’t just marry the first man she brushed past at a ball: Gentlemen always seemed to have better options about, and those options were so often her own sisters. When coerced into attendance, Harriet spent balls holding wineglasses and eyeglasses, lending a hairpin or mending a hem, watching as Philippa and Caroline danced with and dazzled haute society. 

But tonight was going to be different. Oh god, she hoped it would be different. According to his latest letter, Mr. Dawkins had arrived from Oxford last week and was to be at the Dunley ball. Lady Dunley took pride in just how full her ballroom could get and didn’t mind inviting a few non-peers if it meant that the season started with a crush. Tonight was about one thing, and one thing only: 

“Your breasts,” Philippa said.

“My what?” Harriet sputtered, stiffening in her seat at Philippa’s—rarely used—davenport desk. She had arrived at her sister’s house dressed in her best gown, ready to leave for the ball, only to find that Philippa had not even begun her preparations. Typical. Caroline, already too beautiful for anyone’s own good, was taking advantage of Philippa’s well-trained lady’s maids and her large stock of hair ribbons and baubles. 

“Oh, I do beg your pardon, would you prefer another term?” Philippa drawled, as she was being helped into a pair of silk stockings—a task which Harriet felt didn’t necessitate assistance. “What other words are there for them?” 

Harriet almost answered—bosom was not unheard of, décolletage if you were feeling French, booby if you were being naughty, and apparently dairy, although that felt quite vulgar indeed; globes, apples, paps—but most people, including her sisters, weren’t actually interested in words. 

Mr. Dawkins was, though. Whatever time was left over after running the household for their father—begging servants not to leave, writing them glowing letters of recommendation in her father’s hand, learning to mend and sweep and wash and cook in their stead, bargaining with the butcher and flattering the fishmonger—Harriet devoted to the dictionary. The dictionary of slang and cant words she and Mr. Dawkins had been working on for months, though they’d never met. 

“Well, what about them?” Harriet grumbled, trying not to sound as irritable or as interested as she was. Her sister did know something about enticing men.

“Like me, you have been blessed.” From the floor, where she knelt smoothing skirts, one of Philippa’s maids, Gertie, snorted. Philippa continued, ignoring her. “Yet you keep them completely hidden!” Harriet fought back an unladylike groan. This again. Another lecture from her sister about her appearance.

“She’s right, you know.” This came quietly from Caroline, who sat across the room having her hair expertly curled by another maid in Philippa’s employ.

“Not you too,” Harriet moaned.

Philippa twisted her entire body toward Harriet, thwarting Gertie’s attempts to fasten a string of pearls around her neck. “Harriet! I’m quite serious!”

Caroline continued without moving an inch, ever the embodiment of grace. “Harriet, you know how rare it is that I agree with Philippa, but if you are to garner any attention at all tonight from your Mr. Dawkins—” 

From Philippa’s bed, where she was reading outdated scandal sheets, their youngest sister, Frances, sat bolt upright. “Mr. Dawkins will be there? This is the first ball I’ve ever been sorry to miss!”

“I don’t think Mr. Dawkins is interested in my … breasts,” Harriet informed the room, reaching up to pat at her modest low bun. Still pinned in place. Still simple. 

Everyone grew silent. Harriet finally looked around. “What?”

Philippa and Gertie screamed with laughter. Frances looked at her like she was the biggest cabbagehead imaginable. Even Caroline’s lips twitched with mirth.

“My dear,” Philippa said sagely, as if she were thirteen years rather than thirteen months older than Harriet, “I can assure you Mr. Dawkins is most interested in your breasts.”

“He doesn’t know they exist,” Frances said from the bed, not looking up from her periodical. “Did you know that the Duke of Waverly has fathered a child with an opera singer?”

“Frances, that sheet is from January, we all know, and of course Mr. Dawkins knows she has breasts!” 

“Can we all stop talking about this? Please?” Harriet begged. Everyone ignored her, as usual.

“Father doesn’t allow us to buy scandal sheets, Philippa! So how would I know? You get to have all the fun!” Frances continued. “And Harriet signs all her letters to Mr. Dawkins as H. M. Bancroft. He has no idea that the person who has been writing to him has breasts. Or that she’s been pining after him.”

“I have not been pining—” Harriet began.

“Yes, you have.” Philippa cut her off, sizing up her appearance in the mirror. It was, as ever, to her satisfaction. 

“Does he really not know that you’re a woman?” Caroline asked. There was something so sweet, so pure about Caroline that Harriet felt she must always give her the truth. 

It was damned inconvenient.

“No, he doesn’t know I’m a woman. I did not think it relevant to my work. He is interested in me for my mind, not my breasts. And besides—” She was cut off by everyone’s shrieking and squabbling. Philippa and Gertie were laughing again, no doubt at her. Harriet bit her lip in embarrassment. How did her sisters seem to know so much about men? How could they anticipate what men thought? What they liked? What lesson had Harriet missed?

“Well, tonight we are going to change that,” Philippa announced, and when Harriet looked up, she noticed that her sister was looking quite shrewdly at her.

“Philippa,” Harriet warned, knowing that an idea was taking root in her sister’s mind. Ideas were a dangerous thing for Philippa to be in possession of. The only person more dangerous with an idea was Frances.

“A splendid idea,” said Caroline, in full agreement with Philippa. Heavens, the ideas were spreading across the room. Frances looked back and forth between Caroline and Philippa, and Harriet fought the urge to stand and block her view, as if perhaps that would keep Frances from joining in.

“Oh, yes!” Frances’s eyes gleamed, which was the most dangerous portent of all. Everything—everyone—started moving at once, and all the activity seemed to coalesce around Harriet herself.

“You’ll wear this,” Philippa insisted, sorting through a haphazard pile of dresses that lay on the bed. She pulled out a low-cut white gown, not dissimilar to Philippa’s own, save for the detailing. It was, if you had to choose one word, exquisite. And if you had to choose another, wanton. “You can borrow stays.”

“And Clothilde can do your hair too. She’s almost finished with mine,” Caroline insisted, referring to Philippa’s French and rather rude lady’s maid, who, it must be said, did a lovely job with hair if you could put up with her vexing attitude. Caroline could put up with anyone. Harriet wondered if Caroline even knew Clothilde was mean.

“Wear some of Philippa’s rouge! And the perfume she has, the one that smells of lilies!” Everyone turned to Frances. Frances, who wore trousers as often as skirts; who usually tracked dirt to the dinner table; who thought women who rode sidesaddle were cowards.

“What? Just because I can’t go to balls yet doesn’t mean I don’t understand all this frippery. I’m not an idiot, you know. I read all the same issues of La Belle Assemblée as you do. I daresay I dance better than the lot of you, as well.” This reveal stunned Harriet, conveniently giving Philippa enough time to pull Harriet up from her chair. Just as quickly, Gertie started flicking open the buttons running down the back of Harriet’s admittedly plain gown.

Caroline sprang into action next and after that, there was really nothing to be done. For as much responsibility as Harriet had when it came to her sisters, she had little control, which is precisely how she ended up in a corset instead of her normal unrestricted short stays, and slippers not a little too small for her, with rouged cheeks and her hair actually styled, smelling of lilies. Despite the discomfort and her better judgment, when Philippa’s carriage arrived at Lady Dunley’s ball, she had to admit to feeling at least a little bit beautiful.

And worse: a little bit hopeful.
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Alexander loved dancing. He had discovered a natural talent for it early on and his skill only improved with practice. Besides, it gave one something to do at parties that wasn’t so dull as talking about pheasant hunting. 

Alexander had found himself genuinely enjoying dancing after a few balls his first season; his lack of reluctance—indeed his apparent pleasure in the activity—endeared him to women of all stations. 

Above all else, Alexander loved dancing because ladies loved dancing and Alexander loved ladies. What was there not to like about a physical activity that brought another person gratification? Alexander happened to adore activities that fell into that category, of which there were quite a few. 

He was rarely without a partner, despite being a second son, and a rumored bastard at that. Although one didn’t need rumors to tell them what their eyes could plainly see: Lord Alexander Stirling was not the product of marital relations between his mother and the Duke of Belhaven any more than a lion could be the product of a chicken and a rooster.

Alexander’s jet-black hair and substantial height would have been enough to convince anyone that a minor Venetian prince was his true father, but it was his languid confidence and easy charm that separated him the most from his parents. Not that anyone remembered much about his mother, who was rumored to be in the Americas now, or India, or even Cornwall, depending on whom you went to for gossip.

All anyone really remembered was that a flighty blonde had been the catch of the season some thirty years past, and that the ill-tempered Duke of Belhaven had been friendly enough with her money-chasing father to ensure a match. She’d given him a natural heir and a bastard spare, whom he’d been forced to claim as his own. What people didn’t remember, or more precisely didn’t know, was that at the sight of the bastard’s ink-black hair, the duke had sent his wife—the mother of his children—away. 

Thus, as a child, Alexander knew few women outside of his household staff, all of whom were far too afraid of the duke’s wrath to coddle or comfort the young bastard. At sixteen, he’d sneaked out of Harrow School over Christmas holiday with a few mates and found his way into the arms of a young gap-toothed woman who charged him a shilling for an hour, then let him have a second hour for free when he didn’t try anything. After his fourth visit, she explained the purpose of women in her profession. Then she demonstrated. After that, he visited her thrice more, paid her a pound each time, asked her to teach him everything he needed to know, and then made up his mind never to go too long without female company again. 

And he hadn’t. 

Tonight, like many nights before, he found himself preparing for yet another ball. What many of his male peers overlooked was that balls were a fabulous arena at which to meet female company, even if one did not intend to offer marriage. One could tease a spinster, enchant a dowager, captivate a debutante, provoke a chaperone, embrace a widow, and tempt a hostess, only to end the evening in bed with a Cyprian who wouldn’t have been let in the doors. 

While his male peers often spent balls comparing livestock and complaining about Parliament, Alexander forwent such topics. For him, economic matters were reserved for clubs and coffeehouses. Balls were for dancing and drinking. And above all else: women. 

This evening he was forced, unfortunately, to break his personal rule. He planned to use Lady Dunley’s ball to meet with the heavenly—and widowed—Philippa Fanshawe, Baroness Ellerton, holder of vast swaths of land in the Lake District. Land he intended to purchase. It did chafe him a bit to sully such an evening with talk of money, but he hoped to balance the faux pas with the promise of pleasure. 

Alexander wasn’t actively in the market for a new paramour, having a quite expensive and experienced mistress currently perched in a townhome in St. John’s Wood. His and Giuliana’s agreement was not explicitly exclusive; she often sported jewels Alexander was most certain he hadn’t purchased for her. He liked that she was not overly reliant upon him, or interested in his general whereabouts. While her indifference wasn’t false, he suspected she played it up a bit, correctly sensing that he was the sort to be alarmed rather than aroused by displays of devotion.

While discreet, Alexander had never been one to limit himself. That way lay stagnation and dissatisfaction. He wasn’t the sort to grow lovesick or possessive over his partners, and he never, ever offered promises of fidelity. He might meet with an opera singer on Thursday and an unhappily married marchioness on Friday. 

And one would be a fool to turn down Lady Ellerton’s company in any form; she was one of the most beautiful women of the ton, and one of the few who could match his seductive capabilities. While he did not feel desperate for her affection, he was undeniably interested. 

Tonight, if Lady Ellerton found herself inclined to join him in bed, after they discussed the land she held in Applethwaite, Alexander would count himself all the luckier. They’d been circling each other for months now; it was only a matter of time. 




Chapter Two

LADY DUNLEY WAS UNDULY PROUD OF HAVING STAIRS DOWN TO HER ballroom, a feature she claimed put every entrance on display. 

It was at the top of those very stairs that Harriet discovered an unfortunate truth. Not only had she expected tonight to be different, she’d expected herself to be different. And for others to take note. Until she experienced the distinct lack of reaction, she didn’t realize she’d been anticipating one. 

No one looked up. No one dropped a champagne glass. No one pointed or even whispered. What would they have even said? “The third Bancroft sister—what’s her name again? Looks a little better tonight. A tad unfortunate to have to stand beside the other two, but good for her.”

God, she was a muttonhead. Three ladies entering a ball—no matter how lovely they were—was common, arguably the very point of the event. She felt her face flame with the embarrassment of her own vanity and the disappointment of discovering that even with a corset, she was still herself.

And her sisters were still her sisters. 

Philippa had recently finished the half-mourning period for her late husband Reginald, the 14th Baron Ellerton, and was thrilled to be back in the world as a widow. Caroline was, by virtually all accounts, the loveliest creature to ever grace a London ballroom and thus—despite being four years younger than Harriet—was the Bancroft daughter next in line to marry. She was positively swarmed with suitors, something no chaperone had had to contend with while watching Harriet. 

As a widow—and a young, beautiful one at that—Philippa tended to abdicate her protective duties for more important things like champagne and sexually frustrated marquesses, leaving Harriet to watch their younger sister in her stead. Thus, Harriet often ended up alone at balls. A genuine wallflower. Although the flower part always seemed a little generous: She felt more like a wall-potted plant. There for ambience but not adding any particular beauty to a ballroom. Harriet let out a rueful snort of laughter at her fanciful ideas of the evening. 

“Are you all right?” Caroline asked, ever concerned with how people around her were faring. She gripped tightly onto Harriet’s arm as they descended the steps.

“Certainly, just sharing a private joke of sorts with myself.” Harriet focused on not letting Caroline falter. Philippa was rather occupied with swanning down the stairs herself, likely garnering the precise reaction Harriet had imagined for herself. If she did, Harriet missed it in favor of steadying Caroline. 

“Do you need your eyeglasses?” Harriet whispered as Caroline stumbled a bit.

“No, no, I simply haven’t worn these slippers in ages. I’m not used to them.” The two of them continued down the steps in Philippa’s wake. At the bottom, Caroline relaxed. Philippa turned back to them, thrumming with the excitement of being among so many people. 

“Shall I fetch us some ratafia?” Harriet asked, ready to be useful. 

“Harriet, darling, that’s practically the only thing a man’s good for,” Philippa replied, scanning the room.

“I’m perfectly capable of carrying three glasses.”

“Yes, but a man likes to do little tasks for women. It makes him feel ever so good. Why rob him of that? I’ll go find us one.” Philippa left them alone. Nothing like a ball to remind Harriet that male attention was both a game and a certainty for her elder sister.

“If you have to go off and get a gentleman, isn’t it just as easy to go off and get a refreshment yourself?” Harriet muttered.

Caroline smiled pleasantly at the exchange, as she gazed out on the dance floor, making a clear effort not to squint. Harriet noticed this because she watched her sisters quite closely and also because she had no interest in looking around the ballroom herself. What was there to see? The entire ton staring in awe at Caroline’s beauty? A man walking toward her only to dip away when he realized she was Harriet and not Philippa?

“Would you like to take a peek, Caroline?” Harriet whispered. Caroline started, having been lost in a daze of her own. After a moment of reluctance, she nodded. 

Harriet led them over to a tall houseplant and then turned back to face the ballroom. Behind her, halfway in the foliage, Caroline fished her eyeglasses out of her reticule. The entire charade was silly, as no one ever looked Harriet’s way very long. Her invisibility was her greatest gift when it came to ballrooms. This reality was incomprehensible to her dear sister, however, no matter how many times Harriet tried to assure her. 

“Is anyone looking at us?” Caroline asked. 

“Yes, rather, I think I’ve caught the eye of the Duke of Grange. Oh dear. He’s walking this way. Our fortune is changing! I think he’s quite taken with me. Imagine, I’ll have forty thousand a year or more!”

Caroline gave her a small pinch. “You devil!”

“No one is looking,” Harriet reassured her.

Caroline slipped her eyeglasses on and gazed around the ballroom. From behind her, Harriet could hear a small, contented sigh.

“You could wear them all the time, you know.”

“Yes, but sometimes it’s nice not to see things, isn’t it?” This was Caroline’s standard response to Harriet’s standard suggestion.

“It only decreases your beauty by about half, and I think you rather have more than enough, don’t you?” Harriet teased, knowing full well that the eyeglasses wouldn’t decrease her sister’s beauty even an ounce.

Caroline stepped out from behind her and folded up her eyeglasses again most carefully. “Half, you say? Last time it was a quarter.”

“I suppose it’s your new hairstyle. Really unbecoming. You—” Harriet’s teasing was cut off by the return of Philippa and the arrival of her entourage. Before she married, Philippa had always been flanked by a large group of friends and admirers. Widowhood had taken her popularity to new heights. Though her behavior was sufficiently scandalous to make a lady persona non grata, Philippa was smart enough to matchmake between the awestruck debutantes and the unseasoned young bucks who followed her around, which quite endeared her to the matchmaking mamas. Besides, her presence at your rout or musicale ensured at least a two-fold increase in male attendance. 

“Excellent news! We’ve found just the man for our arduous task!” Philippa exclaimed to them, as if finding a man for beverage-fetching had been a group endeavor, rather than her own undertaking.

“Lord Hartford, may I present my sisters, Lady Harriet and Lady Caroline. They’re ever so parched. Would it be possible for you to deliver us some ratafia?” Harriet looked up out of politeness at the introduction—her third to Lord Hartford—which is when she noticed that Philippa, who believed ratafia was beneath her, was already carrying a glass of champagne. Harriet wondered absently which man had won the chance to deliver the drink. Lord Hartford looked sick to leave Philippa’s side but dashed off regardless. 

“There!” Philippa said. Having satisfied her sisterly duty, she looped her arms through two gentlemen’s and sailed off. Harriet didn’t know enough about men or balls to guess their destination. Another young lord—Lord Pendleton, Harriet believed—took the whittled-down competition as his chance. 

“Lady Caroline, would you care to dance with me for this set?” 

“Yes, of course, my lord,” Caroline answered, beaming. And then she hesitated. A small moment that only a sister would notice. Caroline shot her hand behind her back and Harriet seamlessly took her eyeglasses. With that, she was off, leaving Harriet in the circle of Philippa’s friends without protection. 

Despite her misgivings, and her previous experience attempting to converse with gentlemen, Harriet drew from her deep well of social graces and turned to the man next to her. 

“Good evening, Lord Cockburn,” Harriet intoned. 

“Good evening?” he replied, phrasing it as a question. Harriet knew what the question was: Why is this woman speaking to me? A lifetime in this role allowed Harriet the patience to offer up an explanation for her existence. 

“I’m Lady Ellerton’s sister. We met two weeks ago at the Dunforth musicale. And a week before that in Hyde Park. Your new horse’s name is Kratos. You said you didn’t know why, and I told you Kratos is the Greek god of strength.” 

“Oh yes, I remember you. Her sister. Well, the other sister. There’s another, isn’t there?” 

“We have two other sisters, yes,” Harriet said with a tight smile. “One is not yet out, and the other is on the dance floor now with Lord Pendleton.” 

Lord Cockburn’s neck nearly snapped from his effort to look. 

“She’s your sister too?” he asked, wondrously, not taking his eyes from Caroline.

“Yes.” 

“She wasn’t in Hyde Park.” 

“No, she wasn’t. Excellent memory,” Harriet replied, though the man entirely missed her sarcasm. 

“Does she have dances after this?” 

“You know, Lord Cockburn, I’m not certain. As she is an entirely separate being from myself.”

The poor man was thoroughly confused, which was quite all right with Harriet. Men were often confused in her presence, and she did nothing to disabuse them of the feeling. Still, it stung a bit when he turned to the man next to him and took the conversation back up without even excusing himself from the one he and Harriet had been having. 

“Lady Ellerton has a sister,” he informed his companion, rather loudly. “She’s with Pendy now, take a look.” 

Harriet hadn’t even realized how much she’d been hoping for the interaction to go differently until it went precisely as it always did. Suddenly the low-cut bodice felt foolish. What was a wallflower doing in this gown? Why was she trying to look like Philippa at all? The more they looked alike the clearer it was that what set Harriet and Philippa apart was not their appearance, but something more ephemeral than that, an unnamable something within Philippa that drew people to her, made people want to talk to her, know her, choose her.

Harriet preferred when she’d thought she was simply lacking Philippa’s good looks. She felt rather disheartened to discover that she lacked something much more fundamental. 

Philippa returned then, as if summoned by Harriet’s maudlin thoughts. Next to her, one of the men she’d left with was juggling oranges and being ignored by everyone else in the group. Harriet felt badly for him, although what would give someone the notion that Philippa would be impressed with orange juggling? 

To her credit as a sister, despite the gaggle around her, Philippa focused most of her attention on Harriet. The rest would pair up or dissipate soon enough without Philippa’s special attentions. 

“Is there someone you’d like to dance with?”

“I’m not sure that’s the order of things, Philippa—picking men like bonnet ribbons. Although I appreciate the compliment of you believing it to be within my power.”

“Oh, of course it is! I’ll introduce you to any man of your choosing, just point him out.” 

“I prefer watching to dancing.”

Philippa leaned in close. “Any gentleman would count himself blessed indeed to be in such proximity to your … abundant assets … tonight. I hardly think he’d notice if you tread on a toe or two.” 

Before Harriet could admonish her sister, Philippa abruptly straightened and focused her gaze across the dance floor.

“Is Father here?” Harriet asked, searching the ballroom, trying to find the source of Philippa’s regard.

“No, no. I’m sorry. It’s just, well. He’s here. He’s been trying to get an audience with me for ages. It’s become almost tiresome.” Harriet did not believe that Philippa had any idea how often she spoke about men wanting her or throwing themselves at her feet, or if she did, how these blasé announcements felt like pinpricks to Harriet. Philippa complaining about a man wanting her was as common as using a handkerchief.

Except that when Harriet’s eyes followed Philippa’s across the ballroom, she found herself staring at the least common man she’d ever beheld: Lord Alexander Stirling.

“He wants you?” Harriet choked, quite rudely.

“Desperately,” Philippa groaned, as if it were an inconvenience to be desired by Lord Alexander. Harriet suspected this was at least partly for show. Her sister enjoyed toying with men, and if rumors were to be believed, Lord Alexander was a formidable playfellow. 

Philippa languidly turned her body away from the man. Harriet surmised this to be a calculated move, one that made men even more interested in approaching her. 

The attention of Lord Alexander was a boon, even if Philippa acted otherwise. To be sure, he was a duke’s second son. But a duke’s son is a duke’s son, even without the rumors of his brother’s ill-health. Even if he was known to be an obdurate bachelor—with rumors that he debased himself by dealing in matters of commerce—Lord Alexander Stirling was one of the most striking men to grace a London ballroom since at least before the war. He was, undeniably, the most beautiful man Harriet had ever seen. It was embarrassing, for some peculiar reason. 

Philippa turned her eyes up to Harriet over the rim of her champagne glass. “Is he coming this way?”

Harriet dreaded having to look over her sister’s shoulder again, dreaded having to watch him with any level of attention, or being in his path at all. But sisterly duty snapped her head back up to see Lord Alexander striding elegantly and leisurely toward them. Out of nowhere, her mind formed a distinct image of him walking just as calmly out of a house on fire, and for some reason the scene made her shiver.

“Well? Is he coming?” 

Oh, right. Philippa.

“Quite” was all Harriet could manage, for Lord Alexander was only a few yards away at this point.

Philippa adjusted her posture, dabbed carefully at her lips, and glanced down at her bodice to make sure it was sufficiently in danger of exposing her nipples. Then she turned to him, thankfully blocking Harriet from view. 

“Lady Ellerton.”

“Lord Alexander, may I in—” 

“I have a request of my own first.” Harriet swallowed a laugh. No one interrupted Philippa, least of all a man. Harriet couldn’t wait to hear Philippa’s retort.

“Yes, my lord?” 

Yes, my lord? Philippa did not “Yes, my lord” any man!

“This dance. Then you may ask of me whatever you wish.” Harriet rolled her eyes behind her sister’s back. Surely Philippa was not persuaded by this flummery.

“Gladly, my lord.” Harriet took a sharp breath. She’d heard stories of Lord Alexander’s charm before, and certainly the man was handsome, but his ploy struck her as unimpressive. Perhaps his words held more sway when he was actually looking at you. 

“Harriet, do you mind?” Philippa turned and held out her half-full champagne glass reluctantly. It was the apology in her eyes that removed the sting of her action. Harriet simply reached for the glass and forced the smile up to her eyes as Philippa was led to the dance floor. 

Harriet supposed she ought to take advantage of her solitude to seek out Mr. Dawkins. No one was even keeping up the pretense that she required a chaperone, and so Harriet wove her way through the ball with ease. She tried to search the room methodically, but people kept moving, as they were wont to do at balls, she supposed. She decided to stake out a spot with a good view of the stairway, in case he hadn’t yet arrived. 

Seeking out a man so desperately made her feel more than a little doltish. But she pushed the self-recrimination away. He was, after all, the raison d’être for her attendance. Harriet was giddy at the idea of finally getting to speak with him in person, and not having to wait days or even weeks for his correspondence. Never had she felt so connected, so understood by someone as she did by Mr. Dawkins. And so, she returned to her almost pathetic search.

All she had to go off of was a likeness of him she’d seen drawn in a periodical a few years back, her only image of the man she’d been corresponding with for so long. Of course, she had no idea how accurate the depiction was. And though she’d hinted she’d be in attendance this evening, he still presumed her to be a man. 

Harriet stationed herself against a column. Nearby was a rather sizable group of men—although, Harriet thought to herself, any more than one man felt like a sizable group to her—only a few of whom she recognized. She settled in to shamelessly eavesdrop and took a few sips of Philippa’s champagne; listening to men, after all, was usually quite boring. They were horrible sources of gossip, preferring to prattle on about horseflesh, land, and their deuced clubs. But occasionally someone used a word Harriet hadn’t heard before; men were allowed so many more words.

“She isn’t your type at all, I’m afraid,” Lord Wexler, a handsome young buck, proclaimed.

“And what is my type, Wex? Pray tell,” rejoined Lord Trenton, a man Philippa had warned Caroline away from at their last ball. 

“Well, for one thing, she’s not like your usual dirty puzzles. She’s quite the tease, in fact.”

A what?

Another man, one Harriet didn’t know, chimed in then. “’Tis true. No one’s seen that monosyllable. Her sister is very protective too; doesn’t let her out of her sight.”

“You, Trenton, will not be the first to ride that quim.”

Harriet inched closer, her mind racing as she tried to keep up with their words. Alas, the men had moved on to talking about this mystery woman riding something. Harriet was quite confused about the jump to horsemanship. 

Dirty puzzle? Is that what he had called the woman? Monosyllable? Quim? She briefly considered smashing her reputation on the cold, hard, terrazzo floor, marching up to Lord Wexler—to whom she had never been introduced—and demanding he repeat himself and explain every word he’d just said. Groups of men were allowed such fun, vulgar phrases, phrases that were so difficult to find again, certainly not in the books Father kept in his library. Harriet’s hand again itched for a pencil or quill. Surely somewhere in this house—

The library! Yes, of course. The library. Even a couple such as the Dunleys had one, Harriet supposed. A house without a library? No one was that tasteless. The search for Mr. Dawkins could wait; in fact, when she met him, she would share her new words. Dirty puzzle. Monosyllable. Quim. Harriet tossed back the rest of Philippa’s abandoned champagne in what would have been deemed an unladylike manner if anyone had noticed her enough to find her manner unladylike; then she set off across the ballroom once more, this time in search of something much more interesting than a man. 
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“I’m eager to hear what you believe you can offer me,” Lady Ellerton teased as they met up mid-dance, only to be separated again. Alexander bided his time, happy to let her wait; women seemed to like it when you moved very, very slowly. Patience was the simplest part of seduction, although not always the easiest. 

The dance ended. They applauded politely and then, when Philippa turned her gorgeous eyes up to him, Alexander finally responded.

“While I am happy to discuss such matters on the dance floor, it would be far easier and far more pleasurable for me to demonstrate. Meet me in the library in ten minutes.”

“I’m afraid I have a dance with Lord Crowley next. I simply can’t miss it; he’s promised to take me to see John Julius Angerstein’s private art collection later this week.” Alexander had a strong suspicion that she’d agreed to nothing of the sort with the man, that this was some tactic intended to heighten his interest in her. What she didn’t understand was that he was already interested and had no desire to compete for her time. He spied Lord Crowley a short distance away. 

“Follow me,” he instructed. Philippa obeyed, which did not surprise him at all. Women like her grew tired of the milksops and namby-pambies who trailed them and tended to appreciate a more direct gentleman. 

“Lord Crowley,” he said, upon approaching the man. “If you were to receive a banknote from me for two hundred and fifty pounds, would that be sufficient to keep your appointment at Angerstein’s with this lovely lady, even should she cry off your dance?” 

Lord Crowley looked around, shocked at being addressed by Alexander, who did not, as a rule, mention money in front of women. He nodded and let out a stunned “That would be … all right.” 

Alexander inclined his head, both to thank the man and to take his leave. A few feet away, he turned back to Lady Ellerton, who seemed to be trying not to appear as impressed as she was. “The library, then?” 

“The library,” Philippa said, a little breathlessly. He tried not to watch her ample chest rise and fall, but there was something about the cut of that dress. The modiste who had made it was quite wicked. To make a dress in white, so common a color, and then cut it so? Devilish indeed. 

“Ten minutes,” he reminded her. If the land negotiations took as long as he thought they might, he’d find out how effective his advances were in about fourteen minutes.




Chapter Three

HARRIET CROSSED THE CAVERNOUS ROOM, SEARCHING FOR A writing desk, or at least a quill. The Dunleys’ library saddened her, woefully overstocked for its underuse. You’d be hard pressed to find a book that wasn’t wrapped in a blanket of dust. Harriet couldn’t help herself; she trailed her fingertips along titles she would have paid handsomely to hold. Father’s money was rarely around long enough to purchase anything as useful or enjoyable as a book, busy as it was at the gambling tables.

Unfortunately, Harriet couldn’t dawdle. While she was frequently unchaperoned, that didn’t mean she was immune from ruin or censure. She moved reluctantly to a forgotten escritoire in a back corner of the room, likely last used under the reign of George II, certainly there now merely for show. Harriet gingerly opened the desk drawer and was rewarded with a blunt quill and a pot of old ink. No paper. 

Not unused to this predicament, Harriet rolled down her left glove and dipped the quill into the ink. She began to roughly scratch the word quim onto her wrist, although the quill hurt and the ink was too old to work well. The letters were ugly, and her wrist was rather red. She began next on monosyllable but only got to monos before giving up on the endeavor. She’d have to remember dirty puzzle on her own later. She shoved the quill and ink back in the drawer and blew softly on the skin at her wrist to dry the ink, shivering ever so slightly.

“Cold?” came a man’s voice right at her ear. An unladylike shout escaped Harriet’s lips before she could stop it. The strange man had wrapped his arms around her! In the time it took for her to turn and shove her knee upward—she had read once this was the best course of action when being abducted by a man—Harriet also registered that this was the first time she’d ever been in a man’s arms. 

The man in question let out a loud groan, dropping his arms and crumpling in on himself. 

Harriet turned to escape the madman, when he gritted out a muffled “Lady Ellerton—”

Oh.

Not mad, then. Simply confused.

Harriet turned back to face him. Lord Alexander. Of course her sister had secured the private attentions of the most handsome man of the ton. A man who seemed entirely shocked at his current situation—whether that being her attack or her identity or both, Harriet wasn’t sure.

“Lord Alexander, I’m afraid you have the wrong Bancroft sister. I am Lady Harriet. I do apologize for … well … for kneeing you in the bollocks.”

Lord Alexander, still doubled over, let out a loud crack of a laugh. 

How puzzling. 

“What?” she spit out.

“Well,” he said finally, straightening with a grimace, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard a lady say bollocks before. Rather I have, but not …” 

“An innocent?” Harriet supplied. His eyes sparked, as if he’d intended to say something else. Harriet wished dearly she’d held her tongue and found out.

“Did I use it correctly?” she asked.

“Your knee? Yes, your aim was rather perfect.” 

“Bollocks. Did I use the word correctly?”
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Lord Alexander looked behind him, as if to confirm that someone else was a party to, and just as confused by, this mystifying conversation. Alas, he and the girl were completely alone—something he was about to rectify, since ruining innocents was not for him. As he went to excuse himself, however, he found something else coming out of his mouth.

“Yes, you used bollocks with great mastery.”

“It was my first time saying it aloud.” 

“Quite?”

“Yes. Well, again, I beg your forgiveness for the bollocks incident. I read once that it was the best course of action in an abduction. I am glad to discover the maneuver’s success, and sorry it came at your expense. I do hope it recovers.”

“An abduction?” Alexander found himself hiding a smirk.

“Yes. Why else would a man come up behind me?” The smirk quickly morphed into a cough as Alexander choked on absolutely nothing. There were many reasons he could conceive of that a man might want to come up behind her.

“The apology is mine to make. I am afraid I mistook you for your sister, whom I was supposed to meet here.” Now that he saw her face, he had a rather difficult time imagining that anyone could confuse the two. This girl—Lady Harriet, was it?—had a rounder face and a less prominent nose. They had the same coloring: chestnut hair; dark, dominating eyebrows; gray eyes; less fair skin than was strictly fashionable. But Lady Harriet had a fuller mouth. Lush lips, one of which she was biting now, apparently because of nerves. Lady Ellerton, on the other hand, did not seem the sort to fall prey to nerves. The woman before him had none of her sister’s sultriness. Yet something about her struck him as far more dangerous. 

“I’m sorry to have interrupted your assignation,” she said, bowing to him as she took her leave. 

“Lady Harriet,” he called after her. Once again, he was unsure why he felt the desire to stretch the time he was alone with an unwed woman. “You used it incorrectly.”

“Pardon?”

“You said you hope ‘it’ recovers, but bollocks is plural. They recover.” Harriet’s eyes widened and he immediately regretted having spoken up. What kind of gentleman—not that he usually identified as such—said such a thing in the presence of a lady, let alone to her? And when was the last time he’d overthought a remark to a woman? Christ, but this was why he avoided innocents. He was about to apologize again—surely this was a record number of apologies in one evening for him—when he noticed her smile.

“That’s ever so useful to know! Thank you!” She looked so genuinely pleased with him that something in his chest twinged.

“Happy to help you with any filthy words you might encounter,” Alexander nobly offered, in jest.

“Truly? There is one, actually,” Harriet eagerly replied, glancing down at her wrist. Alexander followed her eyes to her ungloved wrist, which was red. He stepped toward her, closing the distance between them and reaching for her hand. Harriet flinched at the touch, trying to draw her arm back, but not before he saw the word quim quite clearly written upon her skin. 

“What is this?” he demanded, hating how high-handed he sounded. Had he ever scolded a woman before? 

“Quim,” Harriet explained, squinting at her own handwriting, then up at him as if concerned for his literacy. “Do you know the word?”

Alexander felt himself in danger of blushing. He had done or witnessed just about every possible act that might call for embarrassment, yet he could not remember a single previous instance of blushing. Never had a woman—nay, any person—made him feel so off-balance. It was as if he were the innocent. He gathered himself to his full height, straightened his posture, and cleared his throat, as if to start the whole interaction over.

“I do.” 

Christ. That was not starting over. 

“And? Its meaning?” she asked, her large gray eyes gazing up at him expectantly. A rather attractive move, he had to admit. Although, was it a move? She hardly seemed the type to employ seductive stratagems. 

“I can hardly—” Alexander began. 

“We’ve already spoken of bollocks, I hardly imagine this is worse.” 

She was correct: Quim was far better than bollocks, although not at all in the sense she meant. 

“All right, only if you promise not to tell your mother I told you.” 

“Worried I’ll ruin your reputation?” 

“Worried I’ll ruin yours.” 

Something heated flashed between them then, a familiar jolt of shared attraction. This was not the sort of woman with whom one could share such a thing, Alexander knew. But it had been ages since an interaction with anyone had proven this captivating. 

“It means … it’s a woman’s … parts,” he explained inelegantly, entirely unused to striving for propriety or circumspection. At her look of confusion he continued, “Her commodity. Her money. Her …” Alexander nodded downward, and the lady’s eyes widened even further. 

“Oh! Oh my! This is wonderful,” she said, almost breathlessly. 

What on earth was he still doing in the library with this woman? Why was he still holding her wrist? Surely, there must be a logical explanation for this, one he would discover imminently—for Alexander, like most men, believed himself to be ruled by logic above all else. Logic felt very, very far away at the moment.

“You cannot leave this room with that written on your wrist. It’s indecent!” he insisted sharply, taking on a tone he had never employed before with a woman, a tone he was borrowing from his father. 

An unwed woman of the ton simply could not walk around with the word quim branded on her. Was this Bancroft sister mad? More to the point, was he mad? Why did he care? His brain tried desperately to contrive a reason why he minded so much what happened to this woman. 

“Indecency requires an audience. I don’t plan on anyone seeing my wrist. That’s what gloves are for.”

“There are plenty of indecent things you can do alone, I assure you. And someone has seen it.” 

“Tell me what monosyllable means and I’ll gladly erase it,” Harriet goaded.

Lord Alexander groaned. If he heard one more body part come out of her mouth! He took his handkerchief from his pocket, wet it with the only thing he could think of—his own tongue—and started rubbing Harriet’s wrist. She let out a loud, affronted gasp.

A gasp that, as it turned out, covered the sound of the library door opening. It could not, however, cover the shriek that came next.

Alexander and Harriet whirled together toward the sound, more graceful than any dance step Harriet had ever attempted.

At the entry stood a very concerned Philippa and an equally overwhelmed dowager, the Marchioness of Neddlesby. Lady Neddlesby was not the biggest gossip of the ton by any means. No, that distinction belonged to her dearest sister, Lady Swindon, a woman who treated private information like tea—something a good hostess would offer anyone who stopped by. Lady Neddlesby was a lonely woman whose great loves were her rose garden and finding someone to entrap into conversation about her rose garden. And long visits with her sister.
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Most ruination happens gradually, but every once in a while, something goes catastrophically wrong in an instant. In those cases, the most acute pain comes in the first few seconds after disaster occurs, when “before” feels so close, so reachable. In these early moments the new order of things seems quite literally unacceptable.

Why, I am in the same dress, the same slippers, the same room, the very same spot on the very same Axminster as I was before this happened, you might think to yourself. At least, that was what Harriet was thinking to herself when her life ended. 

No, that was rather dramatic. In fact, being caught alone in a compromising position with Lord Alexander wasn’t going to end her life. Unfortunately. Death would have been the simpler outcome: Her sisters could have gone into mourning for a year and reemerged woeful, tragic, but not altogether objectionable misses. This, however? This was ruination. Obliteration. 

“Oh dear,” Lady Neddlesby squeaked, rather unhelpfully, although Harriet gave her credit for being the first one to find her voice.

Harriet, who never before had frozen during a crisis, found herself utterly incapable of reply. Perhaps this was the experience of being the one to have caused said crisis. Interesting. Other people’s calamities were so much easier to iron out, she was rapidly discovering.

“Well, then!” Philippa exclaimed, thawing into her usual self and regaining her voice. “Lady Neddlesby, I’m ever so sorry we were unable to continue our chat about your hothouse. I should dearly love to see it someday!”

Lady Neddlesby stood rooted to the spot.

“Oh dear,” she repeated, just as unhelpfully as before. Philippa ratcheted her charm up even higher.

“I suppose their secret is out, then. I told Father we’d have to share the happy news sooner rather than later. It’s ever so difficult for young couples to keep a long engagement quiet. Young love is—”

Harriet didn’t wait to discover what young love was; she stopped listening after the word engagement. Or maybe she’d simply stopped hearing due to the ringing in her ears.

She had the twin urges to glance at Lord Alexander’s face to see if it betrayed any emotion and to never look at the man’s face again, for she feared she knew exactly what she would find: Contempt. Disgust. Regret. 

Someone whispered, “I didn’t intend—” and midway through the utterance Harriet realized it was her mouth doing the talking. What had been her mouth’s plan for ending the sentence? I didn’t intend to be caught in a library with you with your hands on me? I didn’t intend for Lady Neddlesby to intrude? I didn’t intend for us to be shackled together for all eternity? Clearly, her mouth was not to be trusted.

Her eyes were next to betray her as they wandered up, quite of their own volition, to Lord Alexander’s. There they discovered that “Oh dear” was actually quite an apt reaction, all apologies to Lady Neddlesby. 

Lord Alexander had turned to stone. Unyielding, cold, immobile. If Harriet had hoped to gain some insight into his mental state, she was sorely disappointed. The worst of it was that his face was no less handsome for having shuttered. Harriet truly understood the word stunning for the first time. She felt as if she’d never regain full consciousness. 

Perhaps noticing that neither half of the happy couple intended to address the situation at hand, Philippa decided to usher Lady Neddlesby from the room. “I do apologize for this small impropriety. Again, you must know how long engagements chafe young people.” 

At this, Harriet became unstunned enough to let out a snort of laughter. She’d been out five seasons already with a sixth in mourning for Philippa’s husband, and surely Lord Alexander was eight and twenty if he was a day.

His head whipped to hers, the first movement he’d made since they’d been discovered. Harriet avoided his glare, fearful that what she might see would be worse than stone. 

Lady Neddlesby was still at the threshold. Lord, but the woman was slow-moving. Philippa persisted: “I want to thank you for the privacy and discretion you’re affording our family. We’re all truly elated, but we still need to discuss the engagement announcement and some other … minor details.” 

Even as Philippa began to close the door on her, Lady Neddlesby’s eyes remained on the “elated” young couple, who did not seem to be aware that they were still touching one another.

“Lord Alexander, I had no idea that this was why you requested my presence in the library. I must give you credit: It has been ever so long since a man has surprised me!” Philippa crowed, somehow having fun with the situation.

Harriet, whose gaze was firmly and bravely on the carpet, let out a strangled, “Philippa.”

“An engagement? To my sister? I was unaware that you two had spoken. Or had even been introduced!” Philippa trilled, gaining momentum.

“Philippa,” Harriet implored.

“And, Harriet? How could you keep such a thing from me?”

“Lady Ellerton!” Lord Alexander growled, finally cutting into her rant. Something about his voice warmed Harriet from the inside, even as it terrified her. Which was absolutely not the thing to be fixating on right now. Her apparently impending nuptials to the son of a duke ought to have been her sole focus.

As if his own outburst snapped him back to reality, Alexander dropped Harriet’s wrist, pocketed his handkerchief, and abruptly left the room, with a simple bow of his head.

Harriet remained planted where she was. As soon as she moved, she knew the situation would become permanent. It would have happened in the past tense, and the past tense was dangerous; there was no changing things that had already happened, only things that were still happening. And as long as she stood in the same spot on the carpet, she felt as if all of this was still happening.

“I think perhaps it’s time to go, my dear,” Philippa gently implored. “Why don’t we head out from the garden, then I’ll return to the ballroom to gather Caroline and meet you in the carriage?”

Harriet nodded and slid her glove back over her wrist, determined to ignore what was on it and how words had led to this. For the first time in at least an hour she remembered something.

“Mr. Dawkins didn’t happen to show up tonight, did he?” she asked Philippa as her sister led her down a blessedly empty corridor. The look that Philippa gave her was full of pity. “I suppose it doesn’t much matter now, does it?” 

Philippa shook her head, agreeing with the sentiment. They walked the rest of the way to the carriage in silence. Harriet climbed inside in silence. Then she waited in silence for her sisters to return. 

She felt thoroughly done with silence by the time they arrived.

The feeling lasted only a moment.

“You’re engaged? To Lord Alexander?” Caroline asked, uncharacteristically upfront. Silence clearly had its benefits.

“I don’t rather know, do I?” Harriet responded, suddenly more exhausted than she’d ever been in her life. “The blasted man left the blasted room before I could bloody well talk to him! And don’t say ‘language,’ please don’t say ‘language,’ Caroline. I will wring your neck and then I’ll wring my own neck.”

“He left the room?” Caroline asked.

“He left the room,” Harriet confirmed. Then she leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes. 

“What does that mean?”

“Caroline, dear, let’s give Harriet some time.” Her two sisters had, in the face of this crisis, seemingly switched roles—Caroline becoming blunt and Philippa softening into an almost comforting figure. Even more bizarrely, Harriet herself was the one causing said crisis. Surreal. No one was playing their correct part in their usual family play. 

“Does she have time?”

Harriet’s eyes snapped open. “What do you mean by that?”

“Well, just that—” Caroline demurred at the trained attention of her elder sisters, one warning, one murderous.

“Let’s talk of something else until we arrive home. How was the ball for you, Caroline? Anyone of interest?” 

Harriet did not want to hear about anyone of interest. She didn’t want to hear about balls for the rest of her life and certainly nothing about this particular ball. She leaned back against the squab again, eyes closed, and allowed herself to think of the only comforting thing her brain had the capacity to think about: She knew a new word.




Chapter Four

“I RUINED AN INNOCENT TONIGHT,” ALEXANDER ANNOUNCED, settling in the sitting room of his mistress’s town house, a glass of brandy in hand. He hadn’t known precisely where he intended to go until the direction to his driver was leaving his mouth. Tonight wasn’t their usual weekly appointment, but things were rather dire. 

Giuliana thought about this a moment, before answering, “That doesn’t sound like you.” 

“I do have quite the reputation as a debauchee.”

“Yet not as a despoiler of virgins.” 

“I didn’t despoil her.”

“If you would prefer me to spend the next hour teasing this tale out of you, I’m more than happy to do so. You pay me handsomely enough to be perfectly amenable to any sort of evening you wish. However, if you’d rather forget the topic and get to fucking, I’m equally acquiescent.”

“Yes, yes, let’s,” Alexander said, although he didn’t move from the armchair.

Knowing better than to try to converse with a distracted Alexander, Giuliana stood from her own chair, crossed the room, and took the brandy out of his hand, setting it on the side table. She leaned in close, loosened his cravat, and pushed off his chair to stand before him. Then she began leisurely unbuttoning her dress. Alexander’s eyes skittered by habit to her hands, but he found himself unable to focus.

“We were simply together in a library. It was the oddest thing … on her wrist she had written …”

Giuliana shrugged the dress off her shoulders, exposing inches of flawless skin. Skin designed to tantalize the most stoic of men. Alexander had pressed many a kiss to the very décolletage now on display.

“What had she written?” Giuliana asked, smirking just enough to entice him. Then she let her gown fall to the floor with a simple whoosh. 

“Quim,” Alexander answered, rather dazed. Giuliana was no longer in focus for him. “Monosyllable.” 

As his mistress, she’d heard him say much filthier things over the past two years, but never outside the context of sex. And despite her best efforts, they were not on the path to having sex. Giuliana grabbed his brandy glass off the side table, took a sip, and then crossed the room to sit in a chair of her own, understanding that, unprecedentedly, Alexander wanted to talk first.

“She didn’t know what the words meant.”

“I suppose you offered to show her?” His eyes, which had been absently watching his discarded cravat weave through his hands, snapped up to her.

“I did nothing of the sort.”

“Not your usual course with women.” 

“With unmarried women it is.”

“Interesting. I don’t recall ever marrying, and you swived me quite senseless just the day before yesterday.”

For the second time that evening, Alexander found himself in the presence of a woman who made him want to growl, who made his head hurt and the bridge of his nose beg for a pinch
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