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Chapter One
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London, November 1816

CASSANDRA FREY STOOD in the middle of her bedchamber, all dressed up and ready to attend the opera, when she heard the sharp banging of the doorknocker downstairs.  She peeked out the window to see the carriage waiting below.  

Her cloak and reticule were already downstairs.  She checked her reflection in the mirror one last time, making a final adjustment to her purple turban and patting a blonde curl as if for luck.  Footsteps rushed up the staircase and scurried straight to her doorway.  She turned to see her maid, Jenny, who said, “Lord Kirtland’s here to take you to the opera, Mrs. Frey.” 

Cassandra’s heart gave an ominous little jolt. “I’m not sure I heard you correctly.  Who did you say is here?”

“Lord Kirtland.”

As if she still couldn’t believe her ears, Cassandra said, “Lord Kirtland is here?  To take me to the opera?”

Jenny shifted her eyes from one side to the other, as if contemplating whether she should say what was surely dancing on the tip of her tongue.  Cassandra decided to say it for her. 

“I know.  There are no other Mrs. Freys under this roof.  But—Lord Kirtland?  What happened to the Duke and Duchess of Bradbury?” She flew back to the window, but what did she see in the evening darkness?  A carriage.  From here it could be anyone’s carriage.  She’d merely assumed it was Bradbury’s, because he and his new duchess had invited her to the opera this evening.  She turned back to Jenny. “Are you absolutely certain it’s Lord Kirtland?  He never comes to London.”

“Don’t know, Mrs. Frey.  Never seen him before.  Gill’s the one what let him in.”

Cassandra hesitated before asking, “Did you happen to notice if he walks with a limp?”

Jenny shrugged. “He has a walking stick, but then so do most gentlemen.”

True enough, but he couldn’t possibly be Kirtland, Cassandra thought wildly. He. Never. Came. To. London.  

This had to be some kind of ruse.  One of the fortune hunters pursuing her was pretending to be Kirtland in hopes of tricking her into coming downstairs.  Cassandra supposed it was only a matter of time before one of them managed to oil his way across her threshold.  She swore she couldn’t stay in London another night.  

Maybe she should have remained on the Continent, but after Great Aunt Delilah’s death, she’d seen no point in staying there, especially since she was homesick, and maybe, just maybe, everyone in England had forgotten what a scandalous widow she was.  

But that was before, thanks to Delilah’s bequest and the ensuing gossip, Cassandra became a wealthy, scandalous widow.  

Life, her late husband had once told her, was all about trade-offs.  You get to enjoy the protection of my name and I get to enjoy your body and dowry.  That the trade-offs were seldom fair and balanced was entirely beside the point.  Principle!  That was all that mattered. 

Cassandra settled herself on the stool in front of her dressing table. “Tell Gill that unless this caller can provide proof that he is Lord Kirtland, I shan’t come downstairs and receive him.  At the very least, he shall have to provide a calling card.  Preferably a card that looks a bit worn.  How can I be certain one of those fortune hunters isn’t using a freshly printed, counterfeit card to gain entry?  I mean, aside from the fact they can’t afford the extra expense?”

Jenny looked baffled, as she usually did whenever Cassandra went on such tirades, before nodding and bobbing and returning downstairs. 

Someone was playing a prank.  She should have known that no one would believe anything as outrageous as her recent claim concerning Lord Kirtland.  Even the Prince Regent had been skeptical, but to fend off his advances, she had to claim an attachment to another man—one who couldn’t immediately refute her.  

Jenny returned, this time panting for breath.  She held out a calling card, and sure enough, it looked so fresh off the press that Cassandra didn’t dare touch the engraving for fear she’d get black smudges on her gloves.  Edward Randolph, Earl of Kirtland, Frampton House, Berkeley Square, London. 

Edward.  Why did his name have to be Edward?  What was it with men named Edward?  How did Cassandra always get mixed up—not to mention in trouble—with men named Edward?  First it was Lord Whidbey, then her late husband, and now this caller claiming to be Kirtland.  

“Says his card’s new ’cause he just recently came to Town,” Jenny explained.

“Fancy my lack of astonishment.”

“Says he’d come upstairs but you, Mrs. Frey, of all people, should know why he’d rather not do that.” Cassandra’s eyes widened, and Jenny hastily added, “He said those words, not me.”

It seemed to Cassandra that any man other than Kirtland, and maybe Prinny, would not scruple to come charging up that staircase and straight into her bedchamber if it pleased him to do so.  And to her dismay, she knew it would please a great many men.  But Kirtland?  Even if he was in London, he couldn’t be that desperate to see her.  Not Kirtland.  Certainly not Kirtland. 

“Return his card and tell him that I do not believe him to be Kirtland, and if he does not leave this house at once, I shall have Gill put him out and, if necessary, send for the watch.”

Gill, alas, was pushing seventy and should have been pensioned off years ago.  But upon her return to London, he had been all Cassandra could find in the way of a butler, despite the generous wages she offered.  She knew she was putting him in a bad spot.  But she also suspected a trap awaited her downstairs. 

“Tell him,” she said again, and again Jenny nodded and bobbed and headed back downstairs. 

Moments later, a loud thump echoed from below, and a man’s voice bellowed up the stairs, “Mrs. Frey!  You heartless harridan!”

Cassandra sprang from the dressing table stool as if her derriere had just been pricked. “What?  What did you call me?” She instantly berated herself for blurting out something so absurd.  Of course she heard what he called her, just as she’d heard Jenny the first time she mentioned Kirtland’s name.  And why should Cassandra be so affronted?  She’d been called infinitely worse things.  

Another thump, not unlike the blow of a hammer. “You haven’t changed a jot, have you, Mrs. Frey?  You would make me come all the way up those stairs?  You would prevail upon your butler, who’s old enough to be my fa—my grandfather were he still alive—to bodily remove me at the risk of harm to himself?”

It couldn’t be.  That couldn’t be Kirtland.  It had to be someone who knew about his...limitations.  Then again, who in the ton didn’t know about those limitations?

She swept out of her bedchamber and planted both hands on the upstairs railing. “Who are you?” she called down.  

“Did your maid not inform you?  Did you not read my card?  I’m Kirtland.  And I’m standing right here at the foot of your staircase, if only you’d deign to flutter down from your high and mighty perch just a few steps to see for yourself.” 

“And why should I do that, after the way you speak to me?”

“Oh, you’re a fine one to fire such an accusation at me, Mrs. Frey.  You can’t deny that.”

No, she couldn’t.  Still, “How do I know you’re not claiming to be Kirtland, just to make me come downstairs so you can seize me?”

“Seize you?” he said in disbelief, as if what man in his right mind would ever want to touch Cassandra Frey with the tip of his walking stick, let alone seize her in a forced embrace.

“The Earl of Kirtland never comes to London,” she declared.

“You haven’t been in London for two years yourself, so how would you know?  If you will not come down, Mrs. Frey, then I shall come up.  I suppose you still think I can’t go up and down stairs.  That I can’t hear what you’re saying, as if I’m some kind of dolt.”

At those words, Cassandra felt a cold, sickening qualm squeeze her heart, and crimson heat flaming in her face as long-ago memories assailed her.  

Memories that made her feel ashamed.  Memories she regretted.  For she knew Kirtland was no dolt, and he could certainly mount the staircase if he wished.  

But why would he?

For that matter, why didn’t she ask him?

“Why do you wish to see me?  I should think you’d never wish to see or speak to me again.”

“On the contrary, Mrs. Frey.  Why would I not wish to see my mistress?”

Heaven help her.  He’d heard the rumor.  And now he was here to contradict her—or was he here to take advantage of her claim? 

She didn’t know what to say except, “Where did you hear such a thing?  How can I be your mistress when you’re never in London?”

“Surely we’ve established by now that is obviously not the case.  Did you not inform no less a personage than the Prince Regent that you enjoy some sort of attachment to me that makes you unavailable to him and every other rogue in Town?”

Cassandra tightened her grip on the banister.  Surely his stepmother hadn’t betrayed her? “Where did you hear that?  From Prinny himself?”

“No, I heard it from my cousin, the Duke of Bradbury—who heard it from Prinny himself.”

As long as he didn’t hear it from Lady Frampton. “So help me, I should wring Bradbury’s neck for that,” she muttered, before raising her voice again. “You were never supposed to know, because you never come to London.”

“Madam, would you kindly desist from your insistence that I never come to London when that is clearly not so?  And if you’d like to wring Bradbury’s neck, then come downstairs already so we can join him and his new duchess before we’re late for the opera.  Which is to say, lest we arrive after Prinny.  Yes, I heard you muttering.  You muttered just loud enough for me to hear. Are you going to say that means I can’t possibly be Kirtland, because everyone knows a man born with a clubfoot must be hard of hearing and blind as a bat and otherwise deficient in every other way imaginable?  Do you still hold to such nonsense, Mrs. Frey?”

Cassandra preferred to think she didn’t.  She loosened her grip on the banister as it finally occurred to her that maybe he really was the Earl of Kirtland—especially if he was here with Dane and Cecily, the Duke and Duchess of Bradbury. “Are they with you?  That is, are they downstairs with you or are they waiting in the carriage?”

“They are waiting for us.  Now do come downstairs, so we can get this over with and thereafter go our separate ways.  After all—according to you—I should never be in London.”

Get this over with? What on earth did he mean by that?  Again, why didn’t she ask him?  She let go of the banister altogether and stalked to the head of the staircase. “You say that as if this is something you have no wish to do.”

“Rest assured it is something I have no wish to do.  I’m only doing this as a favor to the duke and duchess.  And I am weary of shouting at a disembodied voice on the next floor.  We need only do this for one night, and then I shall plague you no more.”

She started down the staircase. “There’s only one tiny problem with that, my lord.  You may well be the only bachelor currently in London who isn’t plaguing me—at least not in the manner the others are—unless you’re here for the same reason they’re now so doggedly pursuing me?”

“For your fortune?  Oh, perish the thought, Mrs. Frey.  I’m heir to the Marquess of Frampton, with a castle on the Borders and a townhouse in London and another belonging to my stepmother in Bath.”

Where Cassandra thought she might go after this night.  She’d attended school there, and her late husband had been a vicar whose living was in the gift of the Marquess of Carswell on his estate not far from Bath.  Maybe Lord Carswell had a vacant cottage she could rent.  Otherwise, she thought, Frampton Castle might be the ideal place for her to hide from fortune hunters. 

As she descended the staircase, she finally glimpsed the man who claimed to be the Earl of Kirtland.  He bore no resemblance to any of the so-called gentlemen who’d been chasing her around Town since her return from the Continent.  Still, she couldn’t say in all honesty that she recognized him immediately.  She’d never noticed his eyes until now, a cold, piercing silvery blue.  Certainly she recalled the raven hair and aquiline nose.  But eight years had passed since their last encounter, and she could have sworn the Kirtland of eight years ago had been shorter and pudgier—not to mention more soft-spoken, giving rise to whispers among the ton that he couldn’t talk any more than he could hear or see or even form a coherent thought about anything.  

Now he appeared to be as tall as Cassandra, who was taller than most men of her acquaintance, to include her late husband.  He’d lost the pudginess and now appeared slender but muscular, as if he’d been exercising on a regular basis, working to overcome the weaknesses that had been the bane of his earlier youth.  He still clutched a walking stick, and it was obvious that he needed it for something more substantial than because it was fashionable for a gentleman to carry one.  She despised herself for letting her gaze drop to his right foot that still turned inward instead of—

“As you can see, it’s still the same,” he said crisply. “Now are you convinced that I’m Kirtland, the erstwhile butt of your jokes?”

She met his icy gaze. “I am, my lord.  But I’m not convinced of why you are here.” 

“I am here to take you to the opera.  I believe the duke and duchess invited you to join them this eve?”

“Yes, but they said nothing about bringing you along,” she blurted, only to realize how horrid that sounded. “That is—what I mean is that they said nothing about having invited another person, in particular a gentleman—but I do not specifically mean you.” Or the Earl of Whidbey, she silently added.  Imagine if they’d surprised her with him?  Oh, what a mess she’d made.  

Once upon a time, Kirtland had been the blurter.  But not Cassandra.  Never Cassandra Diana Payne Frey, who’d always been so confident and self-assured because of her golden beauty that she could make any man do anything she wanted.  She’d even persuaded the Duke of Bradbury to end their arranged betrothal so she could pursue Whidbey.  On second thought, she couldn’t make any man do anything she wanted, or she’d be married to Whidbey now, perhaps as miserable as she’d been with the man she actually did marry. 

What she’d once possessed was the power to break men’s hearts.  And she was acutely aware she’d broken the heart of the man standing before her now, as if he meant to give her another chance—as if he believed he was the one with that power now. 

As if he hadn’t learned anything the first time. 

He broke into her reverie. “Then you’re not disappointed it’s me instead of someone else?” 

She nearly sighed in relief that he didn’t speak Whidbey’s name. “No.  If anything, I’m bewildered.  Why would you...” She was about to blurt something again, but this time she caught herself, “...agree to be my escort to the opera?”

He offered her a brittle smile. “I detect a gap in your query, Mrs. Frey.”

“I do believe I made myself quite clear.”

“Yes, you did, but you were going to say something else, were you not?”

She averted her gaze as she finished descending the staircase. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 

As she reached the foot, she took great care to give him a wide berth as she swept past him, for she prided herself on her graceful sweeps past people, yet suddenly, for the first time, she feared stumbling as he always did, much to the merriment of her and certain, former friends.

“It was right there in your emphasis of the second person pronoun,” he said. “Yes, Mrs. Frey, you wish to know why I, of all people, wish to—”

“That is not what I said.” Suddenly she was flustered, but thankful she was no longer near the staircase. 

“I agree that is not what you said.  But you almost said it.  As if you still consider me the last man in the world you would permit to escort you to the opera.”

She could recall quite vividly a time when that was very much the case, and for the worst possible reasons. “It might interest Your Lordship to know that these days I do keep a list of so-called ‘last men’, but rest assured you’re not on it.”

“Because I never come to London, is that it?”

“I didn’t say that, either.”

“You’ve said it several times already this evening.”

“And I’ve resolved never to say it again, since you are quite obviously here in London.  Shall we go, my lord?  We don’t want to keep Their Graces waiting.” By now, she couldn’t wait to get into that carriage where she might feel less flustered than she did now.  

Blast it!  Cassandra was never flustered by anything or anyone—especially the Earl of Kirtland!  

Of all people, no less.  She couldn’t deny it, if only to herself. “Gill?  My cloak and reticule, please.  We’re leaving now for the opera.” To the earl, “I suppose Their Graces don’t wish for an odd number of people in their box, and that’s why they asked you to come along this evening.” 

That brittle smile had long since dissolved into a frown. “Or maybe that’s why they asked you.  But if they think to play matchmakers—” He thumped his walking stick on the floor as if that said it all.  

“Oh, I hope they know better than to do that,” Cassandra had to agree.

“I’m doing this strictly as a favor,” he reminded her—not that she needed reminding, but she wouldn’t quibble about that, since she’d already said only eight hundred times that he never came to London.

“But if they’re not trying to play matchmaker, and you’re doing this only as a favor, then pray, what did they have in mind?” she asked, as the two of them stepped out the front door.  He did not reply as he gingerly made his way down the few steps to the pavement while she kept her gloved hand ever so lightly on his free arm. 

A footman in Bradbury livery opened the carriage door. 

“After you, Mrs. Frey,” said Kirtland. 

Cassandra already spotted the duchess seated alone on the front-facing seat, and swiftly joined her.  The duke, meanwhile, occupied the rear-facing seat. “Good evening, Cassandra, and so good to see you!  Cecily and I were beginning to fear you weren’t coming this evening.” 

“With all due respect, Your Grace, I fear neither of you warned me that you were sending a stranger to fetch me out,” she replied, even though Kirtland wasn’t exactly a stranger.  Would he deny that was the case?  He boarded the carriage and plopped down on the opposite seat next to Bradbury, saying not a word, but only staring straight ahead at Cassandra as if daring her to tell—oh, blast it all—blurt out more faradiddles.  

Once upon a time she might have lashed out at him for staring at her like a lovesick fool.  Only he wasn’t lovesick now, nor did she believe he was still a fool.  And she didn’t want to cause trouble in the presence of his ducal cousins.  She averted her gaze to the door as the footman closed it.  

“I’m surprised you two haven’t met before now,” Cecily remarked. “A stranger?  Why didn’t you say something, Ned?  Do you mean to tell us that you’ve never been properly introduced to Mrs. Frey?”

“There is no need for us to be properly introduced,” answered Kirtland. “Your husband asked me to come along tonight as a favor for just about everyone but me.  Which is to say I, apparently, am the only one who will not benefit from Mrs. Frey’s company this evening, but somehow, she will and—”

“Pray, what is going on?” Cassandra asked, this time pointedly turning her head to regard Cecily who looked all innocence, and uncharacteristically so. 

“Do you mean Ned hasn’t explained it to you already?  I thought surely he might have done so, forasmuch as he was inside your house for quite some time before he finally emerged in your company.”

Bradbury chuckled. “And here I thought they might have been doing what you and I were doing while we were out here waiting in this darkened carriage.”

“Perish the thought,” Kirtland snapped, as if he’d rather be dead than touch Cassandra with a ten-foot pole, never mind his walking stick.

He hadn’t always thought that way about her. 

“All he said was that he was accompanying me to the opera as a favor to you,” she said. “I trust you’re not playing matchmaker?”

“You may perish that thought, as well,” Kirtland added. 

Cassandra kept her gaze on Cecily.  She honestly feared if she so much as glanced at Kirtland, his blazing glare would reduce her in a flash to a pile of very fine ash. 

He’d never forgiven her for what happened the last time they met.  He never would.  

And she could scarcely blame him.

As the carriage rolled down the street toward Covent Garden, Bradbury said, “People—but especially Prinny—have only to see you in our box with Kirtland for one night, Cassandra—just one night—to believe the rumor that you are under his protection.”

“You’re saying the rumor itself is not enough?  That I must actually be seen with Lord Kirtland as his mistress?  His doxy?  His light o’ love?”

“By all means perish that thought,” Kirtland rapped out. 

She finally glanced his way.  To her surprise, she did not disintegrate into cinders, but she could still feel the heat from his glare. “And I do believe you’ve now said that as many times as I’ve said this evening that you never come to London.” She glowered back at the duke, who looked his usually devilish self. “I did not come back to England to be anyone’s mistress, regardless of what they say about me.  Just because—” Oh, what was the point in saying anything more?  Two years on the Continent hadn’t changed what anyone thought of her.  No one had forgotten.  No one would ever forget.  And therefore, no one would ever forgive.

Save for the fortune hunters, of course. 

“Then why did you tell Prinny otherwise?” Bradbury inquired. 

“To fend him off, of course!  He’s been dangling after me ever since the night of your engagement ball.  I finally told him I have an attachment to someone else, and when he demanded to know the gentleman’s identity, Kirtland’s name came off the top of my head because he—” In other words, she’d blurted his name, blast it all, but not really.  She’d named Kirtland because that was what his stepmother advised Cassandra to tell Prinny. “He—well, all right, so he seldom comes to London, but I thought that would end the matter, and maybe even deter the fortune hunters.  One could have assumed the attachment was a betrothal or courtship—another thought Kirtland will surely perish—but instead I must be his mistress because I can’t be anything else now.” 

Cecily pressed her gloved hand over Cassandra’s. “You mustn’t believe that.”

But Cassandra did.  And she knew she had no one to blame but herself.

“Cecily and I are both cousins to Kirtland,” Bradbury pointed out. “He made a rare visit to London to attend our wedding.  In the meantime, rumor now has it that you are his mistress, but no one, including Prinny, believes it.  God alone knows why.” 

“No, I know why, too,” Kirtland muttered darkly.

As if the earl hadn’t spoken, the duke went on, “Therefore, here is what I propose:  All the two of you must do is spend one evening being seen together at the opera.  That should convince your unwanted suitors that you are not available.  You need not be under Kirtland’s protection or even his betrothed, but after this evening, those rogues should leave you alone.” 

Cassandra pondered.  Such a plan might work.  She’d been hounded relentlessly by fortune hunters ever since her return to England.  Odd how they didn’t consider her past scandals to be a deterrent.  Only the more respectable, financially secure gentlemen did.  

“Frankly, I don’t think it will work,” said Kirtland. “Few men in London will consider me much of a threat.”

“You must stop thinking of yourself that way,” chided Cecily.

“No?  Well, if they see me in the company of Mrs. Frey, they might well think that if I can form an attachment with her, any man should be able to do so and with the greatest of ease.  I gather that’s not what she wants.”

“It isn’t,” Cassandra said.

“Just see what happens once you’re in the box,” Bradbury said, as the carriage suddenly halted in a brightly lit street.  Cassandra peered out the window to see they’d already arrived at Covent Garden.

The carriage door swung open, not on the Bradburys’ side, but on the side occupied by Kirtland and Cassandra.  The side facing the opera. 

“You first, Ned,” the duke prodded. 

“But you know how long it takes me—”

“That’s fine.  We’ll wait.”

“I don’t see why the carriage didn’t draw up the other way, so you and Cecily could alight first,” Kirtland grumbled, as he awkwardly eased himself out of the carriage. “Pardon me, Mrs. Frey, but I truly do not intend to touch your knees.” The unspoken words, or any other part of you hung inside the carriage like an invisible, noxious vapor. 

“That’s all right, I do understand,” she said, realizing that it couldn’t be as easy for him to get in and out of carriages as other people.  She’d never given it a thought until now, and fancied few of those other people ever did, either. 

Once he was outside the carriage, his gloved hand jabbed back inside, ready to take hers.  Since Cassandra was quite capable of disembarking from a carriage without any assistance, she endeavored to do so now, not wishing to be a burden to him.  She only lightly touched his hand as she stepped down onto the pavement.  

“Splendid!” said Bradbury, who with his duchess remained seated inside the carriage. “Now let us go.  On to the Ainsley musicale, coachman!”

“Enjoy the opera, dears!” Cecily said, fluttering her fingers as the footman closed the door before swinging back into the tiger’s seat as the carriage glided away.

Cassandra and the Earl of Kirtland, standing side-by-side on the pavement, gaped at the departing carriage and chorused, “What?”
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Chapter Two
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EDWARD “NED” RANDOLPH, Earl of Kirtland and heir to the Marquess of Frampton, stood next to the woman who’d humiliated him and crushed his heart eight years ago, staring at the back of Bradbury’s carriage as it rolled away, leaving him on the curb with the heartbreaker at his side—the widowed Cassandra Frey.  He’d been secretly fascinated to learn she was claiming his protection purely on the idea that he should have been too far away from London to call her bluff.  He didn’t doubt she was thinking she’d gotten more than she bargained for.  He wondered if he’d feel the same after this evening. 

So it came as no surprise when she broke the stunned silence with the words, “We needn’t do this, my lord.”

“Do what?”

“Attend the opera.” 

He continued peering into the darkness that had swallowed up his cousin’s carriage. “Then what do you suggest we do, Mrs. Frey?”

“There’s a queue of hackneys across the street.  You could hire one to take me back to my house, and thence to wherever you wish to go.” 

He tapped his walking stick on the pavement as he shifted his gaze to the parade of hackneys for hire. “What a splendid idea!  Perhaps you’d like to wait here while I venture over yonder to see about engaging one of them?”

“Oh, I can’t let you do that, my lord.”

“No?  Well, I can’t very well allow you to do it in my stead.”

“Why not?  I assure you, I’ve hired hackneys before.”

“After dark?”

“When the alternative was walking all the way back home in that dark, yes. ’Twas after I was widowed, of course.  I could never have done such a thing before I entered that sad state.”

Ned harrumphed. “Odd, but you’ve never seemed particularly sad in that state, Mrs. Frey.”

Her tone sharpened. “How would you know?  You’ve been listening to gossip, my lord, forasmuch as you haven’t seen me in many years.”

“Eight, to be precise, and I have seen you since then.  Yes, even though you believe I never come to London, and on what grounds? ’Twould seem you heed the gossips as well.  Or maybe it’s because I’ve taken such great care to avoid you that you’ve never seen me.  Mind you, I’m quite sure it also helped that you never troubled yourself to actually look for me.  Then again, why would you?  For that matter, why haven’t you hailed yourself a hackney already just to get away from me and my constant stream of blather?  I’ll wager you never knew I could talk so much.” Come to think of it, he never knew it, either.  He could only blame eight years of pent-up resentment boiling beneath the foam of this unexpected turn of events.  

He barely heard her little gasp of outrage. “You say that as if you expect me to board a hackney all by myself and leave you here.”

“Why not?  Didn’t you say you were quite capable of hiring a hackney on your own?”

“Yes, but only when I have no other choice.”

“Ah!  Then what other choices do you have in this instance?”

“Lord Kirtland.” She paused for a moment before expanding on that. “I cannot, in all good conscience, leave you standing here.”

He couldn’t help chuckling. “Pray, when did you acquire a conscience, Mrs. Frey?  I’ll warrant that must be the sad part of your widowed state.”

“Very well, then kindly explain how you intend to get back home, since the duke seems to have stranded you here.”

So she still thought he was as helpless and defenseless and yea, even as mindless as a first-season debutante who’d lost her chaperone in the crowds at Vauxhall Gardens.  Then again, no one had ever questioned how he got home the night of her brutal rebuff.  

“We’re not on St. Helena, but in London,” he reminded her. “Are you suggesting I can’t hire my own hackney?”

Cassandra—for that was how he always thought of her—finally stepped in front of him.  Facing him.  Looking at him as if he were out of his mind.

And because she did so, Ned felt free to gaze straight back at her the same way.   

She was of a height with him, so it was easy.  He couldn’t deny she was as beautiful now as she was then, a golden-haired ice princess with eyes of a color that could be violet or lavender or even lilac, but never plain blue.  She even preferred to wear those shades, as if she knew—and why would she not?—that such colors not only suited her, but even enhanced and deepened the color of her eyes.  

Or maybe that was because those colors were acceptable for widows who were no longer in deep mourning.  Either way, the colors suited her, and tonight, beneath her plum-colored cloak, she wore a gown in a color he could only describe as amethyst, a purple jewel that almost matched her eyes at this moment.  Her lashes were so thick as to be bronzed instead of gilded, with delicately arched brows to match, while her lips were as full and pink as ever.

And he still longed to kiss them.  

But he knew he never would.  Not on his own initiative, and he would be exceedingly suspicious of any attempt on her part to make any first moves.  He would not be fooled again. 

“Lord Kirtland.” Again she said his name as if it were an independent sentence. “Are you suggesting we leave in separate hackneys?”

“I’m suggesting no such thing.  You’re the one who seems to think you have no choice but to hire a hackney for yourself.  And if that’s what you believe, then who am I to stop you?  Go forth and find your hackney.”

A vertical crease appeared between her brows as she narrowed her gaze. “What about you?  What do you intend to do?”

“Why should that matter to you?  But since you asked, I feel that as long as I’m here and dressed for the occasion, then I might as well go inside and see the opera.  If you wish to find yourself a hackney and return home, that is entirely your affair.”

Another staring contest ensued, but Ned was determined to win.  He could barely suppress a smile as she finally blinked.

“I was rather looking forward to the opera myself this evening,” she said, “but—”

“Then let us go inside,” he said, as he turned to make his way up the steps. “Unless you can’t bear the thought of being seen with me.”

Quick, light footsteps hastened up behind him, slowing only when she came abreast of him. “I assure you that’s not why, my lord.” 

“I can’t say as I have any reason to believe otherwise.” 

“If you must know, I have been laboring under an apprehension that perhaps you would not wish to be seen with me.”

“Laboring,” he muttered. “As if you’ve been struggling to roll a great stone up a steep hill.”

“Oh, not like Sisyphus.”  

Surprise prompted him to cast an intrigued glance her way. “Ah, then you know about Sisyphus?”

“I’d like to think I know more, and even that I know better, than I did the last time we saw each other,” she replied. “Or should I say, the last time I saw you, since you claim to have seen me many times since.”

They neared the grand entrance of Covent Garden. “Do tell, Mrs. Frey.  Why have you been laboring under a misapprehension—for it is a misapprehension—that I would not wish to be seen with you?  I thought every man in London was falling at your feet these days, eager and panting to be seen with you, if not to catch you alone.  Oh wait, how clumsy of me.  Since according to you, I never come to London, I cannot possibly be one of those men.” He turned to regard her, but she appeared to be glancing around as if determined to look anywhere but at him. “I say, are you searching for someone in particular?  Someone who might rescue you from my clutches?  Not Prinny, but the man for whom you have a secret but hopeless preference?  Dare I say—”

“Not him.  I’m done with him forever.” She said this as if she intended him to believe that she really, really meant it this time.

“What makes you think I was going to say his name?” asked Ned, who knew bloody well to whom she referred. “Why would I?  I already know he’ll never come to your rescue, for all that he’s had more than one chance to do so, God knows.”  

“If you must know,” she said, “I was looking for Lady Nellis.  She always seems to pop up at the most awkward of moments to make the worst possible assumptions only to spread them all over Town.”

They entered the lobby. “What assumption do you fear she’d make were she to see us now?”

“That we have no wish to be in each other’s company, and therefore I can’t possibly be your—your—whatever it is of yours that I’m supposed to be.”

She had a point. “Then don’t you think we should endeavor, just for this one night, to act as if you are whatever it is of mine that you’re supposed to be?”

She finally settled her gaze on him again, and not for the first time, he felt himself falling under the spell of her lilac eyes. “You would do this for me?”

“I daresay I am doing it.”

“And if it doesn’t work?”

“That depends.  How will you know if it doesn’t work?”

“Well, if the fortune hunters or even Prinny continue to importune me...”

“My cousin Bradbury is convinced it will work.  But we must make it work, Mrs. Frey.  Therefore, it might behoove us to at least pretend as if we’re mad for each other, instead of at each other.  Though why you should be mad at me, I cannot imagine.”

“I’m not mad at you, my lord.  I only don’t want you to do this if you’d rather not.”

“Mrs. Frey.” Ned could do this, too—say her name as if it were an independent sentence, as if to warn her that he was about to say something very important. “If that were the case, then I would have already hailed one of those hackneys across the street to take me back home, while you’d still be standing on the pavement out there.  Or maybe you wouldn’t, since you’ve assured me that you’re quite capable of hailing your own hackney when occasion demands.” She opened her mouth and he hastily added, “No, I take all of that back.  If I didn’t really wish to be here this evening, then I would still be sitting at home in front of the fire with my feet up, brandy in one hand and a good book in the other.”

That vertical crease appeared between her brows again, and he was fairly certain what she was about to ask. 

“Don’t bother inquiring why I would really wish to do this,” he said. “It so happens I enjoy the opera, but it’s rather tedious having to go all alone.” 

“And you couldn’t find anyone else to go with you?”

“Does that surprise you?  At first I thought I was accompanying my cousins, the duke and duchess, at their invitation.  Instead—well, here we are.”

“But you’re still an eligible bachelor.  If you enjoy the opera, then why not go with a young debutante and her eager mama?”

Surely she knew why, having once been a young debutante herself, one who had cruelly rejected him.  He kept his gaze fixed straight ahead. “The young debutantes were all married off last spring.”

“Very well, then those who didn’t take.  That would seem to be one purpose for the prevailing Little Season.” 

Ned didn’t care for the direction of this conversation. “As long as we’re both here, let us make the best of it and enjoy the opera just for this evening.”

Few people remained in the lobby, and Ned didn’t recognize any of them, not that he took a good look.  If Cassandra recognized anyone, she did not give any indication.  They did not say another word to each other as he slowly led her up the staircase to the Duke of Bradbury’s private box. 

The opera had not yet started when they finally entered the box.  The lights in Covent Garden were never extinguished even after the curtain rose, so anyone could easily see that the Earl of Kirtland, in accordance with current hearsay, was accompanied by London’s most notorious widow otherwise known as Cassandra Frey.  

With a pinch in his heart that still made him wince, Ned could vividly recall a time when this would have been the greatest moment of his life—before she became Mrs. Frey, when she was still Miss Cassandra Payne, the most beautiful, sparkling diamond of the London Season.  Most if not all the young bachelors of that time could only dream of catching her eye or even her hand—but especially her heart.  

None of them had stood a chance due to two rumors, one of which Ned knew to be not entirely true.  

That rumor held that Miss Payne was one of several young ladies who had been promised to Ned’s cousin, Dane Armstrong, the Duke of Bradbury, by his late father.  But Dane had assured Ned that he had no interest in Cassandra (or the others), that he had even released her from their betrothal at her request, so if Ned wished to press his suit, Dane would not stand in his way.  

But there had been another obstacle that constituted the other rumor, and this turned out to be too entirely true.  Cassandra fancied herself in love with the Earl of Whidbey, who did not return the sentiment.  But she would have done anything to land him, and she did do anything, with results disastrous to her as well as Ned, who’d been unwittingly snared into her scheme.  

He had yet to forgive her.  And judging from her behavior thus far this evening, she bloody well knew it.  

He hoped very much to forgive her one day, if only she showed the proper remorse.  In the meantime, he saw no reason not to sport with her as she’d once sported with him.  

Fleetingly, he wondered if he could make her fall in love with him, only to reject her as she’d once rejected him.  

Ned waited until she sat down, and then he took the seat next to her as he swept his gaze around the cavernous opera house.  

Everyone, it seemed, was looking at him and Cassandra.  

A rare sense of satisfaction washed through him, and he couldn’t help smiling. 

Maybe this was the greatest moment of his life, after all.  So far. 

He turned to regard her.  She was also smiling, as if pleased to be here with him.  Of course she was only play-acting.  He knew that now, from the sad experience of days long past.  

“Do you see how they’re all looking at us?” he asked. 

“Yes, I do see,” she replied, still smiling. “Most of them look as if they can’t believe it.”

“And why not?  Lord Kirtland, crippled hermit, with London’s most beautiful diamond at his side.”

Her smile faded as her gaze pierced his own. “You shouldn’t say that about yourself.  Or about me.  Let us endeavor to make them believe their lying eyes, my lord.  She extended her gloved right hand toward him. “Take it and kiss it if you like.” 

In spite of his earlier reservations about her making the first move, Ned took her hand in his, lifting it just high enough for others to see. “I shall do more than that.  Why kiss—” He glanced down at the glove that gleamed in the candlelight. “What is this, satin or silk?  Not that it matters.  I don’t want to kiss your glove.  I’d much rather kiss your naked hand.” He lifted his eyes to hers, and was further satisfied to notice they’d widened. “Does that not make sense to you?  For what is the point of kissing fabric?” 

She smiled again. “You do have a point.”

“Yes, and we have another point to make this evening,” he murmured. “If you wish to convince everyone that you, and ergo your fortune, are already spoken for, then what better time to brand you as mine?”

She held his gaze, unblinking. “The buttons begin at the elbow, my lord.”

With his other hand, Ned reached under her forearm for the buttons on her glove, and slowly unplucked them, one by one.  

“If you don’t hurry,” she said, “the overture will start before you finish.”

“This is the overture, Mrs. Frey,” he said, as he released the last button and tugged the glove off of her hand.

“The curtain is rising, my lord,” she said. 

So was something else inside this box and on his chair.  Inside his breeches, to be precise.  He bent his head and brushed the back of her hand with his lips.  Her hand was as pale and silky smooth as her discarded glove. 

And so the overture commenced. 

Ned wondered how far up her arm he could plant kisses.  There was only one way to find out.  With each beat of the music, every escalation in notes, he traced his lips past her wrist and up her forearm.  She made no move to draw her hand away.  Because she was enjoying it, or because she knew if she betrayed the slightest revulsion, the purpose of this would be all for naught?  He wasn’t exactly in the best position to check her facial expression.  All he could do was keep going up the silken length of her arm, breathing in the sweet scent of jasmine.  She’d placed drops of the delightful scent not only inside of her wrist, but inside of her elbow.  

With his other hand he cupped her elbow, gently squeezing it.  Fondling it, as if it were one of her breasts, but harder, of course.  As hard as he was now.  

From there he started nibbling on her upper arm.  He thought he heard a tiny gasp, a little catch of breath.  From Cassandra, or a shocked matron in an adjacent box?  

But the higher up her arm his lips traveled, the closer he came to a more scandalous zone.  He nestled his cheek against the softness of her breast as his brow came into contact with a bow adorning the puffed sleeve of her gown.  

How easy it would be, and how tempting it was, to pull down that sleeve and bare her shoulder in front of half the ton!  

Instead, he reluctantly sat up to survey her facial expression.  Her eyes were closed, her lips parted in a dreamy little smile as she tilted her head back ever so slightly.  

She looked as if she was thoroughly enjoying this.  On the other hand, it wouldn’t surprise him if her eyes were closed because she was thinking of England.  Or worse, Lord Whidbey.  Maybe she closed her eyes to pretend Ned was really Whidbey.

He didn’t dare look away from her to see if anyone else was watching.  By now he assumed everyone was watching.  Even the tenor who’d just entered stage left or right.  

She lifted her left hand. “Now my other arm,” she said, her eyes still closed, yet to his astonishment, she swiftly unbuttoned the glove herself, as if she couldn’t wait for him to repeat the performance.  She breathed deeply, quickly, almost but not quite panting as she tore off the glove and tossed it aside...and over the railing into the pit below.  

Amid the music and singing, Ned discerned gasps and whispers and ripples of laughter, though the opera was by no means comedic.  

“I believe tonight you shall start a new fashion, Mrs. Frey,” he said softly. “On the morrow, all ladies shall step out wearing only one glove.” Again he bent his head to her hand, about to kiss the back of it when a glint of gold caught his eye.  

She still wore her wedding ring.  

He flicked his eyes up to hers.  Instead of appearing dismayed, she looked decidedly sheepish. “If I’d had the slightest clue you’d be making love to me tonight, I might have removed that ring and left it in my jewelry box before coming downstairs this eve,” she said. “Shall I remove it?”

He couldn’t help smiling. “And toss it over the railing along with your glove?  I don’t believe that will be necessary.” Holding her hand in his, he lightly pressed his thumb over the ring as he planted a line of kisses from the back of her hand to her wrist, and from there to her elbow, breathing deeply of the jasmine scent. 

With her other hand she grabbed her skirt and to his further shock, pulled it up past her knee. “And maybe, on the morrow, all ladies will step out wearing only one stocking?”

She couldn’t be serious.  Then again, he couldn’t believe his eyes.  There was her leg, extended in plain sight.  Her garter was right at his fingertips, tied in a neat bow.  All he had to do was give it the slightest tug and it would drop from her thigh.  

Her thigh—exposed in his cousin’s not-so-private box.  

He hadn’t planned to go so far this evening.  He’d expected some fluttering of her fan, an exchange of smiles, maybe a bit of winking, perhaps her hand on his knee, but thus far she was the sole beneficiary of the show now playing in Bradbury’s box.  Ned would wager not one single person in the opposite boxes was watching the opera.  

At least he hoped that was the case.  

Cassandra finally opened her eyes. “Well, go on, my lord.  What are you waiting for?” 

“Surely you don’t want me to—” 

“You’re a man, are you not?  Then you should know it doesn’t matter what I want.  It only matters what you want.”

What he wanted was to rip off both stockings and dive between those creamy thighs, but not necessarily at this time and place.  

Yet she was making it extremely difficult for him to think otherwise.  In fact, she was making it damned near impossible.  His arousal was threatening to burst through the falls of his breeches. 

“Well?” she prodded, and if that wasn’t enough—for it wasn’t—she lifted her foot, and propped it on the edge of his seat, right between his knees.  

Shrieks pierced the air from other boxes, for Cassandra’s knee was now on full display.  

Good God, no wonder she had a reputation so notorious that not even marriage to a middle-aged vicar, followed by widowhood, was enough to extinguish the flames of scandal.  As it was, Ned felt his own honorable reputation going up in smoke just sitting here with her.  

Edward Randolph, Earl of Kirtland and heir to the Marquess of Frampton, was now officially a rake.  

Clubbed foot notwithstanding, what matchmaking mama would let her innocent daughter near him now?

It was rather a heady feeling, and he had to admit he liked it. 

“Should I lift the other foot?” she asked. “There’s an extra chair over here—I could use that one.  Just—”

Ned thought of her with her other foot propped up in that extra chair, with her skirt past her thighs.  Was she even wearing drawers?  Some women didn’t.  But he’d surely find out if she propped up her other foot. 

“Well?” she asked, her voice soft and dangerously seductive. “What do you want me to do?”

“Not right now, but maybe later I’d like you to explain to me why you weren’t as concerned with what I wanted eight years ago,” he heard himself saying. 

He held his breath, waiting for a frown.  Expecting a scowl. 

Instead she smiled. “And what did you want eight years ago?”

He couldn’t deny it. “What you’re doing now.”

She leaned towards him, her cleavage pressed against her raised knee, her breasts on either side of it. “That’s easily explained, and it needn’t wait for later.  I wasn’t a widow then, or anyone’s mistress.”

“So you weren’t,” he had to agree. “But are you absolutely certain the other men want you for your fortune, and not...” He cupped a hand over her silk-covered knee, his fingers perilously close to those twin mounds of ivory flesh. “...this?”

“Do you want me for my fortune?” Her eyes were wide, limpid, lilac. 

“I have no need for it.” 

“But you do have a need for this?”

Oh God, did he ever!  Never in his wildest dreams had he ever imagined possessing any woman, let alone Cassandra Frey, in his cousin’s private opera box.  

The box had curtains that could close and conceal them from prying eyes if she was willing to accommodate him.  And she certainly seemed willing.  Granted, everyone would know or at least guess what the two of them were doing, or maybe just pretending to do, if he closed the curtains, but—but—what in God’s name was holding him back?  

Only the memory of his last encounter with her, still burning like a fresh brand stamped into his heart.  He had to remain on his guard with her.  For all he knew, she’d plotted this whole thing not with his cousins but with Lord Whidbey or his virago of a sister.  

“Well?” she asked a third time, and it vaguely occurred to him that she’d said it almost as many times as her assertion that he never came to London. 

With one furtive tug, he loosened the bow on her garter and it fluttered to the floor.  Cassandra sat back in her chair with a smirk that instantly sharpened that burning memory, as if the brand were also a blade.  

She was playing him false again.  Even if Whidbey wasn’t involved, she’d clearly managed to recruit Ned’s own relatives this time.  He’d have words with Bradbury on the
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