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			Epigraph 

			

			From the unedited version of A Lady of Mystery’s serial:

			It was delightful outside, the sun shining directly overhead, the birds chirping loudly, while nannies walked their young charges in the park.

			No one could have anticipated the drama storm horror that was to come, not on this perfect day in London.

			Certainly not the young girl lady who sat waiting for her betrothed on a park bench.

			But that is the nature of such tales, isn’t it? Because if horror could be anticipated, perhaps it could be prevented.

			—­THE PRINCESS AND THE SCOUNDREL

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1 

			1842, London, the Gentleman’s Pleasure House, Second Private Chamber on the Right

			“And then what will you do to me?” Nicholas didn’t care so much for the particulars of the response—­he knew the woman currently sitting on his lap would do what he wanted her to, and he would be gentlemanly enough to ensure she found enjoyment as well.

			He was a very egalitarian lover.

			“What do you want me to do to you?” she countered.

			Clearly, she did not know that when he asked a question, he wanted an answer, not another question. He suppressed the feeling of irritation and, yes, boredom, and concentrated instead on placing a strawberry between her breasts, then lowering his mouth to capture the succulent fruit. Of the strawberry, not her breast. That appetizing treat would be for later.

			He put his mouth to her ear and spoke, so that neither of the two ladies, one on either side of him, could hear. “I want to keep your mouth busy so you can’t speak. And when you are able to speak, you’ll be screaming my name.”

			She wriggled on his lap, her plush arse riding his cock, which had already jerked to attention. She leaned her head back on his shoulder. “I’ve heard about you, m’lord, and I am very eager to find out if what they say is true.”

			Nicholas wrapped his hands around her waist and slid his thumbs up so they were in the soft crease under her breasts.

			This was his favorite part of being with a woman—­the anticipation, wondering what her face would look like as she came apart, wondering how her body would feel under his hands, how she’d want him to take her. The actual doing of it, well, that was pleasurable as well, but none of the women he’d been with had lived up to his expectations.

			But each time, with each new woman, he hoped this would be the one. This female would be able to send him to a new height of ecstasy, of wanting, of being able to lose himself, forget thinking just for a few moments of bliss; would be equal to him in bed, in conversation, in life.

			Not that he thought he’d find that kind of woman here, in a house of ill repute, no matter how well it catered to men of his class. But he wasn’t particularly interested in courting a young lady of his own class only to find, once he was married, that she was no true companion to him in bed or in conversation, but that he was now married to her—­for life.

			He’d considered it very seriously when he’d met a lady a year or so ago—­but she’d entered into another engagement before he could figure out if he actually wanted to or not. So he remained single, and singly determined not to be wed, at least not unless he was absolutely certain about the wife in question.

			But he wasn’t going to eschew the pleasures of the bed just because he was pessimistic about his chances for long-­term happiness. Short-­term happiness, for now, would suit him just fine.

			It seemed that other gentlemen in London felt the same way—­the house was stocked with lovely women, rather like a well-­tended fishpond, and it was as easy to catch one as baiting a hook. A hook made of money, and a few well-­chosen words. He had both in abundance, which was why he currently had three women surrounding him.

			He was in one of the more opulent chambers, not on the enormous bed that dominated the room, but instead seated on a long, low sofa upholstered in a dark purple hue. The furniture was also dark, and candles on several surfaces cast a warm, sensuous glow in the room. As though Nicholas and three willing ladies were not sensuous enough.

			“M’lord?” The woman had turned in his lap so she faced him, while the other two women—­women he’d had before, both of whom were quite skilled and enthusiastic—­ruffled his hair and ran their fingers down his chest and murmured soft words, mostly involving him, and them, and what they were all going to do together later.

			He was quite looking forward to it.

			So he was not so happy when he heard his brother, Griffith, calling his name.

			Griff wasn’t bad, as brothers went; in fact Nicholas quite liked him. But Griff, unlike his older brother, did not habituate houses of ill repute, or even houses of good repute, instead usually staying in the library to spend more time reading.

			“Excuse me, ladies,” Nicholas said, removing the woman from his lap and placing her gently beside him on the sofa. He did up the buttons of his shirt and ran a hand through his hair, which he knew was entirely disheveled, thanks to the sensual stroking and playing that had been done to it.

			“In here, Griff,” he shouted, getting to his feet. He was just tucking his shirt back into his trousers when Griffith entered, his brother’s eyes widening as he saw what must have appeared to be absolute and total debauchery in the room.

			Or, as Nicholas liked to call it, Tuesday.

			“What is it?” he asked, since Griff’s mouth was opening and closing like a chiming cuckoo clock.

			“Here.” Griff thrust a piece of paper at him. “I don’t think you’d believe me if I just told you.”

			Nicholas unfolded the paper, heavy parchment that already gave whatever was written on it more weight than he wanted. He scanned the lines, filled with legal jargon, and then raised his head to stare at his brother. “This says—­this makes me—­”

			Griff nodded. “The Duke of Gage.”

			Nicholas looked back at the paper, as though it would explain it all. Well, it did, actually, but he couldn’t comprehend all the whereases, in testimonys, and further reviews.

			“This can’t—­but how?” He looked at his brother, as though Griff could explain it.

			“It seems that there was a dispute of lineage in a different branch of our family, quite remote, but the end result is that the current Duke of Gage isn’t really, because a few generations up there was some bigamy.” His brother could explain it. Excellent.

			Only now—­ “And the dukedom or whatever it is called goes to me? What about all the other relatives who were next in line?”

			Griff shook his head. “That bigamous marriage affected many of the offspring. It’s just like the War of the Roses, which began because John of Gaunt made his mistress his wife, and then that made their children not bastards, only—­”

			Nicholas punched his brother on the shoulder, not hard, just enough to make him stop talking. “I don’t need a history lesson, and I sure as hell hope this doesn’t result in a war.”

			“Right. Of course.” Griff grinned and rubbed his shoulder. “Better you than me, I have to say.”

			Nicholas raised an eyebrow. “Well, if it were you, it would mean I was dead, so yes, I’m very glad it was me. So what do I do now?”

			Griff shrugged. “The current duke is contesting the finding, of course, but it seems as though the legality of it is on your side. Or the illegality, rather.”

			Nicholas frowned. “And how is it that you know about this first, rather than me?”

			Now his brother looked embarrassed. “Well, the solicitor came to the house, only you weren’t there. And I thought you’d want to know right away.”

			Right. Because he was here, while his brother was at their shared abode, no doubt doing something worthy with his life rather than keeping company with no fewer than three loose women at a time. Unless that really was a worthy endeavor, and everyone in the world was wrong about suitable pursuits.

			Not for the first time, Nicholas wondered just how it came to be that he and his brother were so different, yet so close—­Griffith was happiest when his nose was buried in a book, while Nicholas was happiest when his nose was buried in a breast, preferably two.

			His older sisters—­both of whom were married—­were entirely respectable as well, but they were only his half sisters, so they didn’t count as much.

			He turned to the women, who were busy with each other. He had a pang as he saw just what one of them was doing to the other one, while the third watched, her eyes heavy with desire.

			“It seems, my fair companions, that I have some urgent business that requires my attention.”

			All three of them paused to look at him, disappointment creeping over their expressions. The one in the middle, he thought her name was Sally, said in a pouting tone, “Are you sure? Your friend there could join us, just for a little while.”

			Nicholas glanced at Griff, whose face had turned an alarming shade of red. If it got any darker he would match the sofa, in fact. “I wish we could stay, ladies, but we have to go.” He didn’t want Griff to explode in some sort of embarrassed lust conflagration. That would be difficult to explain to their relatives.

			He didn’t wait for any response, just took Griff’s arm and led him out the door, dropping a few coins into the hands of the woman who ran the establishment.

			“So early?” she remarked, tucking the coins into her pocket. “We’ll see you soon, my lord?”

			Nicholas shook his head. “I regret to say I doubt I will be returning, at least not for some time. It appears I have a dukedom to inherit.”

			And with that, he pushed the door open and stepped out into the foggy night, his brother right behind.

		

	
		
			 

			Epigraph 

			

			From the unedited version of A Lady of Mystery’s serial:

			“Miss Jane? You are waiting for Mr. Lord ArbuthnotShireSton?”

			The lady glanced up from her lap book. “I am. And you are?”

			She took a moment to look at him, noting his saturnine expression, his ink-­black hair, his thin lips, his predatory air. She closed the book and met his gaze.

			His eyes were like two dark wells, impossible to see to the bottom. She repressed a shudder.

			The man didn’t reply, just sat down on the bench beside her. He stretched his arm along the back of the bench so he nearly touched her. She flinched, then edged forward on the seat.

			There were ­people all around them. She was safe. Wasn’t she?

			“And you are?” she repeated.

			“I am the Prince of LaGordonza. And you are to be my bride.”

			—­THE PRINCESS AND THE SCOUNDREL

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			“Did you hear? About the Duke of Gage?”

			Isabella’s mother pursed her lips. “We have not heard anything. If you are about to spread idle gossip, Maria . . .”

			Isabella’s aunt bounced in her chair, setting her curled ringlets swinging around her head, her eyes wide with excitement. “No, not idle gossip, Jane! It appears that the Duke of Gage is not.” Isabella’s aunt was wearing an extravagantly wide skirt with several ruffles at the hem, and her motion made the ruffles lift up just slightly.

			“Not what?” Isabella’s mother’s tone was aggravated, impatient, and imperious. Her usual tone.

			“Not the Duke of Gage! Aren’t you listening?”

			Isabella pricked her finger on her embroidery. She didn’t want to speak, barely wanted to breathe. Did this mean—­?

			“How can the Duke of Gage not be the Duke of Gage?” her mother responded. “Honestly, it is hard to believe you and I are sisters; you are by far the silliest woman I have ever known.”

			Maria stiffened, her own lips tightening into a thin line. The curls stilled. “If you wish to hear the news from someone else, I beg you, continue to insult me. But don’t be surprised when your precious plans for your precious daughter come to naught because her intended is a charlatan.” She nodded in triumph. “And then where will you be?”

			Not married to him, thank God, Isabella thought, even though the question was not addressed to her. She glanced at her mother, whose face had changed from its usual supercilious mien to something more hesitant.

			That might be the most unexpected news today—­that her mother was humbled, if only for a moment.

			Isabella was wearing her most suitable gown for the occasion, of course; she was never less than perfectly gowned and coiffed and all those other things her mother deemed necessary for a future duchess. Which was also why she was doing embroidery when she’d much rather be with her sister out walking in the park, or being anyone but herself, actually.

			“Tell me, then,” her mother said in a clipped tone.

			Her aunt, never one to hold a grudge—­quite different from her sister in that regard as well—­bounced again. “It seems that there was some sort of inquiry into the duke’s lineage, for some legal dispute or another, and they’ve discovered some sort of impropriety in the duke’s family, one that invalidates his right to be the duke.”

			Isabella wanted to shriek in joy, or hug her aunt, or run around the room waving her arms in triumph.

			She did none of those things, only allowing herself to take a deep breath as she continued sewing. The duke might not be a duke any longer, but her mother was her mother in perpetuity, and would not appreciate it if her daughter were so uncircumspect.

			Her mother rose, gesturing Isabella to stand as well. “We will have to find out precisely what is going on. Your father will wish to look into this.”

			Isabella felt herself shaking—­in joy, or shock, she wasn’t sure. The possibility of freedom, of not having to marry the duke, dangled before her like a beautiful jewel she just had to reach out and take. And her freedom was more precious than anything, since it was so rare, rarer than the rarest diamond. She’d never even had it, not for a moment of her life, whereas diamonds, for a lady in her position, were relatively easy to see, if not own.

			Her mother glared at her, as though it were her fault the duke was no longer the duke. Isabella wished she could tell her mother that if she had the kind of power to unduke someone, she would have used that power to entirely extricate herself from any kind of marital agreement. Or maybe make herself look less beautiful so ­people would stop bothering her.

			“Stop dawdling, Isabella. You can see yourself out, Maria?” It was not a question, but at least her mother gave her aunt the courtesy of pretending it was.

			“Of course.” Maria patted Isabella’s hand. “I am certain you will be fine, Isabella. You will marry well, no matter who you marry.”

			Isabella merely nodded, even though she wished she could tell her aunt, tell somebody, how she felt about marrying well. About how marrying well meant a very different thing to her than it did to her family.

			If she didn’t have to marry the duke after all she could find someone, perhaps, who would care for her. That would be a good marriage, not one where her husband’s title was more important than if he was a pleasant man. She didn’t require love, but she wanted companionship, and friendliness, and perhaps a measure of fondness.

			The duke—­at least, the only Duke of Gage she currently knew—­had never shown her any of those things, or any possibility of them, instead treating her as her mother did, as someone to be corrected and scolded into perfection.

			Perfection Isabella had achieved, even though she wasn’t proud of it. She had been molded into the perfect duchess, only now—­only now it seemed as though there was no duke to fulfill her training. The thought made her want to laugh, if only because it so thoroughly ruined her mother’s plans.

			Freedom. Isabella had only occasionally allowed herself to think of what might be possible if her future weren’t already determined; now that it was here, that it might well be her future, she was terrified.

			What would she be if she wasn’t the Duchess of Gage?

			“You see, Your Grace, here are the papers that prove your right to the title.” The solicitor, one of at least five who had been summoned to the room, pointed to a pile of documents that were not the type of reading material Nicholas usually entertained himself with—­not that he would admit to reading novels, the more dramatic the better, to anyone.

			First, none of the documents had anybody speaking to one another in terms of love. Second, the only mystery was whether Nicholas would fall asleep during their apparently unending explanations. And third, he couldn’t wait for the end, not because then the happy ­couple would finally be happy together, with the villain vanquished, but because then it would be done.

			But he didn’t wander off, or interrupt the man who was speaking with a sly comment, or do anything he might have done if he were not the duke.

			Only two hours into the title, and it had already changed him. The thought was an intriguing, if terrifying, one; he hadn’t thought about how this might affect him, beyond the basic change of going from Not Being a Duke to Being a Duke.

			How else would it change him?

			Last night he’d been too bemused to even ponder what it meant; it had been too late to come to the solicitors’ offices to learn the specifics, but this morning, he and Griff had gotten up at some ungodly hour—­well, for Nicholas it was an ungodly hour, perhaps for Griff it was godly—­and hastened over here to examine the documents themselves.

			So far he’d nodded, and mm-­hmed, and tried to look as though he understood everything they’d said to him. Griff, on the other hand, didn’t have to try to look enthusiastic—­he was clearly thrilled to be presented with reams of boring words on ancient pieces of paper.

			Nicholas really did have to wonder if they actually had the same parents at all.

			“And here, Your Grace”—­the solicitor was pointing to yet another piece of paper—­“you’ll see that there are other, uh, obligations the duke—­that is, the duke that was—­had entered into.” The man’s finger shook, and Nicholas wondered if these documents were as exciting to the solicitor as a novel would be to him. And when the Lady of Mystery would begin her next serial. Those were words he’d like to read, unlike all the words currently in this room.

			“What does it say?”

			“It says, uh, it says, Your Grace, that there is a betrothal. To the Earl of Grosston’s daughter. Lady Isabella Sawford, it seems her name is.”

			“And how does this affect me?”

			The man cleared his throat. He didn’t meet Nicholas’s eyes. “It seems, Your Grace, that if the marriage does not occur between the earl’s daughter and the Duke of Gage—­no matter who holds the title—­the dukedom will have difficulty maintaining its current income. That,” he added, squinting down at the paper, “that the drought of two years ago forced the duke that was, the one who is no longer, into an agreement with the earl, and the earl has expended a not inconsiderable amount of money in propping up the duke’s holdings.”

			“Let me see that,” Griff said, taking it from the man’s hand.

			Nicholas uttered a snort. “Surely the earl can’t expect that this Duke of Gage will have to fulfill that Duke of Gage’s bargain. And what would the young lady wish? Expecting one husband, only to have another man as a substitute? It’s not as easy as swapping out a horse in a team pulling a carriage.”

			“Of—­of course not, Your Grace,” the man replied. He spoke hesitantly, and for the first time since he’d gotten the news, Nicholas felt a twinge of uncertainty.

			“He wouldn’t, would he?” He addressed this to Griff, who was still staring at the paper in his hand.

			Griff raised his head and looked at Nicholas. Suddenly he didn’t seem quite so enthusiastic. “This is as legal a document as the papers proving that you are actually the duke. It appears, Nicholas, that in addition to inheriting a dukedom, you will also be inheriting a wife.”

		

	
		
			 

			Epigraph 

			

			From the unedited version of A Lady of Mystery’s serial:

			“You are mistaken, Your Highness.” Jane kept her tone calm. Unruffled. Surely Anthony would be here soon?

			“No, my pet.” The man—­the prince’s oily tone washed over her like a perfect rainstorm, a deluge of pain and pride and princeliness instead of rain. “Your father has promised you to me, in exchange for ridding him of several pressing debts obligations. Your lord has agreed to step aside. He will not be coming for you now. Not ever,” he added, reaching up one long finger to tidy his hair twirl his mustache.

			—­THE PRINCESS AND THE SCOUNDREL

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3 

			“And you won’t have to be the duchess after all?” Margaret sat cross-­legged on Isabella’s bed, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. Both of them wore their nightgowns, only Isabella’s—­of course—­was far nicer, festooned with ribbons and random pieces of lace. Margaret’s was too short, and was made of plain white cotton.

			Isabella plopped down on the bed next to her sister. “I hope not.” Oh, how she hoped not. “The parents are spitting mad about it, but if the new duke says no, there’s not much they can do. I wonder,” she said, lying down and spreading her arms wide, “if there is any kind of market for Nearly Duchesses. They could probably get a good price for me, I have even perfected the nod that says, I am grander than you, but I will not do you the discourtesy of saying it, even though we both know it is true.” She made a mock disapproving noise. “All these lessons, only to find the duke that was to be my husband isn’t a duke at all.”

			And thank goodness.

			Margaret lay down next to her. “Do you think the earl will let the duke off the hook that easy?” Margaret had given up on calling their father Father when she’d overheard him dismissing her as “not being worth the cost of keeping her,” since she lacked her older sister’s beauty. Hence the lack of decoration on her nightgown.

			Isabella felt a tightening in her chest, the same tightening that had been her constant companion since she’d been told of her fate three years ago. “I don’t know. I hope the new Duke of Gage refuses to accede to the parents’ wishes, I know nothing about him except that his name is Nicholas Smithfield, and he is unmarried. If only he were married already, there would be nothing they could do.”

			“Nicholas Smithfield?” Margaret sat up and looked at Isabella, her eyes round. “Nicholas Smithfield,” she repeated, only the second time she spun the words out so each syllable had its own moment: Nick-­o-­las Smith-­fee-­uld.

			Now the tightening became nearly a clenching. “Yes, that’s the name, what do you know about him?”

			Margaret smiled, and Isabella’s chest eased just a fraction. Her sister wouldn’t be nearly so jolly if there was something really horrible about the new duke.

			Although knowing her sister, Margaret might be delighted if he were, say, renowned for being incredibly stupid or perhaps hating women whose names began with vowels.

			“Only that he is supposed to be very popular with certain ladies, if you know what I mean,” and then Margaret winked, of all things, and grinned wider.

			Isabella swatted her sister on the arm. “How do you know about ‘certain ladies’ anyway? And how did you hear about the duke?”

			Margaret’s expression was smug. “Don’t think girls who aren’t out yet don’t know anything.”

			“You always know more than I do,” Isabella responded. It had been Margaret who’d told her about the deal with the duke in the first place, so that when Isabella’s father informed her of it, she’d already gotten all her crying out, and had been able to maintain the icy reserve her parents seemed to require in their eldest daughter.

			“That’s right, I do,” Margaret said in a satisfied tone of voice. “Well, my friend Harriet’s sister had her debut last year, and she was wondering if Mr. Smithfield—­your new duke—­might ask permission to court her, since it seemed he did like her. Only then Lord Cavanaugh came up to scratch, and Harriet’s sister took him instead, but in the meantime, she’d asked around, and heard all about him. I don’t know where Harriet’s sister heard, but their parents were not very enthusiastic about the possibility of your duke paying addresses to her, so there must have been some truth in it.”

			“He’s not my duke,” Isabella replied. At least, I hope not, she thought.

			“Has the earl told you what to expect?” Margaret’s tone was much less happy; it made Isabella’s heart ache to know that her sister knew full well what their parents thought of their youngest.

			Not that they thought much of their oldest, either, but at least they paid attention to her, even if the attention they paid was usually in the form of admonishments.

			And what Margaret didn’t know, and couldn’t ever know, was that the one time Isabella had tried to rebel, her mother had threatened to send Margaret away, not to let her have a debut or a chance to meet a gentleman who would appreciate Margaret’s joyous sense of humor and sweet smile.

			Isabella had never objected to anything her parents had asked of her since.

			“No,” she replied, her voice low. “No, he hasn’t.”

			“The Duke of Gage, my lord,” Lowton intoned before bowing and stepping aside to let the man enter.

			Isabella kept her eyes down, not looking at him, hoping that if she didn’t see him, he wouldn’t exist.

			That didn’t work even in fairy tales, but for just a few moments she could pretend, couldn’t she?

			“Your Grace,” her father said, stepping forward. Isabella felt her mother’s elbow in her ribs and rose. “May I introduce my wife, the Countess of Grosston, and my daughter, Lady Isabella Sawford.”

			Isabella raised her head, her usual expression set on her face, only to wish, when she saw him, that Margaret had also included the information that the new Duke of Gage was incredibly handsome.

			Isabella was not small, but the duke appeared to be at least six inches taller than she. Probably even more; he towered over her father, who was himself larger than the average man. He had dark blond hair that swept back from a strong widow’s peak, and piercing blue eyes—­currently focused on her—­above his autocratic nose. The intensity of his stare made it seem as though he might see inside to her very soul. His face was lean and sharply planed, his cheekbones strong, and he held himself with a command that he had to have been born with, not just assumed when he’d found himself suddenly a duke.

			And his form; he was broad-­shouldered and lean-­hipped, and his long legs were encased in slim trousers that clung to his body in an almost indecent way. Or perhaps it just looked indecent because his whole self was so powerfully, handsomely male, and it was hard not to think of indecent things when one beheld him.

			He was very plainly dressed, not wearing the fobs and signets and such that the last duke had worn. But he didn’t need any ornamentation; the severity of his dress only highlighted the strong, sensuous beauty of his face.

			No wonder certain ladies found him intriguing. It would be hard to imagine any lady—­not just certain ones—­wouldn’t at least give him a second, if not a third, glance.

			At this moment, in fact, she was staring back at him as thoroughly as he was looking at her.

			“I am pleased to meet you,” Isabella murmured. The duke inclined his head at her, his gaze still intent and focused.

			“Isabella, could you excuse us? The duke and I have some business to discuss.” Her father didn’t even wait for her reply, just sat and gestured for the duke to sit as well.

			“Isabella?” Now her father’s tone was irritated; it usually took only one time for his command to be obeyed. But she couldn’t take her eyes off him, it was as though she was thirsty and he was water.

			Or not water—­perhaps a rich, decadent liquor the likes of which were imbibed by ancient gods on their way to an orgy. Only now she was thinking of what he might taste like, and she could feel her face flushing as the improper thoughts chased through her mind.

			“Of course. Excuse me,” she said, finally breaking eye contact with him. She practically stumbled walking out the door—­she, who had mastered the task of walking across a bushel of grapes in dancing slippers with a full water glass on her head, stumbled.

			He put his hand out to steady her and she felt the contact like a burn on her skin. As though if she looked down at her arm she’d see his handprint there, even though he’d only touched her for a few seconds. And with a glove on, no less.

			Oh dear. No matter what was going to happen—­either she’d have to marry him, or she wouldn’t—­she was going to regret it, she was certain.

			Nicholas wished he could shout, Bravo! and applaud at the earl’s tactical move—­showing just what he would be missing out on if he refused the bargain.

			Because the earl’s daughter was lovely, so beautiful it almost hurt the eyes to look at her. She had dark hair swept up in some sort of elegant style, revealing the graceful curve of her neck. Her eyes were dark as well, and huge, while her mouth—­that mouth was the embodiment of sin. Lush, full, and dark red, it immediately presented images of what could be done with it.

			Or perhaps that was only Nicholas’s avid imagination.

			Her body appeared to be spectacular as well, with round, full breasts, a small waist, and appealingly curved hips. He’d gotten good at gauging a woman’s figure through her clothing, no matter what the fashion. But her gown, thankfully for his perusal, was made to highlight how she was made—­the neckline was low, exposing the upper part of her bosom. The patterned fabric clung to her upper body, down to the tiny nipped-­in waist that then spiraled out into a wide skirt that moved enticingly when she walked.

			She was taller than most women he’d met, and of course that set off some other imaginative thoughts, such as the possibilities that existed when partners had less than a foot of height separating them.

			He could admire her all he wanted to, but the fact was that he still was here to negotiate a way out of this bargain without having to marry her. No matter how luscious she appeared. Because he’d had plenty of women—­well, none as beautiful as she, but still—­and he had yet to find the one he wished to be with for the rest of his life. And he didn’t think a moment of admiration worth shackling himself to one woman forever.

			“Shall we sit, Your Grace?” The earl gestured to a chair, easing himself into one opposite as he spoke.

			Nicholas sat and inclined his head. “Well?”

			It was a negotiating tactic he’d learned from his father, who’d had plenty of opportunity to question Nicholas about something or another. Stay quiet until the other person has spoken more than they probably wanted to, just to fill the silence.

			“The thing is, Your Grace, that the Duke of Gage, the one who held the title until you—­”

			“I know who it was, there is no need to go over those details,” Nicholas said. Another tactic? Make them lose their train of thought.

			The earl crossed his arms over his chest. His expression was stern, as though Nicholas had done something wrong in being the actual duke. “Well, the thing is, is that I have spent a considerable amount of money. And the arrangement was that the duke would marry my daughter at the end of the Season. Her mother and I—­” and at this he shot a worried look at the countess, and things clicked into place inside Nicholas’s head. She was the one who was behind this, and judging by her expression, she was decided.

			“We have invested a lot of time and capital with the promise that Isabella would one day be the Duchess of Gage.” The countess spoke with a confident, arrogant tone that made Nicholas’s skin crawl even as he admired it. She would not be distracted or deterred by anything he might do.

			“You can see my predicament,” Nicholas replied, spreading his hands out. “I have just found out that not only am I the duke, but that there is an impending duchess. That is a lot to digest within a mere twenty-­four hours.”

			“Of course,” the earl said.

			“Of course,” the countess said at the same time, “but the truth of the matter is that this agreement was done in good faith, and we expect the terms of it to be fulfilled, even if the representative has changed.” He hoped to God that the countess’s daughter wasn’t nearly as terrifying.

			Nicholas leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his hands clasped loosely in front of him. “And what if I refuse the title? If I do not contest the previous duke’s case?” It wasn’t anything that had occurred to him until now, but right now, it felt as though a noose—­a noose made of ducal strawberry leaves—­was tightening about his neck, changing him forever.

			And he rather liked who he’d been. Who he was.

			Griff, of course, would have a fit at Nicholas refusing the title, but if taking it meant he had all this responsibility, not to mention a wife?

			“You wouldn’t.” The earl spoke as though he could not believe Nicholas would even consider such a thing. And normally, Nicholas would agree with him—­who would refuse a title just because it was accompanied by an unexpected marriage? Most men, perhaps all men, would just marry the woman and then maintain their previous habits. But Nicholas knew himself well enough to know that he would never dishonor his wife in that way, no matter who she was.

			“I might,” Nicholas replied. “Not that your daughter does not seem to be a lovely woman”—­perhaps the loveliest I’ve ever laid eyes on—­“but I do not like having my hand forced.”

			He let the words stop there and waited. He didn’t have long.

			The countess lifted her head and met his gaze, her eyes the same dark almond shape as her daughter’s. The similarity made that noose feel tighter. “And you have considered what this would do to the dukedom? It seems as though you are entirely too rash, Your Grace,” she said, emphasizing the honorific, “or selfish, because you are willing to risk not only your own reputation as an honorable man, but also a title that has been in existence for hundreds of years. How do you think our young Queen would respond if you did something so reprehensible? Would you even be accepted in respectable society?” She sniffed, as though she knew Nicholas’s pre-­duke society had generally been not so respectable. “Do you believe that we would have asked you here if we even thought for a moment the new documents were false?” She shook her head. “You are not what we intended for our daughter, but you do hold the title, whether you wish it or not. You will take the title and you will marry Isabella, or—­” and she let the words just hang there, in an even better version than Nicholas’s father had ever done, the implied threat nearly palpable in the salon.

			But he could fill in the implications. If he carried through on his bluff, he would be ruining himself, Griff, and likely the future of all the industries and ­people who depended on the Duke of Gage’s ownings to survive. Queen Victoria would be angry with him, anyone he might meet would have heard about him and his jilting of the dukedom, and he would be sentencing himself to a life of scandal and a bad reputation, a life that could never be redeemed.

			And he could avoid all that if he just accepted a bride.

			There was no decision to be made. He had to do it, even though it made his throat close over in anger.

			“And your daughter?” Nicholas’s words were uttered in a short clip.

			“She will have no objection. She understands that an agreement is binding. And it is binding, Your Grace, we have no concerns about that.”

			That was the same conclusion Griff had reached after spending a few hours with the documents, only Griff hadn’t talked about a binding agreement, but instead had looked grim and patted Nicholas’s shoulder.

			That was when Nicholas knew for certain there was nothing to be done. But he had to at least try, to see if his future in-­laws could at all be swayed by any kind of reason or bluff or anything else he could throw at them.

			It seemed he now knew the answer. And hoped his future wife did not take too much after her parents, particularly her mother.

			Nicholas swallowed and nodded his head, just once. “Then it appears we have a wedding to discuss, my lord, my lady.”

			He wished he could return to the day before, when the only decision he’d had to make in terms of a woman was which of the three he’d have first.

		

	
		
			 

			Epigraph 

			

			From the unedited version of A Lady of Mystery’s serial:

			She could not believe her ears. “I cannot believe my ears,” she said, getting to her feet.

			A nanny walking by gave her a strange look. Was she already tainted by the evil she felt rolling off him like a wave? Or maybe that was her imagination.

			He reached into his pocket and drew out a heavy piece of parchment, dark ink—­as dark as his hair, as his eyes—­covering the creamy surface. “It is all here, pet. You are mine.”

			—­THE PRINCESS AND THE SCOUNDREL

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4 

			Nicholas relished the impact when his opponent’s fist caught him on the jaw. It hurt, hurt so goddamn much, and yet it felt satisfyingly real, and he knew he could, he would control the outcome.

			Unlike the rest of his life.

			He let the pain wash over him, then closed his eyes and breathed in, sharp, through his nose, feeling the curl of anger spread through him as swiftly and fiercely as the oxygen.

			“Enough?” Flynn said, dancing on his heels. He’d been dancing and taunting during the whole match, and Nicholas had let him—­he knew that the end would come, inevitably, as it always did, but he wanted to spool the match out as long as he could, because when it was over, it would be done. Finished.

			Just like sex, he thought; the anticipation of it was so much better than seeing your opponent flat out on the floor (or the bed, depending on which activity it was). He lived for the skirmish, the flirtation, whether it was between two well-­paired fighters or two (or more) well-­paired lovers.

			“Never enough,” he replied, then drew his arm back, stiffening it as it uncoiled from his body. He aimed for Flynn’s stomach, right below where he held his hands to protect his heart.

			And wasn’t that another intriguing coincidence; Nicholas usually didn’t protect his heart when fighting. Nor did he during sex.

			Was that the problem?

			He was overthinking when he should be boxing, he thought just before another punch hit him, this time in the gut. He crumpled over, his head dipping close to the floor, then rose up again and met Flynn’s gaze.

			His opponent was another one of the regulars at the boxing salon; Nicholas had fought him, and won, before. Flynn was shorter than Nicholas and wiry, a good fighter if he didn’t get distracted by his own chatter.

			“That was a good one, if I do say so myself,” Flynn crowed.

			Nicholas delivered a fierce, quick blow to his chin, Flynn’s eyes widening as his head tipped back.

			Flynn was definitely the victim of his own chatter. Or Nicholas’s frustration about his own inability to control anything outside of the ring.

			Nicholas refrained from asking Flynn if that punch was good. It wouldn’t do to fall victim to the same weakness his opponent had.

			Instead, he concentrated on finishing the job, delivering blow after blow after blow to Flynn’s midsection, until the man held his gloved hands up in surrender.

			“Good match,” Nicholas said as Flynn shook his head, as though to clear it.

			“It was. Let’s try it again when you’re not so wound up about something,” Flynn replied. He rubbed his hand along his jaw. “What do you have in your gloves, bricks? Hell, Smithfield.”

			Nicholas grimaced. “Sorry if it was too much.”

			Flynn shrugged. “Not too much, just that normally I can land more than a few on you before you finish me.”

			“Nicholas!” Nicholas turned at the sound of Griff’s voice. His brother was fascinated by the ring, and the fighting, especially when Nicholas fought. Something about how humans took out their aggressions or some such nonsense.

			“Griff, you want to step in here next?” Nicholas held up his fists in a boxing stance. “I’d be happy to pummel the stuffing out of you.”

			Griff rolled his eyes as he swung into the ring. “I know you would, and that’s why I stay in the library, thanks very much. You all right?” he said, gesturing to Nicholas’s nose.

			Hm. He hadn’t noticed, but he had started bleeding at some point. He just hoped it wasn’t broken.

			“Fine. Here, can you wipe my hands,” he asked, holding his fists out. Griff drew a square of linen from his breast pocket and dabbed the blood away from Nicholas’s knuckles.

			“Did you go see them? The earl?” Griff added, as though Nicholas wouldn’t know who “them” referred to.

			“Yes.”

			Griff stopped what he was doing. “That bad?”

			“Yes.” Even though his intended was possibly the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen. He hadn’t chosen her. She might not be the one. No, he knew—­she wasn’t the one. How could she be, when he had tried so many?

			But now he had no choice.

			“How is the lady herself? Did you meet her?”

			Nicholas uttered a soft snort. “She is lovely. But I do not want to marry anyone, especially not now when this is all so sudden anyway.”

			Griff shook his head and clucked his tongue. “I’m sorry. Could you just—­just refuse to take the title? They wouldn’t want you for their daughter then, would they?” Griff wrapped the linen around Nicholas’s right hand.

			Nicholas shook his head. “It’s not that simple.” He expelled a breath as Griff reached up to touch his nose. Not broken, thankfully, but definitely sore.

			They’d had the same routine for over ten years now, since the first time Nicholas stepped into a ring, finding boxing the only way—­well, one of the only two ways, and the other wasn’t practical to do all the time—­to relieve the constant anxiety and pressure in his head. Griff had followed him, as he always did, and Nicholas found his ministrations comforting, in an odd way, after he’d spent all his energy and anger in the ring.

			Well. Perhaps not all his anger, he thought as he reviewed his meeting with Lady Isabella’s parents.

			“If I refuse the title—­well, first I don’t know if anyone is allowed to refuse a title, but even if I could, who would be the duke then? You? But the previous duke would then be able to make a better case for his keeping the title, I’d think, and it would go to the House
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