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Dedication

This book is for Alex,

because you amaze me every day

in a very good way.

You own my heart and I wouldnt

trade you for the world.

You should know that.
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Prologue
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The power of women to influence king, country and all of mankind cannot be underestimated. It is a power at its greatest when it is exerted subtly, in a clandestine manner and achieves its purpose before its existence is so much as suspected.

T. Higgins






Spring 1821

I must say, I am deeply disappointed. The Duchess of Roxborough gazed over the ladies assembled in the parlor at Effington House and heaved an overly dramatic sigh. We are failing in our responsibilities, ladies, and we simply must do better. In the year or so since the formation of The Ladies Society for the Betterment of the Future of Britain, our various members have assisted, as it were, in the forming of a mere three unions.

Marian, Viscountess Berkley, glanced at her very closest friend, Helena, the Countess of Penningtonor rather, now, thanks to her sons marriage, the dowager countess.

That of Lord Pennington

Helena smiled in a most gracious manner that didnt appear the least bit smug unless, of course, someone knew her as well as Marian did. Marian was well aware of how terribly satisfied Helena was by the results of her machinations, which last year had finally brought her son to the altar. Oh certainly, there had been deceit involved on Helenas part, a monumental amount of deceit by some standards, but she firmly believedand as her dearest friend it was Marians duty to share that beliefthat she had simply steered events in the right direction. Helena claimed what happened after that could well be attributed to fate.

that of Miss Heaton

Lady Heaton, mother of the aforementioned Miss Heaton, beamed with the pride of accomplishment.

Thanks to an overly impressive dowry and the threat of a fair amount of scandal, Helena said under her breath to Marian.

I think scandal is highly underrated as a tool to encourage marriage, Marian whispered. We should employ it more often.

and Miss Putnam.

Lady Putnam smiled weakly. If anyone was well aware of the role of scandal as an inducement to wedded bliss, it was Lady Putnam, whose daughter Althea had been involved in a rather flagrant misadventure with a young lord, ending in a quick trek to Gretna Green and a hasty wedding.

 
Im not sure if Lady Putnam deserves the credit for that marriage, Marian murmured, or the blame.

Helena bit back a smile, and Marian grinned to herself. Not that Marian would hesitate for a moment to use the threat of scandal to force her son into marriage with the right young woman. The problem was finding the right young woman.

Perhaps, ladies, we have forgotten the very reasons for these gatherings. The duchesss brows drew together in a most reproachful manner. We are here for the express purpose of assisting our marriageable children in the finding of suitable matches, without their knowledge, of course. As we are all well aware, young people today do not appear to be pursuing marriage as actively as they should. Indeedthe duchesss gaze settled on her sister-in-law Georgina Effington, Lady Williamsome seem to be pursuing anything but marriage.

Lady William stood and smiled uneasily at the assembly. As some of you probably know, my daughter Cassandra has discovered a talent for the refurbishment and redecoration of houses.

Shes really quite wonderful, a lady behind Marian whispered.

And while I am confident she wishes to marry, I fear this pastime of hers

Its scarcely a pastime given what she charges, another woman murmured. Still, well worth it to say your designer was an Effington.

will keep her too occupied to see potential matches that may present themselves. In short, while I have always encouraged a certain amount of independence in my daughters, I fear for her future. Indeed, I think her actions might well be in opposition to the stars themselves. Therefore, Lady William heaved a heartfelt sigh, I am more than willing to entertain any proposals or suggestions.

Excellent, Georgina. Her Grace beamed at her sister-in-law. Cassandra well deserves a good match, and I daresay there are any number of possibilities represented in this very room.

A wave of enthusiastic murmurs swept around the room.

Marian. Helena considered her friend thoughtfully. In spite of this venture of hers, Cassandra Effington would be an outstanding match for any young man.

Indeed she would, Marian murmured. And, given her heritage, an excellent viscountess as well.

Certainly, nothing Marian and her friends could possibly do would ensure such a match. There were no guarantees in endeavors of the heart. Given that, was there any real harm in nudging things in the right direction in the hopes that fate would then take a hand?

Lady William. Resolve brought Marian to her feet. I have a house sorely in need of refurbishing. And better yet, she flashed the assembly her brightest smile, I have a son.









 
One

[image: bell]


An independent, stubborn woman is surely Gods revenge upon an unsuspecting mankind.

L. Effington






Spring 1821

Do you see them yet? Miss Cassandra Effington shielded her eyes against the late morning sun and gazed into the distance.

No. Anthony, Viscount St. Stephens, shook his head. Any minute now, I should think. As I understand it, the course is not overly long.

And did you wager a great deal on the outcome? his wife, the former Miss Philadelphia EffingtonDelia to her closest friendssaid coolly.

Not a great deal. He chuckled and slanted her an amused glance. Did you?

Nothing of significance. Delia grinned. And only with Cassie, so it scarcely counts.

 
It most certainly does count, Cassie said firmly. I fully expect you to pay promptly when you lose.

St. Stephens laughed. Dare I ask which of you wagered on your brother and which chose Lord Berkley?

I, for one, would never wager against a member of the family. Delias voice was firm. Beyond that, Christian is an excellent rider with a fine eye for horseflesh.

Christian is overly arrogant, although I daresay no more so than Leo or Drew. Cassie rolled her gaze toward the heavens. Its a common trait among Effington males and among our brothers in particular.

St. Stephens raised a brow. So you wagered on Berkley then?

Most certainly. Cassie nodded. It will do Christian a world of good to lose at something, anything. Besides, from what I have heard of this Lord Berkley, he is rash and reckless and something of a rake. While those are not qualities I particularly look for, it seems to me, if one is wagering on a contest of this nature, those unsavory attributes would be most beneficial.

Christian is rash and reckless and something of a rake, Delia murmured.

Yes, but I am well acquainted with Christian and cannot bear the thought of how much more swaggering his step will be should he win. As I have never met Lord Berkley, I dont give a fig as to the effect of victory on his character.

St. Stephens laughed. Well said.

Cassie grinned.

Delias brows drew together. If you feel that way, Tony, why did you wager on Christian?

 
Youre making assumptions now, my love. St. Stephenss grin widened.

I see. You too are lacking in family loyalty. Very well then. Delias eyes narrowed. Perhaps you would care to place another wager on the outcome?

I should indeed. A wicked light flashed in his eye. If I can set the stakes.

Delia gazed up at her husband with a wicked smile of her own and Cassie sighed to herself, discreetly edging away from the couple. Not that they would notice. At these moments Delia and St. Stephens stepped firmly into a world of their own.

It was at once charming and most annoying. Cassie was delighted that her sister had found love, but did she have to be so very much in love? Delia and St. Stephens had been married nearly a year, after all. Indeed, they were here, at least in part, to serve as Cassies chaperone, and those longing, yearning, wicked looks the couple continuously traded were not at all proper, although Cassie admitted her own reaction could well be simple jealousy. After all, of the two sisters, Delia had never especially sought marriage, yet here she was: married, in love, and blissfully happy.

While her twin was four-and-twenty, edging perilously closer to a firm position on the shelf with not a real possibility for a match in sight.

Cassie wandered a few steps farther away, ignoring her sisters peal of laughter and ignoring as well the intriguing thought of precisely what stakes St. Stephens had proposed. As much as Cassie hated to admit it, she was indeed jealous. Oh, she would never wish any of Delias happiness taken away. Cassie simply wanted it too. Not that there was any chance of that at the moment.

Perhaps it was time to lower her standards.

Cassie idly scanned the crowd gathered on a rise overlooking the road. The assembly chatted with anticipation and excitement and strained for the first glimpse of the riders. It was an interesting gathering of the tons younger membersin truth, a set considered rather fast. Still, the majority of those present were married couples ostensibly acting as chaperone for those as yet unwed among them. It was all very proper even if there wasnt an elderly, disapproving matron in sight, and therefore a slight, distinct undercurrent of forbidden adventure lingered about it all.

The race and accompanying wager between Christian and Lord Berkley had become quite the topic of interest in the past two weeks. So much so that Lord Warren had arranged both the contest and a festive outing on his estate on the outskirts of London. His lordship had also made a specific point of inviting Cassie to the event, not that shed had the least intention of missing it.

Her gaze drifted to Lord Warren, chatting with a small group and obviously charming every lady present. She couldnt help but wonder how many of those ladies had also received personal invitations. The man was unquestionably attractive, with an excellent title and a tidy fortune. He was witty and dashing with a reputation for excess in all matters, including women. Not at all to Cassies taste. Lord Warren might well be interested in her, but she hadnt the least bit of interest in him. Rather a shame, really. He was an excellent catch.

 
Perhaps its time you lowered your standards, the wry voice of her oldest brother, Leo, sounded behind her.

I was just thinking the same thing, although I daresay youre not the one who should be giving advice in matters of this nature, Cassie said mildly and turned toward her brother. I dont see you racing headlong toward the altar.

Leopold Effington grinned down at her with the engaging smile that had turned any number of young ladies heads, none of whom had ever similarly engaged him. My standards are apparently as high as yours.

Its rather a pity, isnt it? You should think at this point at least one of us would be wed. Cassie glanced at her sister and St. Stephens. At least Delia has found happiness.

I daresay Delia has earned it. Leo offered his arm and Cassie took it. Sister and brother strolled aimlessly for a few moments. Perhaps we have not suffered enough to earn happiness?

Cassie glanced up at him, relieved to note the teasing twinkle in his eye. I should be happy to make you suffer with a well-placed kick to your backside if thats what you wish.

Leo laughed. I shall pass if you dont mind. Besides, I am barely nine-and-twenty and have plenty of time left to enjoy myself before the need truly arises to settle myself with a wife. He sobered. You, however

Dont say it, Leo, Cassie said firmly. Or I shall be forced to deliver that kick and a great deal more.

Leo ignored her. Im serious, Cass, its past time you were wed.

 
Youre not married. Neither is Drew or Christian.

Thats another matter entirely. Were men and we

Not one more word. Ive heard it all before and you well know I feel its entirely unfair. No one thinks its the least bit odd that you arent wed, and you are far older than I.

Indeed, I am ancient, Leo said with a grin.

Indeed you are. Cassie heaved a resigned sigh. Its not as though I have no desire to marry, you know. I have always wanted to make a good match.

You have had ample opportunity.

Ample opportunity? Apparently you have paid scant attention to the facts of my life, brother dear. She blew a disdainful breath. For whatever reason, Delia has always attracted men with an eye toward marriage even if they tended to be exceedingly dull, with the exception of St. Stephens, of course. Whereas I have always caught the attention of men of questionable reputations, whose interest in me had nothing to do with marriage. Rakes and the like. Men suspiciously like my brothers.

I say, Cass, thats not fair. Leo frowned ruefully. Accurate, perhaps, but not especially fair.

Nothing is especially fair when it comes to men and women and this whole pursuit of marriage. Cassie glanced at her brother curiously. Why are you exhibiting this sudden interest in my marital state?

Its not sudden. Your future has always been important to me, Leo said in a lofty manner. And now that Delia is wed and happy

You thought youd turn your complete attention to me? Cassie shook her head. I dont believe you for a moment. Besides, you and Drew and Christian have always kept a rather annoying watch on me in the mistaken opinion that I was about to plunge into scandal.

Well, you do have a certain air about you.

Yet here I am with a relatively spotless reputation

Leo raised a brow.

I said relatively, but even you must admit, aside from a tendency to say exactly what I think

Leo opened his mouth to speak.

Cassie waved off his unspoken comment. Which I have no intention of changing, by the way, my behavior has always been quite within the bounds of respectable behavior.

He narrowed his eyes. Perhaps your chances of marriage would be enhanced if you were to at least give the appearance of being somewhat more biddable

I will not change who I am to lure a match, nor do I particularly want a man who would prefer such a woman in the first place.

Even so, there are any number of possibilities. Leo nodded in Lord Warrens direction. What of Warren? I have it on very good authority that he is quite taken with you.

My dear brother, Lord Warren is exactly what I dont want in a husband. He is the kind of man who would have a mistress installed before our vows were barely out of our mouths. No, if nothing else, I expect fidelity from a spouse, and men like Warren dont have a faithful bone in their bodies.

 
Come now, Cass, you could give the man the benefit of the doubt. Why, I myself have a certain reputation, yet I fully intend on being entirely faithful to my wife when the time comes. He grinned. If the time ever comes.

She ignored him. Effington men always have been a bit different in that respect. I suspect its because love usually plays a role. Perhaps when I find a man I can not only trust but also love

Perhaps you should lower your standards.

You said that, Leo, and you neednt say it again. I have no desire She pulled up short and studied her brother carefully. You havent answered my question. Why are you so concerned about my prospects?

I told you I

Leo?

His brows pulled together. Blast it all, Cass, its this, this, this pastime of yours. You should be married. Having children, that sort of thing. Not, well, employed.

I see. I should have known. She bit back a grin. First of all, dear brother, Im not employed. I employ myself. It provides me with a sense of independence and competence and I quite enjoy it. And secondly, its not a pastime, its a business.

A business. Leo groaned. Thats even worse.

Actually, its quite wonderful. Cassie leaned toward him confidentially. And I am making a substantial amount of money.

Leos brow shot up in surprise. Refurbishing houses? I find that hard to believe.

Believe it. I have a very exclusive, and very wealthy, clientele who employ me to decide on paint and paper and furnishings and whatever else I deem appropriate for their very opulent homes.

And they pay you for this? He stared at her as if he couldnt comprehend why anyone would pay good money for such a thing. It was such a very male look that it was all she could do not to laugh aloud.

Indeed they do. In truth, my fees are exorbitant, and I am well worth it. I have excellent taste and a natural gift for decoration and design. Cassie had discovered said gift last year when shed helped Delia refurbish the house shed inherited from her first husband, and shed honed it further when shed done the same thing for the house Delia now shared with St. Stephens. Most of my clients thus far have been women, and quite frankly, one of the reasons they are so eager to acquire my services is because I am an Effington. They adore having the advice of an Effington and are willing to pay outrageously for the privilege. Indeed, she cast him a satisfied smile, they do not so much hire me as I select them.

Still and all, youre, well, in business.

You neednt sound so stuffy. My services may be overpriced but theres nothing at all disgraceful about this. I daresay there are far worse things I could be doing.

You could be doing needlework, he muttered.

She shot him a scathing glance.

He glared in return. Regardless, Cassandra, do not forget you are an Effington

And you would do well to remember we are but a few generations removed from cutthroats and pirates who made their fortunes in ways much more unsavory than selecting carpets and directing paperhangers.

 
He stared for a moment, then sighed in surrender. Youre right, of course. Still, the man was not about to give up. But cant you just do what you do for, well, fun? His expression brightened. Thats it, Cass, do it for fun, refuse to accept so much as one more penny, and I shant say another word about it.

Are you daft? Thats the stupidest thing Ive ever heard you say. She scoffed. I have no intention of wasting my time redoing the homes of people for nothing. People who wager and lose more money in an evening than hardworking folk earn in a lifetime. The ton may well look down its collective nose at the legitimate earning of money, but it also measures worth very much in terms of monetary value. If I were to give away my services, they would lose their worth. Part of the appeal of having a room designed by Miss Cassandra Effington is that very few can truly afford it. I, dear brother, am a luxury.

But you have no need of money.

One can always use more money, she said loftily. Cassie was not about to admit to her older brother that she fully intended to donate the money shed made to a worthy cause. She simply hadnt decided what, but was confident the cause would present itself when the time was right. Besides, it fills my days in a useful manner and

Regardless, I dont approve. He pressed his lips together firmly. And I dont like it.

You dont have to, because I do. She favored him with her sweetest smile and was gratified to see his resolve soften, if only just a bit. Now then, Leo, shall we talk about your life? Your own prospects for marriage? The business nature of your own endeavors?

 
I shouldnt call it business exactly, he said uneasily. Its really more of a

A shout sounded and all eyes turned toward the bend in the road and the sudden appearance of the riders: Christian on his favorite bay, Berkley on a sorrel-colored steed, both fine-looking animals. The rhythmic thud of well-shod hooves beating the ground and the growing cheers of the crowd swelled with their approach. The contestants were neck and neck, the men flattened so hard against their mounts that it was difficult to discern man from beast. The men looked as well matched as the horses.

Christian was on the far side of the road, and even from here, Cassie could see the intensity of his effort in the line of his body and furrow of his brow.

Good Lord, hes going to lose. A sense of awe rang in Leos voice. Not at all surprising. To the best of Cassies recollection, Christian had never lost at anything.

Why do you say that? They appear even to me.

Leo narrowed his eyes and shook his head. There is still a hundred yards or so remaining, and Christian is spent. I can see it from here. Whereas Berkley

Berkley does look more at ease, doesnt he?

Im afraid so.

She studied the other man carefully. The difference between Berkley and Christian was apparent only under close scrutiny, but indeed his lordship did look a touch less strained, a tad more relaxed, as if the level of his endurance had yet to be reached whereas Christians had already been breached. Even as she watched, Berkley inched ahead.

The men thundered across the finish line, Berkley a good half horse length in front of Christian. The crowd erupted in cheers and good-natured groans. Half the gathering surged down the rise to greet the victor and console the vanquished, and the other half wandered toward the linen-covered tables and the late-morning feast that had been laid out unnoticed.

Cassie and Leo started toward the riders. Christian slipped off his horse, his expression a mix of chagrin, annoyance, and genial acceptance. For a man used to winning, he seemed to innately know how to lose with grace. Cassie pushed aside a touch of guilt at wagering against her brother and turned her attention toward the gentleman who had just helped increase her savings.

Berkley still sat upon the sorrel amidst an air of confidence and congeniality. Someone handed him a tankard, and he downed its contents in one long drink, then laughed with the exhilaration of victory. And perhaps of life itself. It was a surprisingly contagious laugh, and she found herself smiling in response.

Berkley is unmarried, Leo said idly. And I understand he is not averse to marriage.

From what I have heard of Berkley, he is no better than Lord Warren or you. She shook her head firmly. I have no desire to reform a rake, Leo.

There was no doubt in her mind that the man was indeed a rake. Not merely because of rumor and gossip, but more because of the way in which he carried himself, the assured manner in which he sat his horse, the very look in his eye.

Berkley scanned the crowd, probably looking for one lady or another. He was handsome enough, and it was apparent from his bearing that he well knew it. He was obviously tall, with walnut-colored hair, charmingly disheveled, still too far away to discern the color of his eyes. His gaze skimmed past her, then returned and caught hers. His smile broadened, then deepened, in a disturbingly intimate manner, as if they shared something as yet unrecognized but quite personal nonetheless. It was at once rather intriguing and most disquieting and completely improper. She pointedly shifted her gaze. She had no intention of encouraging a man like Berkley.

Of course, she wasnt entirely certain what kind of man she should like to encourage. She knew she wanted someone respectable but not dull. Exciting but not dangerous. Strong but not overbearing. Loyal and trustworthy but not a lapdog. And this mythical paragon would love her without reservation for the rest of his days. In short, the man of her dreams would be very nearly perfect and probably did not exist.

Leo said something she didnt quite catch, but she smiled and nodded nonetheless. Perhaps he was right about lowering her standards if she did indeed wish to marry. She wanted marriage, but marriage alone was not enough. And if she was true to no one else, she should be true to herself. If that meant never marrying at all, so be it. It was not a pleasant prospect. She did not relish the idea of one day being the aging, eccentric aunt to Delias children. Perhaps the cause to which she planned on giving her earnings should be her own future? At least if her fate was to become the peculiar, maiden aunt in the family, it would be nice not to have to depend entirely on Effington financial support.

 
She could say what she wanted to her brother and her sister and anyone else within hearing about her independence, earning her own way, and doing precisely as she wished, but deep down inside she knew she didnt really believe any of it. Or, at least, not all of it.

Cassie would give just about anything to be in her sisters place. To be happy and well wed and in love. But she would rather be alone than trapped for the rest of her days with the wrong man.

Cassie Effington absolutely would not lower her standards. No matter how great the price.



Viscount Berkley, Reginald BerkleyReggie to those who knew him bestslid off his horse and ignored the pain that shot through his ankle when his foot hit the ground at an odd angle. Not especially difficult to do. His blood surged with the elation of victory, and Reggie suspected he would not feel much of anything save triumph at this moment.

Except, of course, compelling curiosity.

At once he was besieged by jubilant acquaintances and well-wishers, their exuberance in direct proportion to their winnings. At last the crowd thinned, dispersing toward the offered repast or, more likely, to collect wagers owed.

Well done, old man. Marcus Holcroft, the Earl of Pennington, clapped his closest friend on the back and grinned. I wasnt entirely certain you could pull it off.

Did you wager against me then? Reggie asked absently, scanning the crowd for another glimpse of the intriguing young woman whose direct gaze had briefly met his.

 
Marcus gasped in mock dismay. I would never do such a thing. His grin returned. However, it was rather tempting. Effington is well known for his prowess in the saddle and a reputation for success. Still, you are not without a certain

Who is that? Reggie spotted the lady and nodded in her direction.

Marcus followed his friends gaze and chuckled ruefully. That, my dear Reginald, is the sister of the man you just defeated.

I thought as much.

Certainly Reggie had seen the twin daughters of Lord William, the brother of the Duke of Roxborough, before. At a ball or a park or an outing or something somewhere. They were of an age where theyd been out in society for probably a half dozen seasons. Indeed, he counted their cousin Thomas, the Marquess of Helmsley, among his closest friends. He might even have been introduced to one or another at some point in years past, although he couldnt for the life of him recall it. And surely he would have remembered. Not simply because this female pretending to pay him no notice was lovelythere were any number of others he could name that were far more lovelybut there had been something quite distinct about her when her gaze had met his. Something intense and compelling. Something that had quite taken his breath away.

But which one is she?

Pennington glanced at the lady, then indicated a couple some distance away. Given Lord St. Stephens over there is escorting a woman who looks precisely like the lady in question, and in a most possessive manner, I suspect that to be his wife and the sister who has attracted your attention to be Miss Effington. I believe her name is Cassandra.

Cassandra, Reggie murmured, liking the way the name sounded on his tongue. The way it rolled off his lips. Cassandra.

Oh no, you dont. Marcus shook his head firmly. Not again.

Not again, what? Reggie directed his question toward his friend, but his gaze stayed firmly fixed on Miss Effington. Cassandra. She moved through the crowd in an effortless manner, at ease and full of grace.

Marcus groaned. I thought you had put this business of losing your heart at the drop of a hat behind you. I distinctly remember you vowing to be more restrained with your emotions.

Yes, of course, Reggie murmured. If Miss Effington turned in his directionI wonder what color her eyes are?

It doesnt matter. Reggie. Marcus leaned closer and lowered his voice. That promise was part and parcel of awhat did you call it?

A concerted effort to control the vagaries of my life. Blue probably. With her fair hair, blue would be nearly perfect.

Which included avoiding damsels in distress

She does not look at all distressed. Reggie was exceedingly fond of blue-eyed blondes. Indeed, she looks quite composed.

She looks like she is doing an excellent job of completely ignoring you.

Surely nothing more than a ruse

 
Reggie. Marcuss voice had the unrelentingly firm tone of a parent. It was my understanding that the ridiculous scheme that you and I and various other assorted companions have spent the past half year nurturing was for the express purpose of saving you from yourself. I thought you had decided if your reputation washe cleared his throatenhanced, and you were made to appear somewhat, to use your words, dark and dangerousMarcus rolled his gaze skywardladies would fall at your feet rather than the other way around.

Come now, Marcus. Reggie dragged his gaze away from Miss Effington and grinned at his friend. You must admit youve derived a great deal of enjoyment from inventing rumors of my scandalous adventures. My exorbitant wagers

Pity they were mostly with me, Marcus muttered. And nowhere near exorbitant.

My now legendary exploits with women

Marcus snorted.

And the duels. Completely your idea, I believe.

They were a nice touch. Marcus nodded smugly. Quite brilliant really. Nothing like a duel to give a man an air of illicit allure.

Indeed they do, although I daresay Ive contributed to the cause as well. Reggie grinned.

In the arrogance of your manner and the swagger of your step perhaps. Marcus considered him curiously. In truth, I didnt know you had it in you.

Reggie shrugged modestly. One does what one can.

Pity this campaign of yours hasnt seemed to have borne much fruit in terms of hordes of women falling at your feet.

Youve noticed that, have you? Reggie shook his head in mock despair. Still, the season has barely begun, and its far too soon to give up hope. One would think the occasional public triumph, like todays, will help.

Speaking of which Marcuss gaze slipped past him, and Reggie turned.

Christian Effington strode toward them. Excellent showing, my lord. Effington nodded a bow and grinned. Damned fine job, even if it was at my expense.

My apologies, Reggie said with a grin of his own and a complete lack of sincerity.

Effington laughed. Not at all. I must say it has been some time since I have been bested by someone who was not a relation. My older brothers have made it their purpose in life to keep me humble by defeating me in varied and assorted endeavors on a regular basis.

And does it work? Marcus raised a curious brow.

To keep me humble? Effington grinned. Not in the least.

Effingtons laugh was infectious. Reggie wondered if his sisters was as engaging.

This is dashed awkward, my lord, but I find myself in the difficult position of having to beg a favor. Effington glanced at Marcus, who murmured a polite excuse and discreetly stepped away. Effington lowered his voice in a confidential manner. I seemed to have misjudged the current state of my finances, and as such Im notthat is Im unablewhat I mean to say is I cant

 
A bit short of funds, Effington? Reggie said casually.

Yes, thats it exactly. Effington blew a sigh of relief. Damned hard to admit aloud, though. I dont know how I got myself into this mess, but it seems I dont have the money on hand at the moment to make good on our wager. If you could see your way clear

To take your note? Reggie shrugged graciously. I dont see why not. The wager was a paltry hundred and fifty pounds, after all. Reggie didnt so much as twinge at the amount, as if the making of such immense wagers was not at all unusual for him. As if this wasnt the first time he had played any game for stakes so high.

Yes, well, what seemed paltry a few days ago seems rather more significant today. A rueful smile curved Effingtons mouth. However, I am confident I can pay you within a month at the most, possibly even a fortnight. I do appreciate your understanding about this.

Think nothing of it, Effington.

If theres ever anything I can do for you

Reggie hesitated, but the opportunity was too good to let slip by. You can introduce me to your sister.

Cassandra? You want to meet Cassandra? How very interesting. Effington studied him carefully. Why?

Why? Reggie started. Im not certain I can answer that. I want to know the color of her eyes. Shes lovely, of course.

Of course. And I suppose that suffices as a sufficient reason. I know I have sought the acquaintance of any number of ladies on the basis of a fetching appearance. Still, this is not another lady but my sister. Effington narrowed his eyes. Are your intentions honorable?

Frankly, Effington, I dont know that I have any intentions at all. I saw your sister in the crowd and I wish to meet her. Theres nothing more to it than that. Reggie drew his brows together in annoyance. At this particular moment, my intentions extend no further than an introduction. Reggie ignored a twinge of conscience, although it wasnt exactly a lie. He really had no idea what his intentions were. Said intentions very much depended on the lady herself.

My apologies, my lord. Effington blew a long breath. Do you have sisters?

Reggie nodded. One.

Is she out in society yet?

No. Shes a bit young.

Younger than you, eh? Effington nodded sagely. Do consider this a warning, then; there is nothing more trying than watching a younger sister navigate the treacherous waters of the world. It is a dangerous place filled with men who are, well, he grinned, very much like myself.

Still, Effingtons assessing gaze raked over Reggie, you seem a decent enough sort. A bit of a reputation, but nothing really dire.

I shall have to do better, Reggie murmured.

Better? Effington drew his brows together in confusion, then his expression cleared. Ah yes, better. I see. Reform and all that. Excellent idea. Especially in regards to Cassandra. I never suspected it of her, but of late I have discovered shes a bit stuffy regarding her preferences in men.

 
You do realize I am seeking nothing more than an introduction. Reggies voice was cautious.

Yes, of course. Again, my apologies. Effington grimaced. Habit, I suspect. You see, my brothers and I have always thought Cassandra was the sister most in need of keeping a close watch on. She has an air about her that seems to give the impression that she is given to scandal. Probably because she is rather annoyingly independent and prone to speak her mind, and act as well without due consideration to the consequences. In truth, her recent activities could even be termed somewhat eccentric.

Try not to make her sound too appealing, Reggie said under his breath.

Effington winced. I seem to be making rather a mess of this, dont I?

Rather.

Apparently my sister isnt the only one who speaks without thinking. Do try to ignore what I said.

Perhaps it would be best if Lord Berkley actually met Miss Effington, Marcus said smoothly.

Reggie wondered exactly what point in the odd conversation had caught the earls attention, although knowing Marcus, he had probably listened to every word.

Yes. Most certainly. I shall fetch her at once. Effington leaned toward Reggie confidentially. You wont be sorry. He grinned, nodded, and was off.

You might well be sorry. Marcuss thoughtful gaze followed Effingtons progress. I have the distinct impression that Effington is overly eager to see his sister wed. And furthermore that he thinks you are an excellent match.

 
I asked for an introduction, not her hand.

Im not certain Effington sees the difference. Marcus studied his friend. You will be careful, wont you?

Reggie laughed. I have no intention of being trapped into a marriage simply to alleviate the responsibility felt by anyones brothers.

Thats not what I mean. Marcus paused. What Im trying to say is that youre already intrigued by this lady. I can see you once again losing your heart. And I can see as well it being crushed. Again.

No, Marcus, never again. It has taken me far too many years to learn my lesson, but learn it I have. If there is a heart to be lost this timeReggie cast his friend a wicked grinit shall not be mine.

We shall see, Marcus said softly without the least bit of conviction.

Indeed we shall. Reggies voice rang firm and confident.

Even so, he watched Effington make his way through the crowd toward his sister and knew full well, regardless of his words, that he could indeed easily give his heart to Miss Cassandra Effington. He knew it just from the look of her.

But hed been down that road far too many times before, and he would not tread it again. He absolutely would not offer his affection to any woman until he was certain it was returned.

It was Marcuss successful marriage and the obvious love he shared with his wife that had forced Reggie to reassess his own life. What hed seen was a man whod freely and unadvisedly given his heart over and over again and had inevitably suffered heartbreak in return. Oh, certainly, hed never known devastation so great that it hadnt been cured by a few days in a drunken stupor. And yes, his wounded heart had typically healed within a fortnight, usually less. And perhaps it had been as much his pride as his heart that had been at stake.

Still and all, it would not happen again.

For once in his life he wanted to be loved before he offered love. He wanted a woman to want him as much as he wanted her. And he absolutely refused to ever again declare himself before he was certain his affection was returned.

No, he would keep his distance from Miss Effington. She was dangerous. Extremely dangerous. And not at all what hed had in mind when hed started his campaign to attract the fairer sex.

Besides, she didnt look even remotely likely to fall at his feet.

 








Two
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The men women seem most taken with are those I wouldnt let alone in a room with my sister for so much as the blink of an eye. A crowded room at that.

Reginald, Viscount Berkley






I should like to congratulate you on your victory, my lord. Cassie gazed coolly into Lord Berkleys intriguing gray eyes and tried to ignore just how intriguing they were.

And did you win a great deal, Miss Effington? Lord Berkley raised her hand to his lips. His gaze never left hers, in a manner both disconcerting and altogether too polished. No doubt hed had a great deal of practice.

If indeed I wagered at all, why on earth would you think I had wagered on you? She resisted the urge to pull her hand from his. Doing so would be an admission of sorts that the intimacy of her hand in his was the tiniest bit uncomfortable, and such realization would only add to the smug twinkle in his eye. The man was obviously far and away too arrogant as it was. After all, your contest was with my brother.

In truth, Miss Effington, I dont know that you had wagered on me. His gaze trapped hers, and she was gripped by the disturbing idea that he saw far more than other people. As if his gray eyes, his most intriguing gray eyes, looked beyond the surface of her words to the privacy of her thoughts. I can only hope.

Your words are as practiced as your manner, my lord. She withdrew her hand from his in a most deliberate way. But I daresay, from what I have heard about the infamous Viscount Berkley, you have had a great deal of experience.

Christian groaned. Cassandra.

Infamous? Berkley raised a brow in what appeared to be surprise, then he laughed. I dont believe anyone has ever called me infamous before. He flashed a grin at Lord Pennington. What do you think, Pennington? Am I infamous?

Becoming more so every moment, I should think, Pennington said coolly.

Berkley laughed again, and she ignored the nearly irresistible urge to join him. No doubt that contagious laugh was a large part of his charm. Infamous or otherwise.

May I ask you, Miss Effington, if you find men of an infamous nature interesting?

Not in the least. Indeed, I find they should all be avoided. She tried not to cringe at the overly prim tone in her voice. She hadnt meant to sound quite so stuffy.

All of them? His eyes widened in surprise.

 
Every one.

But you have not met every one.

I have met enough.

You have never met me.

Nonetheless, I do think

I think you should allow me the opportunity to persuade you that underneath this infamous facade is a delightful and really quite charming

I have no doubt of your charm, my lord, she said firmly. Nor do I have any doubt you employ it whenever possible.

He shrugged in a manner of feigned humility. When one has a gift, one finds it necessary to share.

When one is presented with something unpleasant in the street, one finds it necessary to avoid stepping directly in it, she said pleasantly, gazing at him with an innocence every bit as contrived as his modesty.

Christian groaned again. Pennington snorted.

Berkley stared for a moment, then smiled slowly. A smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes and triggered the oddest sensation deep in the pit of her stomach. Excellent, Miss Effington. Really very good. I am most impressed.

Im pleased you enjoyed it, she murmured and tried to ignore the heat that flushed up her face. Whatever had possessed her? While she was typically forthright, she was never actually rude. Until now.

I did. Very much so. Berkley chuckled. Now, would you allow me the privilege of escorting you to the luncheon tables? I know I am famished, and surely the severe nature of your observations has honed your appetite as well as your words.

 
This time Pennington groaned, and Christian no doubt winced, although she didnt see him. Indeed the rest of the world seemed to fade into the distance.

Berkleys gaze locked with hers and carried a distinct challenge. Cassie lifted her chin and met his gaze without flinching. The moment between them stretched, lengthened like a silent duel of wills. Her heart thudded in her chest, and while she was intensely aware of all things physical, she was more aware of an odd connection with this man, this stranger. A meeting of minds, perhaps. A recognition of a strength not unlike her own. It was at once frightening and the most exciting thing shed ever experienced.

Whatever else he was, Lord Berkley was no fool. What harm would it do to trade barbs with him? She had no intention of further involvement, but engaging him in a battle of wits would be most amusing.

Indeed I will, my lord, if you accept my apology. She offered him a contrite smile. I fear my words might have been somewhat impolite.

Somewhat, he said and offered his arm.

Cassie glanced at her brother. Are you coming?

In a moment. Christians voice was excessively cheery. I wish to speak to Lord Pennington first about a matter of mutual interest, if he doesnt mind. Do go on ahead.

What matter? Penningtons brows drew together.

Christian cast him a warning look, then nodded pointedly at his sister and Berkley.

Pennington glanced from Christian to Berkley, and the confusion on his face cleared. Oh. Yes, of course. A matter of mutual interest. Certainly. I can see where it would be.

 
Berkley leaned closer to her, his voice low. Theyre both quite mad, you know.

She laughed in spite of herself. I have long suspected it of all my brothers.

She took his arm, trying to ignore the hard muscles beneath the fine fabric of his coat and the unnerving way the heat of his skin could be felt even through the layers of material, and they started toward the tables.

I must apologize for my brother as well as myself, she said lightly. He is not overly subtle, is he?

Berkley laughed. Not overly, no.

She heaved a long-suffering sigh. He thinks youre an excellent match, and he and my other brothers want me to marry. Theyre not especially concerned as to who I wed, only that I do so. They would prefer someone with an acceptable title and income, but I think their only true requirement in a husband for me is his ability to walk upright and speak rather than grunt, although even that is probably open to negotiation.

How nice to know I meet their minimal standards, Berkley said wryly.

That is yet to be determined. She laughed and shook her head. Oh dear, I should probably apologize to you yet again. I have an annoying tendency to speak my mind. To say exactly what I think. It has, on occasion, proven awkward and produced consequences that I did not foresee.

I can well imagine.

Nonetheless, it is my nature, and I see no need to change it.

Nor should you.

Do you really think so? She glanced up at him.

Indeed I do.

 
Most men of my acquaintance would advise me to hold my tongue or, at the very least, temper my words.

Ah, but you have not yet been acquainted with me. Amusement colored his voice. Although I would advise you to curb voicing your opinions about the behavior of most men or even infamous men. We are not all alike.

Still, I am rarely wrong.

He laughed, and she realized how very pompous she sounded. Odd, she couldnt recall ever sounding pompous before.

I warn you, I am a firm believer in honesty as well. She paused, a rather startling number of past incidents, most in tandem with her sister, parading through her mind. Under most circumstances.

Honesty is an excellent quality. He bit back a smile. Under most circumstances.

Therefore I feel compelled to be truthful with you. I should not want you to escort me under false pretenses.

I am merely accompanying you to a meal, he said mildly. Id scarce call this a declaration of intentions.

Of course not. They reached the tables laden with an appetizing array of offerings, including an inciting display of sweets. Cassie barely noticed. I didnt meanRegardless. She released his arm and turned to meet his gaze. Lord Berkley, I am trying to explain to you that in spite of my brothers obvious intention of introducing us with an eye toward a future match, I must tell you I am not, well, interested.

Interested? He narrowed his eyes in confusion. What do you mean, interested?

 
In you. She caught herself. Oh, I dont mean you as an individual, I mean you in the broader sense. The type of man you are. I simply have no interest in a man of your reputation.

Infamous? he said slowly.

Exactly. She nodded and cast him a pleasant smile.

He studied her thoughtfully. Most women of my acquaintance find men of a certain nature, dark and dangerous and the like, to be rather exciting.

No doubt women of your acquaintance do, which is exactly why they are of your acquaintance. She met his gaze directly. I, however, do not. A man with a reputation for gaming and drinking and consorting with countless numbers of unsuitable women

Countless? Surprise sounded in his voice, and he actually appeared pleased.

She pulled her brows together. Surely that does not surprise you?

No. No, of course not. He tried and failed to suppress a delighted grin. I was there, after all.

She sniffed in disdain. At any rate, my lord, I am not interested in any man whose life is as fast and loose as yours. I do not find rakes and scoundrels to be the least bit attractive. Furthermore, I have no intention of reforming any man or molding him to my specification. No, I want a man who is already

Perfect. Berkleys eyes narrowed. Thats what youre saying.

Nonsense, there is no such thing as a perfect man. She thought for a moment. Although I suppose that is what Im saying.

I see. His tone was level and noncommittal.

 
I suspected you would. And while you are quite a bit nicer than I had expected, she drew a deep breath, you and I simply will not suit.

I see, he said again.

Is that all you have to say?

For a moment, she had the oddest hope that he would protest her words. Demand a chance to win her hand. Her heart. It was a ridiculous idea, of course. He was not at all what she wanted in a husband. It was probably nothing more than his infectious laugh or the intriguing nature of his gray eyes that had put such an absurd thought in her head.

My dear Miss Effington. He chose his words with care. I fear you and your brother have jumped to a far-fetched conclusion of permanence based on nothing more than a request for an introduction and an innocent walk in the midst of a rather substantial gathering.

Oh no, I didnt think

Oh, but you did. His voice was cool, as if he were discussing something of no significance whatsoever. And as you are a proponent of honesty, under most circumstances, I feel I should be entirely honest with you.

Of course, she said weakly. As much as she preferred honesty, she wasnt entirely certain she wanted to hear whatever honesty compelled him to say.

You are obviously intelligent and confident in your own nature, qualities I quite admire in a woman. In addition, you are forthright and outspoken. While the tendency to speak your mind is perhaps not as preferable as your penchant for honesty, one never has to guess precisely where he stands in your eyes. And that is most beneficial. In that spirit, therefore, I must confess to what you already know.

His gaze was calm and unwavering, his voice level and matter-of-fact. The only evidence at all that indicated otherwise was the gleam in his narrowed eyes, eyes that now looked more silver than gray.

While you have no desire to marry a man in need of, he cleared his throat, reform, I have no desire for a wife with an unyielding view of the world and those in it. I am not perfect, Miss Effington, nor do I wish to be. Frankly, I cannot imagine anything more frightfully dull than perfect. You are clever and lovely and may well be perfect in many ways. Indeed, I suspect there is a great deal more to you beyond what is readily apparent. I regret that I have neither the fortitude nor the endurance required to know you better.

Therefore, Miss Effington, I must admit I quite agree with you. We will not suit. However, I do wish you luck in your quest forforLord Perfect. He nodded a curt bow, turned, and started off.

At once regret swept through her, accompanied by the strangest feeling that perhaps, just this once, she had made a dreadful mistake. Without thinking she called after him.

Forty pounds, my lord.

He turned back and raised a brow. Forty pounds?

She drew a deep breath. Thats how much I won.

He studied her for a moment, and the slightest hint of a smile turned up the corners of his mouth. He nodded again, turned, and strode back down the hill.

She stared after him. He was indeed a fine figure of a man, this infamous Lord Berkley. Tall and handsome with eyes that saw into her soul and a laugh that echoed in her blood.

Dash it all, Cass, why couldnt you have been the least bit pleasant to him, Christian said from behind her. She hadnt even noted his approach. Berkley is an excellent catch.

I was pleasant. I am always pleasant. Unfailingly pleasant.

Lord Pennington joined Lord Berkley, and she would have given a great deal to know exactly what they were saying. What he was saying about her. Certainly shed been honest, perhaps even blunt, but she wouldnt have termed her manner unpleasant. A heavy weight settled in the pit of her stomach.

Perhaps she had been a touch unpleasant.

No doubt. A note of resignation sounded in Christians voice. He turned to peruse the repast laid out on the tables, and Cassie sent a silent prayer of thanks heavenward that he had turned his attention elsewhere.

He certainly doesnt have the appearance of a man who has just finished a pleasant conversation, Christian said idly.

She rescinded the prayer, plucked a piece of cheese from a platter, and thrust it at her brother. This looks good.

Indeed it does. Christian grinned and took the morsel. Id say he has the appearance of a man who has had a narrow escape. Even a man
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