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      The Ladies’ Essential Guide to the Art of Seduction is a series of Regency romances. In each story, a marriage in dire straits is rescued by the lady’s consultation of Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne’s incomparable volume of amorous advice. Over the course of the series, Esmeralda matches wits (and more) with the resolute Duke of Haynesdale, who is determined to stop her endeavor, no matter the price.
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      Love was not part of the plan when this marriage was arranged…

      

      Rhys Bettencourt, Baron Trevelaine, had every intention of avoiding his family’s curse. An arranged marriage to a plain bluestocking of fortune should have ensured the provision of at least one heir. After all, it was beloved Bettencourt wives who always died in childbirth. But practical Catherine undermined her husband’s scheme by stealing his heart. The only way for Rhys to protect her is to deny them both physical satisfaction, against his own desires.

      

      Catherine Carruthers was content to wed for practical considerations and accept an arranged marriage to please her family. Two years later, though, Catherine is certain that her dashing aristocrat of a husband regrets his choice and that her marriage will never be more. She accepts an invitation to Rockmorton Manor for Christmas to decide whether to leave Rhys and return to her father’s house. Upon arrival, though, Catherine discovers pages of sensual advice left in her room—as well as Rhys determined to convince her to stay. Can their marriage be saved?

      

      Armed with information and with little to lose, Catherine embarks upon a campaign of seduction that Rhys is powerless to resist—even as he fears for Catherine’s fate if he surrenders to temptation. Caught between love and the wretched curse, can Rhys find a way to keep his cherished wife safely by his side?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December 3, 1816—London

      

      

      Alone in her luxurious bed chamber, Esmeralda Ballantyne tilted her mirror to consider the tiny lines at the outer corners of her eyes. They were small and could still be concealed but the day was approaching when that would not be the case.

      There was, to her dismay, another silver hair sprouting amongst her raven-black hair. She pulled it out with a savage gesture and peered critically at her reflection again. There could be no mistaking the fact that she grew older—and in her trade, that was no asset. Experience certainly could enhance a courtesan’s appeal, but not visible signs of aging.

      She stood up from her dressing table with impatience and went to the large mirror, casting her robe aside. Her famously green eyes narrowed as she surveyed herself, taking note of a little extra softness around the belly, a little less lift in the bosom. Stays could disguise a great deal, of course, at least until the bedchamber. Then there could be candlelight. Even so, she would refrain from any sweets or wine for the foreseeable future. She would instruct Nelson to adjust the menu accordingly.

      It was a cold and grey day, rain slanting against the windows and a damp permeating the house that no fire could dispel. Worse was the shadow in her heart, which Esmeralda knew was truly at the root of her dissatisfaction.

      It was not aging that troubled her so much.

      It was a broken heart.

      It had been folly of the worst kind for her to fall in love. She knew as much, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself once Sebastian Montgomery had stepped into her life. The charm of a handsome man was always enticing but there was something about the Earl of Rockmorton that had intrigued her, a sadness buried beneath his merriment. It had never been her destiny to console him for more than a night or two, but still it gave Esmeralda a pang that he was so happily wed to another. Her mood had been perilously close to despair since the celebration of those nuptials.

      She had to find a new path forward.

      She would hunt it out this very day.

      Esmeralda dressed, as was her habit, and descended to the drawing room to consider her invitations and write her letters. (She chose the new peridot silk gown, a glorious confection that gave her less satisfaction than hoped, a sure sign of her bleak mood.) That room had the largest fireplace in the house and Latimer had set a roaring fire in anticipation of her arrival there. It also had a window that overlooked the street, and her writing table was immediately before it. On many days, it had given her joy to see an arriving gentleman, but on this day—again—Esmeralda did not even look.

      The only man she wished to see would never come to her door again. The countess was with child, but even that had only drawn Montgomery closer to his bride. He was well and truly smitten. Worse, Esmeralda actually liked the lady in question. The former Miss Eurydice Goodenham had astonished her several times in a row and was more than a match for Montgomery.

      Theirs was that rare breed of marriage that brings out the best in both parties.

      Recognizing his happy situation and even being glad of it did nothing, however, to ease the ache in Esmeralda’s own heart. That was what made her feel ancient at two-and-thirty. It also diminished her interest in balls, parties, plays and other opportunities to meet noblemen, those with earthy desires and plenty of coin to spend. She had declined an opportunity to become a mistress, not for lack of generous terms but the failure of the man in question to be Montgomery.

      That was madness and she knew it well.

      This could endure no longer. There were those reliant upon her financial support. Still, she considered the mail with disinterest. More invitations. More plays, more parties, more men. Esmeralda winced, sighed, and began to open them.

      What she needed was a diversion. A challenge. She found herself recalling that astonishing interview in which Montgomery’s new wife had requested lessons in the amorous arts. Esmeralda had been so astonished that she had complied. Montgomery had found himself an extraordinary bride, to be certain.

      It was a pity that she had been compelled to decline the countess’ invitation to spend Christmas at Rockmorton Manor. The lady obviously had kindly intentions, but to accept would have been scandalous. A happily wedded couple could not celebrate Christmas with the husband’s former mistress! Generosity had clearly overwhelmed good sense.

      A carriage drew up to the door as Esmeralda returned to an inspection of her mail. She refused to even glance up, taking refuge in one last moment alone with her thoughts before she had to pretend to be delighted at some man’s arrival.

      It was unfortunate that she had no other means to make a living than as a courtesan.

      “A lady to see you, my lady,” Latimer said in his most disapproving tones. “Are you in?”

      A lady? Esmeralda spun to see a figure in the foyer wrapped in a voluminous cloak. If Montgomery’s new wife intended to disguise her appearance, she had failed. The countess had pushed back the hood and was openly looking at Esmeralda, her expectation clear.

      Doubtless Esmeralda’s refusal to visit Rockmorton Manor was not going to be accepted.

      This was…interesting.

      “Of course, Latimer. Please bring tea.”

      “You cannot decline to come for Christmas,” the countess insisted by way of introduction. She perched on the edge of a chair with obvious impatience. She was dressed in a gown of deep blue silk, but neither the dark hue nor the volume of gently gathered silk disguised the ripeness of her belly. She would deliver of the couple’s first child in the new year, by Esmeralda’s reckoning—but instead of the anticipated stab of jealousy, Esmeralda was glad. She hoped Montgomery would have a son first. She was so busy marveling at her own reaction that she barely heard the countess’s next words. “A friend has need of your instruction and I have promised to provide the opportunity for you to help her. She is coming for Christmas and you must do so as well.”

      Instruction? The choice of word was troubling. “I fear I do not understand, my lady.”

      “My lady,” The countess shook her head. “Why do you speak formally to me now? Why have you declined every invitation? I thought we liked each other.”

      “There are social conventions,” Esmeralda began gently but her guest waved a hand.

      “We must be friends, regardless of those conventions. You, after all, are responsible for my happy situation. Montgomery and I are both so stubborn that we would yet be at odds had it not been for your intervention.” She leaned forward and smiled. “You must call me Eurydice.”

      Esmeralda felt her brows rise. “Surely, you are aware, my lady, that such a relationship would be greatly commented upon.”

      “I have no care for gossip.”

      “Perhaps you should.”

      The younger woman’s gaze was steady. “They cannot do me injury. Montgomery’s wealth is such that no one will decline him an invitation. Even if they did, my sister, the Duchess of Inverfyre, would rise furiously to my defense.” She smiled at the prospect then straightened. “I am resolved to make a difference and you are key to my success.”

      Esmeralda’s smile faded. “I still do not understand.”

      Eurydice leaned closer. “You told me what was expected of me in the marriage bed.”

      “I did not. I gave you a book.”

      Eurydice waved away this objection. “You helped me with an explanation of what no other woman will discuss. My friend is married but I fear that she and her husband do not often meet abed.”

      “Surely this is a concern between man and wife.”

      “He spends most of his evenings abroad, seeking entertainment elsewhere.” Eurydice straightened. “Not at balls or places where his lady wife would be welcome, either.”

      “Then it appears that he has no desire to conceive an heir.”

      Eurydice’s lips tightened. “My friend plans to leave him and return to her father’s home in the new year, for she can bear the situation no longer. But she loves him.”

      “She has told you this?”

      “No. Theirs was a practical union, joining her fortune to his title. She never expected love, but I hear it in her voice. And truly, I cannot blame her for losing her heart, given the gentleman in question. It must be set to rights!”

      “I fear this situation is not your concern, much less mine.”

      “You know him,” Eurydice appealed. “You must know what he likes. You could help Catherine...”

      “To?” Esmeralda invited.

      Eurydice blushed. “Seduce him, of course.” Then she blinked and averted her gaze.

      From any other lady, Esmeralda would have doubted her own ears.

      In this case, she was intrigued.

      “Who is the man in question?” she asked softly.

      “Rhys Bettencourt, Baron Trevelaine.” Eurydice leaned closer. “They said he was your conquest once.”

      This time, Esmeralda averted her gaze.

      “Is it true?” Eurydice insisted.

      “True or not, I will not speak of it.” It was strange for Esmeralda to find herself in the position of arguing the side of social convention. She knew Rhys was wed, of course, for the match had been unexpected. She had not seen him in years, herself. “However did you meet the lady?”

      “Our husbands are acquaintances. I met them at a house party in September. The men were hunting grouse and Catherine invited me to walk in the rose garden. I suspected she had something to ask me, but she confided in me.”

      “Indeed,” Esmeralda murmured.

      “She noted that we were obviously happy together. She confessed that she wanted nothing more than to grant her husband an heir but feared that would never come to be.” Eurydice leaned forward. “She wept a little.”

      “Ah.”

      “You must understand. She is a most practical woman and not one inclined to emotional displays. I fear she has borne too much.”

      Esmeralda nodded, her heart touched. She knew Rhys was more than capable of paying the marital debt. Why did he avoid his wife? Was she plain? Was she a shrew? Esmeralda could think of a thousand possibilities, none of which were within her powers to address.

      “I knew that I had to help her. She’s so lovely and kind, but shy.” Eurydice leaned forward. “You have to aid me in this. You simply must.”

      “I fail to see how that might be done.”

      “Come for Christmas. They are invited as well. Catherine will have a fortnight to seduce her husband, away from London’s temptations. I know she will succeed with your tutelage.”

      Esmeralda shook her head. “You must see that you cannot invite your husband’s former mistress to celebrate Christmas with you. Even Montgomery’s wealth will not allow such a faux-pas to be overlooked.”

      “You must come in disguise,” the lady said and Esmeralda blinked. “You will be Sebastian’s elderly aunt from the Continent, recently returned, with no one else to visit for the holidays.”

      A disguise? Esmeralda was intrigued. She had always wondered whether she should have gone on the stage. “She will not take the counsel of an old woman.”

      “I think she will,” Eurydice insisted. “Only you and I and Montgomery will know the truth. Catherine can visit you privately each afternoon for instruction.” She took a breath. “I told her that you have buried three husbands and borne seven children.”

      “Then why do I have no one to visit at Christmas?”

      Eurydice dismissed this question. “Because you dislike households bustling with children. Because your sons remind you of their fathers. Because you have not seen Sebastian in years and wish to verify the happiness of your favored nephew. There are any number of plausible explanations. You must help her.”

      Esmeralda found her anticipation rising. “And if I refuse?”

      “I will continue to trouble you,” Eurydice vowed so calmly that Esmeralda believed her. “I am right and you are more interested than you would like me to realize.” The other woman held Esmeralda’s gaze, her own eyes filled with conviction.

      Latimer cleared his throat and bustled into the room. There were fresh scones which meant that either he or Nelson approved of this unexpected guest.

      The two women eyed each other as Latimer delivered the tea tray. “Shall I pour?”

      “I will pour, Latimer. Thank you.”

      Silence reigned as the butler left, quietly closing the door behind himself. Esmeralda poured the tea, thinking furiously. She was already planning how she could disguise herself and what instruction she would give. It was an outrageous suggestion and a highly appealing one. She could enlist the assistance of Ophelia Pearl, an actress she trusted implicitly for reasons best kept secret between the two of them. Ophelia could help with her disguise, and could herself pretend to be a lady’s maid.

      “I will send the carriage for you,” Eurydice said. “If that is your concern.”

      “No,” Esmeralda said. “You cannot send a carriage here. I will arrive at your London house in a cab the day before you plan to leave London, then travel to Rockmorton Manor with you. That is what an elderly aunt would do. She would not undertake such a journey alone. And I will bring a maid, one who will aid in my disguise.”

      Eurydice’s eyes lit. “Then you will do it?”

      “I will accept your challenge,” Esmeralda agreed, then smiled that her guest’s delight was so clear.

      “I won’t tell Catherine in advance. She might cancel if she knew our plan.”

      Esmeralda raised a brow that it was now ‘our’ plan.

      “You must tell her about your aunt.”

      “Oh, I already have. She doesn’t know that her husband has been invited. He wished for his presence to be a surprise, which gives me hope for their future.”

      Esmeralda nodded. That would be Rhys. He had always been one of the most honorable men she had known. Again, she wondered what had gone awry between the pair.

      Here was the challenge she had sought, and for a good cause!

      Her guest accepted a scone and sipped her tea, evidently content to let her hostess consider the details and plan.

      “There will be no afternoon tutelage,” Esmeralda said finally. “I could be identified as the source of information too readily. No, I must conceive of a more subtle way to offer instruction.”

      “I trust that you will do as much.” The countess looked so hopeful that Esmeralda nodded reassurance.

      “I wonder which of us will enjoy this challenge the most.”

      “It should be Catherine.”

      “If not Rhys.”

      The two laughed together lightly, and Esmeralda felt a new bond with Montgomery’s wife.

      “The only possible concern is Catherine’s benefactor,” Eurydice noted.

      What a curious choice of words.

      “Benefactor?” Esmeralda echoed.

      “What else should I call him? He arranged the match, you know.”

      Esmeralda felt her eyes narrow. “I do not know,” she said quietly, but a memory stirred of some gossip overheard. So many rumors and so many lies, tangled around so many secrets and truths. She had never been able to keep them straight, let alone recall them all.

      “Gaming debts,” Eurydice confided in a whisper. “The baron owed Damien DeVries, the Duke of Haynesdale, and could not pay.”

      Esmeralda’s heart skipped a beat. On her arrival in London, she had believed Damien DeVries to be the most wickedly handsome man alive—with the daredevil nature to match. The third and youngest son of the Duke of Haynesdale and unlikely to inherit, he had been a young and reckless rebel who had fascinated Esmeralda. Then his father had bought him a commission and she had not seen him again. He had been wounded, if she recalled correctly, and had become a recluse after inheriting the title, against those long odds.

      They said his luck had held, but she doubted he saw the matter in that light.

      “The match was arranged as a result,” the countess concluded.

      “Your friend is wealthy, then?”

      “Her father and uncle are the publishers, Carruthers & Carruthers.”

      Rhys had a common wife, whose fortune came from trade. That was certainly one reason why he might avoid his bride’s bed.

      Eurydice continued. “I have never met the duke, but they say he was a handsome man before his injuries. If he forbade their visit, Catherine would heed his injunction without hesitation.”

      ‘Handsome’ did not begin to describe the charms of the Duke of Haynesdale, in Esmeralda’s view. The man was the most glorious specimen of masculinity she had ever seen. He was brilliant as well as an accomplished sportsman, and fiendishly accurate when he dueled. It was more than luck that guided his hand. She felt a flutter of a different kind of anticipation at even the distant prospect of encountering him again. Unlike many others, Esmeralda thought scars added to a man’s allure. “He was quite handsome, as I recall,” she contented herself with saying, then changed the subject. “Tell me what details of this scheme have been decided.”

      “We leave for Cornwall a week tomorrow, on the tenth.”

      “I will arrive at your house in Berkley Square the afternoon before, though you might not recognize me.”

      “Oh! What will your name be?”

      Esmeralda considered this. “Mrs. Delilah Oliver.”

      “Let us precisely define your relation to my husband.”

      “An excellent notion.” The two women leaned closer, dropping their voices as they conferred about details. By the time the teapot was empty, they had established Delilah’s tale in detail.

      After Eurydice’s departure, Esmeralda stared into the fire, marvelling at this opportunity. What if it was only the first such chance? What if there were legions of women who had no notion how to seduce their husbands? She recalled all the men who had complained about their wives’ skills—or lack thereof—in the bedroom, but she knew as well as Eurydice that there was no reputable way for a woman to learn such arts. Married as a maiden, given only the barest warning by a mother or nursemaid, a new bride was reliant upon her husband to offer instruction in the art of pleasure. Esmeralda knew many did not. To redress that imbalance was a most tantalizing prospect.

      First, she had to succeed with Catherine and Rhys, as well as perfect her disguise as Delilah Oliver. And there was precious little time! She had only a week to arrange all. She refused to spend one more moment recalling the Duke of Haynesdale. If all went well, their paths would never cross.

      Which was a pity, to be sure.
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      Little did Esmeralda realize that when her butler and cook conferred in the kitchen over their late-morning cup of tea, Latimer informed Nelson that the lady’s spirits rose again. “She has that old glint in her eyes again,” he said with satisfaction. “Like she has made a wager with the Devil himself. I knew she would rise to the challenge again, Doris. Did I not say as much?”

      “That you did, Bert. That you did.”

      “You were right about that lady calling.”

      “I had a feeling. It was the scones as made all come aright.”

      “I would wager upon that, Doris. There is no one makes a scone as well as you do.”

      “You just want another,” Nelson teased. When he laughed, she served him another, then poured him a fresh cup of hot black tea.

      “She has given me a most uncommon list of items to procure,” Latimer admitted as he bit into his scone.

      “That’s our lady,” Nelson said with approval. “Always with a little mystery in the works.” The pair, a widow and a widower well content with their position and inordinately fond of their mistress, toasted each other with their tea and each had another scone in celebration.
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      At the same moment, Rhys Bettencourt, Baron Trevelaine, waited with some impatience for his solicitor, Mr. Murdoch of Murdoch, Murdoch & Fitch, to make his point. He was well accustomed to Mr. Murdoch’s apparent inability to confide any detail in a hurry, but Rhys had been irked before he arrived.

      Apparently, his wife had decided to spend Christmas elsewhere, instead of at either his London house or country estate—or with Rhys. She was not even visiting her own family, but would be staying with a friend.

      At Rockmorton Manor in Cornwall.

      Worse, he had learned of her plans from his valet, who had heard Catherine’s maid discussing the journey. Rhys knew that they did not interact often, but it was Christmas. And Catherine was the closest to family he had.

      Though that, his solicitor would undoubtedly have noted if given the chance, was Rhys’ own fault.

      Mr. Murdoch cleared his throat and continued. “It is, you must understand, my lord, a matter of some delicacy, and one upon which I am not entirely privy to detail, but it was my conviction that you should be aware…”

      “Do tell me, Mr. Murdoch,” Rhys said. “I believe I can bear whatever tidings you would like to share.”

      “Very well. The matter concerns your wife, sir.”

      Rhys straightened at this mention of Catherine. “Is she ill?” he asked immediately, though there was no reason his solicitor should know more than himself if that were the case. Mr. Murdoch must have come to the same conclusion for his expression became stern. “I meant, has she discovered any additional plague upon the books of my estates?”

      It was not a graceful correction but Mr. Murdoch simply shook his head. He frowned and removed his pince-nez. “I encountered her father yesterday, quite by chance, and he made a most curious comment.”

      Again the older man paused.

      “Indeed?” Rhys invited.

      “Mr. Carruthers said he would be relieved to see his daughter happy again in the new year. I assumed that the lady was with child and the tidings would be shared then, but it quickly became clear that we spoke of different situations. It was rather embarrassing for both of us.” Mr. Murdoch replaced his pince-nez and glared through them at Rhys. “Mr. Carruthers explained that he has invited his daughter to return to live at his home. He said no more upon the matter, for he is the soul of discretion.”

      Rhys hid his dismay with a terse comment. “It seems not if he confided that much in you in a chance encounter.”

      “I believe, my lord, that he is a kindly father, much concerned with the happiness of his daughters.” His gaze fixed upon Rhys expectantly. “I can only hope his impression is untrue.”

      “My wife and I meet monthly to review the books, Mr. Murdoch. Otherwise, we each go our own way quite contentedly.” Even to Rhys, it sounded like a tepid marital situation—and truly, he was not content with the situation. Catherine seemed to be.

      “Is your wife with child?”

      Rhys averted his gaze. He would not have tolerated such a blunt question from a stranger, but he had known Mr. Murdoch all his life and the man had been a great confidante of his own father. “I do not believe so.”

      In fact, he knew she was not. She could not be.

      Mr. Murdoch exhaled. “If Mr. Carruthers is correct, you must recognize the possible repercussions of such a decision.”

      “Why would she accept such an invitation?” Rhys asked with impatience. “My wife has the run of the London house, while I spend most of my time in the country. When I am in town, we scarcely see each other, save for our monthly meetings.”

      Mr. Murdoch shook his head. “And it does not
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