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THE TWELVE LABORS OF HERCULES

as interpreted by Pandora Effington
from the writings of
Lord and Lady Harold Effington

      
1. Defeat the lion of Nemea.

      
2. Defeat the nine-headed Hydra.

      
3. Capture the gold-horned deer of Diana.

      
4. Defeat the wild boar of Erymanthus.

      
5. Clean the Augean Stables.

      
6. Drive away the carnivorous birds of Stymphalis.

      
7. Capture the wild bull of Crete.

      
8. Tame the man-eating mares of Diomedes.

      
9. Capture the cattle of Geryon.

      
10. Obtain the girdle of the Queen of the Amazons.

      
11. Retrieve the golden apples of the Hesperides.

      
12. Defeat the three-headed hound guarding the gates of Hades and rescue Theseus from the Chair of Forgetfulness.
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Chapter 1


        
The Opening Gambit

      


      

        

          
Spring, 1818
        




You, my lord, are a rake and a rogue. A scoundrel. Pandora Effington leveled a gaze filled with every vile thought she could marshal at Maximillian Wells, the Earl of Trent. In short, sir, you are a beast.

        
Trent stepped into the secluded salon, within easy distance of the crowded ballroom of the Marquess and Marchioness of Rockingham, yet far enough away to provide a discreet meeting place for a private assignation. Am I?

        
You are indeed. You should probably be shot.

        
I scarcely know what to say. He snapped the doors closed behind him.

        
A twinge of apprehension stabbed at her. Perhaps it was not a good idea to be alone with a rake, a rogue, a scoundrel, and a beast.

        
Except, of course, amusement glimmered in his eye, thank you.

        

          Thank you? Why, the man was as arrogant as she had heard.

        
The corners of his mouth twitched as if he struggled to hold back a grin. It is not often that one receives such a compliment.

        
It was in no way intended as a compliment. In the space of a few moments, Trent had managed to turn the conversation completely around. Why was she surprised? She should have expected that he wouldn't believe her comments were criticism of the highest order. His reputation preceded him.

        
Trent leaned against the carved fireplace mantel in a manner at once casual and challenging. Perhaps it was not intended as such, but it was indeed high praise. Although I must admit, I did not expect flattery when you lured me in here.

        
Oh? Pandora was never particularly given to caution, but the same instinct that kept her from straying too far past the bounds of proper behavior warned her now to take care. Still, curiosity was as integral to her existence as the beat of her heart. What did you expect?

        
Trent raised a brow.

        
Pandora laughed in spite of her annoyance. He did indeed have an inflated opinion of himself. Surely, you did not presume--

        
Trent nodded, a slow smile spreading across his face. What would you have me believe? I am enticed into a private setting--

        
I did not entice you.

        
--For reasons completely unknown to me--

        
I intend to make those perfectly clear.

        

          --By a woman who is no longer a green girl, and by all accounts should know what she is about. I believe this is your eighth season, is it not?

        
It should not have bothered her, this reminder that in a life filled with the excitement of following her own rules, her inability or unwillingness to marry was a failure in the eyes of most. Yet it did. Always. Her amusement vanished and she gritted her teeth. Seventh.

        
Forgive me. One tends to lose track when a young lady passes a certain age. But then again, the term young is relative, don't you think?

        
I am barely four-and-twenty. Hardly in my dotage.

        
As old as that, he murmured. One would consider most women of that age past their prime and firmly on the shelf.

        
If I am on the shelf, it's because I prefer to be there. She settled on the edge of a perfectly appointed settee in the perfectly appointed salon and adopted a calm demeanor that belied her irritation at his condescending attitude. I quite value my independence.

        
Oh? Skepticism rang in his tone. I thought the wish of every unmarried young woman of notable family was to wed, preferably to a noble title and nobler income.

        
She raised her chin. It has never been my particular desire to marry.

        
Come now, my dear. The expression on his face verged on pity and her hand itched to slap it off. One would have to have been blind and deaf not to have noticed the enthusiasm with which you've thrown yourself into the festivities of the marriage mart the past eight seasons.

        
Six. Was he deliberately baiting her, or was he really as sanctimonious as he sounded?

        
The number scarcely matters; suffice it to say, it is considerable. If you are not interested in marriage, as you claim, what are you interested in? He paused as if struck by the answer to his own question. Forgive me, I should have realized.

        
Realizedwhat? She did not like the knowing look in his eye.

        
In two strides he was by her side, towering over her in a most disconcerting way. Quickly she rose to her feet. He stood nearly a foot taller than she, and his eyes, gray and deep, gazed down at her in an impertinent and assessing manner. No, she did not like the look in his eyes at all. Unease fluttered in her stomach. He stood far closer than propriety dictated, and while she'd never cared about silly edicts before, at once she comprehended their worth.

        
I take pride in being an intelligent man, but tonight I seem to have forgotten myself. He took her hand, turned it palm up, and lightly brushed his lips against the sensitive skin of her wrist, revealed by an unbuttoned gap in her glove. Her breath caught. I understand completely now.

        
You do? Why didn't she? She too prided herself on her intelligence. Yet at the moment she could do little more than wonder why she had never before realized gray was quite an intriguing shade for a man's eyes.

        
Indeed. He nodded soberly. While in most circumstances the daughter of a viscount would have to depend on marriage to secure her future, all of London knows your father has seen fit to ensure you not only a substantial inheritance, but funding enough to provide you with independence even now.

        
He still held her hand in his, only now his thumb traced lazy circles in her palm. Shivers skated down her spine. It has long been rumored that's why you have not felt it necessary to pursue marriage. And at this juncture, as the possibility of a suitable marriage dwindles with the years, you have made another plan for your life.

        
I have? Why was he doing that to her hand? He studied her as if she were a delectable meal and he a discriminating connoisseur. Other men had, of course, regarded her in that way, but never had such a perusal seemed quite so personal, so intimate. Mesmerizing. And distinctly uncomfortable.

        
Why, my dear, it's obvious. He leaned closer. Lightning flashed deep in his steely eyes. Her gaze drifted past a straight aquiline nose, a jaw square and strong, to lips firm and full.

        
What is obvious? An unbidden thought danced in her head: what would those lips feel like next to hers?

        
You have, no doubt, decided on a different course. And for that you need a rake, a rogue, and a scoundrel.

        
I do? An intoxicating scent of spice and man wafted around her.

        
Only a rake, a rogue, and a scoundrel, and--what else did you call me?

        

          A beast. A beast with hypnotic gray eyes.

        
Ah, yes. A beast. Only such a man would agree to flout society blatantly and take the granddaughter of a duke as his mistress.

        
The odd spell that had gripped her vanished. His mistress?

        
Naturally. I assume that's the purpose of this rendezvous. You wish to offer yourself to me as my mistress.

        
I do? she said cautiously.

        
I must admit, while it does come as something of a surprise, it also strikes me as an eminently sensible solution to the question of your future. After all, you simply cannot continue to go on season after season as you have. Trent shrugged. And there are so few options available for unmarried--forgive me, independent--women, these days. No one in his right mind would ever imagine you as a governess. And beyond that He paused as if words were no longer necessary.

        
Her immediate impulse was to crack her hand across the confident smirk on his face. No man had ever had the nerve to suggest such a thing to her. She might well tread close to the edge of scandal, but she had never entirely crossed the bounds of respectable behavior.

        
Your mistress. Pandora pulled her hand from his slowly and deliberately and crossed the room, affecting a thoughtful manner, as if she were actually considering his words. She paused before the mantel to study the portrait that glared from above the fireplace: an eminently proper painting of an eminently proper ancestor perfectly positioned in an eminently proper room.

        
There was nothing here out of place, nothing unexpected. The salon in the Rockingham mansion was as staid and unimaginative as everything else in the world of London society, or at least, the world open to well-bred young women of good family. Perfect and proper and boring.

        
And precisely what would that entail, my lord? She glanced at him over her shoulder. His smug smile slipped just a bit. She smothered a triumphant smile of her own. Just as she'd suspected: he'd been toying with her. Playing a game to ascertain just how far the Hellion of Grosvenor Square would go. Pandora relished nothing more than a good game.

        
Well, the details, of course, would have to be decided upon.

        
Was there a slight hesitation in his voice? A man of his reputation was well used to dealing with women of the world. Actresses or demireps or widows at last savoring the heady excitement of freedom from their husbands. The last thing he would be expecting was for the daughter of a noble line to consider such an outrageous proposal.

        
A great many details, I should think. Pandora turned and struggled to keep her sense of victory from showing on her face. Trent studied her cautiously for a moment, then his smile returned as if he realized she too was playing a game.

        
A great many indeed. A wicked light shone in his eyes. Perhaps we should discuss them?

        

          Perhaps. But this is not the place for such a discussion. It is not yet midnight. I should think in an hour--no, two. I shall meet you in two hours' time. In the park. Near the Grosvenor gate.

        
His brows pulled together; his smile disappeared. My dear Miss Effington, I daresay the wisdom of such a meeting--

        
You're absolutely right. Even at this hour, the park might not be the best place for our rendezvous. She thought for a moment. I know. Behind Grosvenor Chapel, by the burial grounds. That should be more private.

        
I had not planned on frequenting a graveyard in the--forgive me--dead of night until such time as it was unavoidable, he said wryly.

        
Do you not wish to continue our discussion?

        
Indeed I do. A considering expression crossed his face. He stepped to the door, pulled it open, and bowed. Two hours, then.

        
She nodded and swept from the room. A low chuckle drifted after her. Her step faltered.

        
By the gods, what had she done? She'd never before agreed to meet a man, any man, not to mention a virtual stranger, alone in a secluded spot in the middle of the night. What could she have been thinking? Indeed, was she thinking at all? This had not been her intention when she'd sought him out for a private conversation. The beast had simply caught her unawares. He was much more interesting and far cleverer than she'd ever expected. All that nonsense about her wanting to be his mistress. Still, perhaps this time she had gone too far.

        
She groaned to herself. Her impulsive nature and reckless disregard for the consequences of her acts had led her into a situation rife with unknown peril. Yet didn't peril go hand in glove with adventure? For good or ill, she did so long for true adventure.

        
Pandora slipped into the ballroom and hoped her absence had not been observed. Surely in such a crush no one would have missed her. Odd and unfair, how unmarried men could behave precisely as they wished, while women in similar circumstances were constrained by all manner of ridiculous rules. Her meeting with Trent would be considered quite improper.

        
Absently she accepted a dance with a vaguely familiar gentleman and allowed him to lead her onto the floor. Pandora had made it a rule of her own to ignore the rules of others whenever possible, while still avoiding the kind of scandal and censure that would make life rather unbearable. It was as difficult a path to tread as a fallen log across a raging stream, and just as challenging. And her life was anything but boring.

        
Trent strode into the ballroom, caught her gaze, and lifted a glass in a slight mocking toast. At once the spin of the dance took him out of her sight, much to her relief. She cast her partner her best flirtatious look and vowed to keep her attention on him--whoever he was--and away from Trent. A dazed smile was her reward. Quite pleasant. Quite flattering. And not in the least interesting. She sighed. The earl was as present as if he danced between them.

        
Resolve swept through her. She would not allow Trent to consider himself a victor in their encounter. No indeed.

        
She would keep their appointment, but she would not be unprepared. And surely being alone at the chapel with Trent would pose no real danger beyond the ever-present possibility of discovery. Should that happen, no doubt his sense of honor would then dictate salvaging hers with an offer of marriage. That was one trap she preferred to avoid.

        
When she married, if she married, she would do it for love, as her mother had, and most of her friends had not. Nothing less would serve.

        
As for Trent and his little game, it would be amusing to play, at least for the moment. She laughed softly and her partner glanced at her with a pleased expression. Her true purpose in seeking out the earl tonight had nothing to do with any desire to become either his mistress or his wife.

        
Why, not once during her seven seasons had the man even asked her for a dance. Admittedly it rankled, through the years, knowing this one eligible lord had failed to so much as cast his eye in her direction. Not that she cared. She'd scarcely been aware of the man herself.

        
However, he was right in one respect: she did want to speak to him about matters of the heart. But not her heart. She beamed at the very idea of Trent's surprise. Her partner grinned back and hope lit in his eyes. Pandora paid it no heed.

        
The Earl of Trent, Maximillian Wells, might indeed be a rake, a rogue, and a scoundrel, not to mention a beast, but he'd never before pitted wits with the Hellion of Grosvenor Square. Poor man probably didn't even realize the truth before him.

        
The game had begun.

        


        
Another deadly ball, another wasted evening. Lawrence, Viscount Bolton, pronounced the observation with his usual air of studied indifference.

        
And as usual, Max ignored him. I would scarce call it wasted, Laurie.

        
Come now, haven't we spent enough time in this purgatory on earth? Can't we now be allowed to leave without incurring the wrath of a host of well-meaning female relatives intent on cutting short our lives by shackling us in marriage?

        
Not quite yet, old man, Max murmured. He directed his words to his friend, but his attention was fixed on Pandora. She moved about the dance floor with the grace born of generations of excellent breeding, but there was more in her step than mere heritage. The woman had a spark about her. Life with the incomparable Miss Effington would never be dull.

        
Laurie deftly lifted a glass from the tray of a passing waiter and downed the champagne in one gulp. Why on earth not, Max? It's still a reasonable hour. We can try our hand at the gaming tables, or--

        

          Later. After his meeting with Pandora. Not in his most farfetched dreams had he expected her to suggest such a thing. But nothing in their first face-to-face encounter had gone quite as he had anticipated. He certainly hadn't planned on accusing her of a desire to become his mistress. He smiled to himself. It seemed the Hellion did indeed bring out the beast in him.

        
Who are you staring at? Laurie glanced from Max to the whirl of dancers, then back to his companion's face. Max?

        
Yes? He'd been vaguely aware of Pandora in her first season, when she was a green girl straight out of the schoolroom. Who hadn't been? But he had just been back from the war, and an innocent, no matter how lovely, held no appeal for him. He'd missed her second season entirely. It was only in the last few years that he'd noted her activities. Wondering what she would do next. What rule she would flout. Which heart she would break. Wondering as well if any man could conquer her. None had. Until now.

        
Don't even think it.

        
Don't even think what? Max said absently. It was not until the start of this season that he'd realized that what had begun as simple curiosity had evolved to fascination and finally to desire. Intense and undeniable.

        
Think about her. A note of alarm sounded in Laurie's voice. That's who you're staring at, isn't it? Pandora Effington? The Hellion?

        
She is lovely, Max said in an unconcerned manner. It was past time he chose a wife. For good or ill, the only wife he wanted, the only woman he wanted, was Pandora Effington. And he would have her.

        
Quite lovely. All that black hair and those remarkably blue eyes. Laurie studied the dancers with annoyance. For some odd reason, the woman's charms seem to develop with each passing year. And she has a great deal of money. But she's trouble, Max.

        
Is she?

        
Laurie eyed him for a moment. Do you know how many times her name has appeared in the betting book at White's?

        
Twenty-three, to be exact. Max grinned and raised his glass to his lips. She's been extremely busy.

        
She's been the cause of at least one duel in any given year.

        
Not at all. She missed last year and 1815, I believe.

        
The year 1815 was not my best, either. Laurie shook a warning finger. The chit skates on the edge of scandal.

        
As do we all. But she's yet to fall. Max handed Laurie his glass. I believe I should like to dance.

        
Stay away from the Hellion, Max. When and if either of us decides it's time to sacrifice freedom to the demands of producing an heir, we shall require a bride far different from Miss Effington. A lady of unquestionable behavior and unblemished reputation. A young woman of the highest standards.

        
Standards you yourself have not seen fit to abide by. Max raised a brow. And what does such a model of respectability get in return?

        

          Laurie smiled smugly. Me.

        
A bargain at any price. Max laughed and started in the general direction taken by Pandora and her escort.

        
Laurie groaned. Have you heard a single word I've said?

        
Each and every one.

        
And you're still going to approach the Hellion?

        
Not at all. Max adjusted the cuff at his wrist and cast Laurie a sly smile. I am going to approach her dearest friend.

        


        
Even with the light of a full moon, the burying grounds were distinctly unnerving. Pandora rested her back against the cold stone wall of the chapel and shivered, the weight of the pistol she held hidden under her cloak scant comfort. This was certainly no way for the Hellion of Grosvenor Square to behave.

        
She sighed. It was not easy to live up to such a title. Particularly when she hadn't really done all that much to earn it, save refuse to curb her temper and her tongue. In point of fact, it all stemmed from a simple misunderstanding in her second season involving a race to Gretna Green with a young lord, whose face and name now escaped her, and two other couples, only one of which was seriously intent on marriage. The others had been far more interested in the excitement of a late-night adventure and the lure of a forbidden lark.

        
Unfortunately, between carriage accidents, a brief stop at an overcrowded inn, and hot pursuit by angry relations and spurned suitors, the incident had spiraled completely out of hand, the ensuing scandal quite out of proportion to the actual event. The other couples had dutifully agreed to wed, one eagerly, the second more reluctantly, to avoid society's eternal condemnation.

        
Pandora, however, had flatly refused to marry the gentleman who had accompanied her on the escapade, her refusal loud and long and in no uncertain terms. She saw no reason to be condemned for life to a man she barely knew when she'd scarce done anything truly wrong. Besides, the man was a twit.

        
The couples involved vowed to keep her participation secret, although word leaked out, as word always did. Still, her part in the debacle was not quite so public as was the others'. That, plus the fact that she was descended from dukes and her family possessed considerable wealth and the power to match, kept Pandora's reputation intact, if a bit tarnished. However, the twit--she did wish she could remember his name--was rather taken with her, and her vehement rejection did not sit well. It was he who'd bestowed the title the Hellion of Grosvenor Square. Secretly she had to admit she quite liked it.

        
A twig snapped in the distance.

        
Pandora tensed and squinted into the black shadows of the graveyard. Trent? No. Trent would not slink silently into sight. Rather, she was certain he would stride onto the grounds in the manner of a conquering hero. He had that air about him. He also seemed to have a rather disturbing effect on the pit of her stomach.

        

          No doubt the sound came from Peters, her family's butler, or one of the two footmen she'd had the good sense to bring with her and hide strategically among the gravestones.

        
Surely Trent should have been here by now, if indeed he was coming at all. A creature skittered across the grass and she started, tightening her grip on the pistol. It was probably nothing more menacing than a squirrel out for an evening stroll. Still, if Trent wasn't here soon, she'd have to leave. She could not wait all night. Why, that was simply inviting trouble. And she'd had more than her share of that, due in great part to the actions of men.

        
In any given season, at least one youthful lord would declare his undying love. Inevitably there would be a chance remark, usually in reference to her hellion title, and a duel would ensue in defense of her honor. No one was ever killed. Even the occasional wound was scarcely worth mentioning. If these gentlemen, the cream of British manhood, were such incredibly bad shots, Pandora wondered how England had ever managed to defeat Napoleon at all. Perhaps the incompetence evidenced on the dueling fields explained the sheer length of the war with France.

        
Something brushed against her hand; she bit back a scream. It was but a spring breeze, nothing more menacing than that. What else could it possibly be? Surely she did not believe in ghosts or other creatures that came out only at night to terrify little girls unable to sleep, or test the bravery of little boys too young to know danger, or terrorize foolish young women determined to live up to a reputation not all well earned, or--

        
A heavy touch fell on her shoulder. Panic ripped through her. She screamed, jerked the pistol from beneath her cloak, whirled, and fired into the night.

      

    





    

      

        
        
Chapter 2


        
The Stakes are Declared

      


      

        

          

            When you said I should be shot, I did not realize you planned on doing the deed yourself tonight. Wry amusement rang in the familiar voice.

        
Trent? Her voice trembled.

        
Were you expecting someone else?

        
Not at all. Her heart hammered against her ribs and she attempted a calm manner she did not possess. You are late.

        
I am precisely on time. Were you trying to kill me?

        
Not yet. She lowered the weapon.

        
Excellent. It would not be the ideal way to begin our arrangement.

        
Ah yes. She pulled a deep steadying breath. Our arrangement. I have given it a great deal of thought. As bright as the moon-light was, his face was still obscured by shadow. She would much prefer to see his expression. My lord, it seems to me there are only two reasons why a woman would agree to give up her virtue to a man: money or protection. I have no need of either.

        
No indeed. You have money and a pistol. Do you know how to use it?

        
Certainly, she lied.

        
He snorted. Not well. I was right behind you and you missed me.

        
I'm English, she murmured.

        
I must say, I am disappointed. He sighed. If you have no need of my money or my protection, although I could give you a few pointers on handling a firearm, then we have nothing to discuss.

        
We have a great deal to discuss. Her voice was firm, in the manner of a stern relative. I wish to know what you intend to do about Miss Weatherly.

        
Miss Weatherly? A question sounded in his voice. Why should I do anything at all about Miss Weatherly?

        
You have shown her a great deal of attention this season. You have led her to believe you have an affectionate interest in her. Pandora poked a finger at his chest. You, my lord, have broken her heart.

        
For a moment Trent stood silent, as if he could not quite believe her charge or her nerve in charging it. Then he abruptly laughed, a rich, deep sound that echoed inside her. What did you expect? You said it yourself. She could hear the smug grin in his voice. I am very much a rake, a rogue, a scoundrel, and let's not forget, a beast.

        
You needn't be so proud of it.

        
Oh, but I am proud. I have spent much of my life working for the titles you so kindly bestowed on me. But even as I deserve them, and have well enjoyed their acquisition, I cannot take credit where your friend is concerned.

        
Pandora scoffed. No?

        
No. His tone was unyielding. As much as I hate to risk the ruin of my hard earned reputation, I have done nothing to encourage Miss Weatherly.

        
But she--

        
He held up a hand to forestall her words. If she has interpreted my minimal notice to denote any affection on my part beyond that of acquaintance, it is a mistaken assumption. In addition, if I were in the market for a wife, I should certainly not choose someone of Miss Weatherly's ilk.

        
Whyever not?

        
She is a paragon of virtue.

        
Annoyance on her friend's behalf surged through her. She is a lovely girl.

        
Perhaps. Trent shrugged. And as a wife, I've no doubt she would be quite biddable and easy to manage, yetwhere would be the challenge in that?

        
Challenge? Pandora cocked her head and studied his dark figure.

        
Indeed. If I were to choose to be leg-shackled for life to a woman, any woman, I should prefer the experience to be an interesting one. I would want a wife with a spark of fire in her eyes and spirit in her soul. She should be not unpleasant to look upon with a pretty face and a fine figure. She should be able to produce children--

        
Sounds very much like the requirements for a good brood mare, she said under her breath.

        
He continued as if he hadn't heard her. --Heirs one could hand one's estates to with confidence in the future. In addition, I should like a fair amount of intelligence in a wife. I have no intention of spending my days in the company of a simpering imbecile.

        
Pandora drew her brows together. It seems you wish the attributes of an accomplished mistress in the guise of a respectable wife.

        
I suppose I do. He chuckled. You see, when I wed, I do not intend to seek pleasure elsewhere. A radical idea, but there you have it.

        
Pandora shook her head. You set impossibly high standards, my lord.

        
Do I? He turned his head and his eyes caught the moonlight. His voice softened. I thought so once, but now

        
She swallowed the lump that abruptly rose in her throat. Now?

        
Now, I believe I have found a wife to meet my requirements.

        
A knot to match the lump settled in her stomach. You have?

        
Indeed. His voice rang with a determined, businesslike manner. I think we shall suit very well together. I shall call on your father first thing in the morning.

        
You will call on my father? Was this presumptuous creature planning her future without even a thought as to her wishes? Why, she was right in the first place: he chose a wife with the same attitude he'd use to select a horse.

        

          If this was a jest on his part, he had gone far beyond the bounds of a mere joke. The man needed to be taught a lesson. Perhaps she should simply shoot him after all and be done with it. I gather your intention to talk to my father makes this conversation a proposal of marriage?

        
That is my desire.

        
She tilted her head to glance at him through a fringe of lashes she knew were dark and lush and irresistible. She quirked up the corner of her mouth in a hint of a smile designed to deepen the dimples in her cheek. Her glance, her expression, her demeanor--all perfect. Exactly as she'd practiced them. Her voice was as low and seductive as she could muster. Would you care to hear of my desire?

        
Your desire?

        
My desire. She sighed the words. Pandora hadn't spent seven seasons in London society without learning a thing or two about handling rakes, rogues, scoundrels, and the occasional beast.

        
Anderwhat is your desire? His words were cautious.

        
Well, my lord, my desire

        
Yes?

        
My heartfelt desire

        
Yes, yes?

        
She bit her lip to hold back a laugh. The man sounded so frightfully expectant. That is, I should like nothing more

        
Go on.

        
Pandora favored him with her sweetest tone. --Than to be tortured at the hands of naked savages in the wilds of America before I should consent to marry you.

        

          For a stunned moment, silence hung in the air. Triumph swelled within her.

        
Without warning his laughter rang through the night. I was right. You will make a delightful wife.

        
Indeed I will, she snapped, all sense of victory lost. But not for you.

        
I daresay, we'll make an extraordinary couple.

        
Which part of my declaration did you not understand, my lord?

        
Come, come, Dora--

        
Do not call me Dora! She raised the pistol. Only my parents are allowed to call me Dora.

        
And, he said pointedly, your betrothed.

        
You are not my betrothed!

        
I'll permit you to call me Max. He grabbed the firearm and twisted it from her hand.

        
I don't want to call you Max. I don't want to call you anything!

        
Dora and Max, I quite like the sound of that, he murmured.

        
It sounds like a pair of matched hounds. She raised her chin and glared in his direction. Now, if you would be so kind as to give me my pistol, I believe our discussion is at an end. She tried to pull it out of his grasp but he held it tight.

        
Now, now, my dear, the single shot has been spent and it can do you no good, save to accidentally drop it on my foot and cripple me for life.

        
I can assure you, it would be no accident!

        
Furthermore, our discussion is just beginning. The brute was obviously enjoying this. And I daresay I prefer you unarmed.

        
Very well. Keep the blasted thing. She turned on her heel and stalked off.

        
Where are you going?

        
Home. She strode toward the graveyard.

        
He laughed. Nothing lies in that direction but the dead.

        
Her step slowed. Damn the man. He had her completely turned around. I should rather be among those enjoying eternal rest than spend one more moment in your company.

        
Pandora. His footsteps sounded behind her. He caught her arm and spun her to face him. Don't be a fool. I cannot allow you to go traipsing through a graveyard alone at night.

        
I am not afraid, she said, with a defiance spurred more by annoyance than courage. The dead are scant threat.

        
It's not the dead who concern me. It's the living who haunt London in these late hours that threaten the safety of a woman alone. Even a hellion. Amusement sounded in his voice. Life with you will never be boring, will it?

        
Life with me will never be your concern. She tried and failed to shake off his grip.

        
Oh, but it will be. He whirled her around and half led, half dragged her toward the church. My carriage is in front of the chapel. I will take you home. He raised his voice. The rest of you can go now.

        
Pandora groaned. How did you know--

        
Beg pardon, my lord. Peters stepped out from behind a nearby tree. Miss Effington's safety is our responsibility.

        
And are you armed as well? Max stopped, his tone resigned.

        
Of course, my lord, Peters said without a moment's hesitation. Pandora doubted he carried so much as a kitchen knife.

        
Very well, then. Max sighed. You may ride with my driver. As for you, he steered her toward the street, you will accompany me. Our chat is far from over.

        
I have nothing more to say to you, she said in as lofty a manner as she could manage.

        
I doubt that, he muttered, as they entered his landau.

        
In a few mercifully short minutes, it rolled to a stop before her door. Max stepped out and turned to assist her. She ignored his hand, scrambled out of the vehicle and marched to the front entry, Peters a scant step ahead of her. The door opened as if by magic; no doubt an unseen servant on the other side had watched for their return. Shut the door, Peters. Do not allow that beast inside.

        
Indeed, Peters, close the door. The beast is already inside.

        
Pandora whirled and leveled an angry glare at Max. You have seen me safely home. She waved at him in an imperious gesture of dismissal. You may leave now.

        
Even in the dim candlelight in the massive front foyer she could see the twinkle in his eye. We are not yet finished.

        
I believe I have already--

        
Peters. Max held out her pistol to the butler. If you would take this out of the range of Miss Effington I believe we can all rest a little easier. She's likely to throw it at someone. Probably me.

        
Peters studied him for a considering moment, then nodded, as if he'd taken the measure of the man and found him up to snuff.

        
Miss?

        
Very well. Pandora heaved a resigned sigh. Leave us.

        
Peters accepted the weapon and disappeared into the shadowed recesses of the house, although she knew he would not go far.

        
Now, Max--she said his name as though it left a bad taste in her mouth-- what could we possibly have left to say to each other?

        
He grinned. I love it when you call me Max.

        
A hound would love it as well. But at least a hound would know when the hunt was at an end. She nodded toward the door. As is our conversation.

        
Not at all. Max seemed in no hurry. He meandered around the impressive receiving area, one of the few spots in the huge house that Pandora knew was quite comparable in furnishing and style to any other home. He paused by a cherrywood table and picked up a small marble fragment. It was a carved face of a young boy, a cupid, perhaps, the rest of the statue long lost to the ravages of man and time. He turned it over in his hand. Interesting, he murmured. Classical period?

        
Probably, she said cautiously,

        
Very nice. He studied the piece closely. Part of your parents' collection, I assume.

        

          So he knew about her parents. Of course, who didn't? Still, few in the social world of the ton took her parents' work at all seriously. It was only among academics that her father, and surprisingly, her mother as well, received the recognition they deserved for their studies of Greek antiquities. For Max to appreciate the marble spoke well of the man. Her annoyance eased. It was one of the first pieces they discovered together. My father had long been--

        
Pandora. He glanced at her, his look and his voice surprisingly intense. What do you want?

        
What, her voice faltered, what do you mean?

        
What do you want in a husband? He replaced the sculpture with care, his demeanor once again unconcerned. Come now, I explained what I wished in a wife. The least you can do is tell me what you wish in a husband.

        
I told you, she said, at once relieved by his change of manner and somehow disappointed. I don't want a husband.

        
But if perhaps you did? He continued his survey of the room, nodding appreciatively at the broad, sweeping stairs leading to the gallery above and the soaring marble columns. His movement triggered a matching restlessness in her and she clasped her hands together in an effort to keep still.

        
If I did, which I don't, but if I did, she searched her mind, absently biting her bottom lip, I should, like you, prefer a spouse who is not unpleasant to look upon.

        
Very practical. It would not do to tie oneself for life to a man whose visage would scare small children. He paused before an ancestral painting, inspecting it with the knowing air of a collector or a critic.

        
But that's not the most important quality. For some obscure reason, she did not want this annoying man to think she was quite so flighty as to choose a mate for appearance alone. I should want a husband who is intelligent.

        
That goes without saying.

        
A gentleman who has great moral fiber. Strength of purpose, if you will. Courage.

        
He nodded his approval. Courage is an excellent quality in a spouse.

        
I should look for honor.

        
Of course. He moved to yet another table and examined a rather ugly porcelain shepherdess. A gift not to her mother's liking, but which had found a home nonetheless.

        
Loyalty.

        
Naturally. He slanted her a curious glance. And what of wealth?

        
She frowned and considered the question. Wealth is much like appearance. Pleasant, but not a definitive requirement. I have a significant fortune myself. Still, I should prefer any potential husband to have his own resources. I'm not certain one can ever have too much money. I have never been without funds and shouldn't think I would like poverty at all.

        
No, it's definitely against your nature to be poor. He set the shepherdess down and moved on. So that's it, then? Your specifications for a spouse?

        
Yes. Except I should like it if he stood still! She blew an exasperated breath. If I were looking for a husband, and I remind you once again that I am not--

        
No question about that. He leaned against a marble column and crossed his arms over his chest.

        
--Those are the qualities I would insist on.

        
In short, my dear, you are looking for a hero.

        
A hero? What an intriguing idea. You mean like Achilles or Odysseus?

        
Or the Earl of Trent. He smiled modestly.

        
You. Pandora snorted in a most unlady-like way. You, my lord, are no hero.

        
He shrugged in a matter-of-fact manner. I do meet all the qualifications.

        
You do not.

        
I most certainly do. He inclined his head toward the darkened end of the foyer. Peters?

        
Yes, my lord. Peters' voice drifted in from the shadows.

        
Do you think I have the qualities of a hero?

        
I am in no position to ascertain that, my lord.

        
Max, Pandora snapped. Max grinned. I meant to say my lord. Leave Peters out of this.

        
I would, but I believe we need an objective opinion. Now then, my good man, Max angled his head in the direction of the unseen butler and raised his voice, not that this is at all significant, mind you, but would my appearance scare small children?

        
You are quite handsome, my lord.

        

          Pandora smothered a smile. This was absurd. Still, there was no denying the man was indeed handsome and quite dashing, with his dark hair and smoky eyes, broad shoulders, and impressive height. Peters had excellent taste. As you said, that's not important.

        
Not important, but preferable. Peters?

        
Yes, my lord?

        
Am I not perhaps even wealthier than Pandora's father?

        
So I have heard, my lord.

        
Again, not important. She waved away his words and struggled not to laugh. What was it about this man? One moment she wanted to thrash him and the next she wanted to laugh aloud.

        
Ah, but once again, preferable. What say you, Peters?

        
Yes, my lord, preferable. The butler paused. She would not take well to poverty.

        
Peters!

        
Have you ever heard my courage questioned, Peters? Did you know I served with Wellington?

        
No, my lord.

        
She had no idea he'd been in the war. It certainly cast him in a somewhat different light.

        
Should I show her my commendations?

        
An excellent idea, my lord.

        
No, no, she said quickly. That's not necessary.

        
Pandora knew little about the workings of the military, but she was fairly certain commendations were not given merely for a nicely laundered uniform. She couldn't help but be the tiniest bit impressed.

        

          I see. If you accept my word without proof, then you trust that I am telling the truth. Therefore you obviously do not doubt my moral fiber. Wouldn't you agree, Peters?

        
Indeed, my lord.

        
Pandora shrugged. I suppose that--

        
As well as my sense of honor.

        
Hah! I have you there. What of your dealings with women? Vast numbers, if rumor serves. She nodded with the satisfying sense of a point well scored. Peters? Haven't you heard that?

        
His lordship has quite an extensive reputation, Miss.

        
He's already admitted he's a rake, she said pointedly.

        
Don't forget a rogue, a scoundrel, and a beast. A note of pride sounded in Max's voice.

        
She scoffed. I have not forgotten anything.

        
But perhaps your memory is not entirely accurate. Ours is a small society fraught with rumor and innuendo. In all the talk about me through the years, have you ever heard of me ill-treating a woman?

        
Well, no.

        
Peters?

        
Not that I have heard, my lord.

        
Have I ever exposed a lady to scandal? Max moved toward her.

        
I don't think--

        
No, my lord, Peters called.

        
Have I ever caused the ruin of an innocent? He stepped closer.

        

          Probably not, but-- She resisted the urge to step back.

        
No, my lord.

        
Therefore you cannot doubt my honor. He grinned down at her triumphantly. Only a few bare inches separated them. At least where the fairer sex is concerned. As for the rest of my behavior, my word is my bond and I have never broken it.

        
Regardless, all that does not make you a hero. Was he to make it a habit of standing too close?

        
Doesn't it? He raised a brow. Peters?

        
You do appear to meet all the qualifications, my lord.

        
Thank you, Peters. His gaze drifted to her lips and back to her eyes. You may leave us now.

        
As you wish. The servant's voice seemed to fade.

        
He hasn't left, you know. She stared up at him. Why was it so difficult to breathe?

        
I know, Max said softly. Was he going to kiss her? I could be your hero.

        
No, you could never be my hero. Could he? Not that she cared. How could she possibly care about a man who had never once glanced her way? Or asked her to dance? Or risked his life to defend her honor?

        
I could prove it. He bent his head toward hers. Test me, Pandora. Let me prove it to you.

        
What kind of test? Her voice was barely a whisper.

        
Whatever you wish.

        
And if you should pass my test? She could feel the heat of his body close to hers.

        
Then you shall be my wife and I shall spend the rest of my days being your hero. His lips were a scant breath from hers.

        
And if you fail? she blurted.

        
He hesitated then shrugged. I will not fail.

        
But if you do? It wasn't as if she hadn't been kissed before.

        
I have no idea, he said impatiently.

        
There should be a forfeiture, don't you think? Why did her heart hammer at the thought of his kiss?

        
Not particularly.

        
I do. If he was going to kiss her, what was he waiting for? And since you named the prize if you win, it's only fair that I named the penalty if you lose.

        
As you wish. He straightened and a pang of regret shot through her. It was probably for the best. She certainly didn't want him to kiss her.

        
His tone was dry. What do you suggest?

        
Let me think. Pandora pulled a steadying breath and tapped her finger against her bottom lip. His gaze followed the movement. Heat burned her cheeks and she snatched her hand back to her side. At once she knew he suspected she would not have been at all averse to his kiss.

        
She wrenched her mind away from the thought of his lips on hers. What would the appropriate penalty be for a man like Max? If you fail to pass my test, you shall still have to marry--

        
Excellent. He grinned.

        

          She grinned back. But the bride will be someone of my choosing.

        
Max's forehead furrowed with annoyance or worse. Of your choosing?

        
Exactly. Oh, I would not pick a serving girl or an aged crone. I would select someone suitable, although perhaps not meeting of your standards. She raised a questioning brow. So, my lord, is it agreed?

        
He considered for a moment, then nodded sharply. Agreed. And you agree to marry me if I win.

        
It was her turn to hesitate. What if he did indeed win? What if she was forced to marry him? And why wasn't she more upset by the prospect? Very well.

        
It's settled, then.

        
Indeed it is. She stepped to the door, pulled it open, and turned. Good evening, Max.

        
Well? He stood unmoving in the foyer. The test. What is it?

        
You can't expect me to declare it right now, this minute. A test of this nature requires a great deal of thought and planning. And, she waved at the street, I cannot do that in the middle of the night with you by my side.

        
I quite like the idea of being by your side in the middle of the night. He narrowed his eyes. I warn you, Pandora, I am prone toward impatience.

        
You shall have to curb that tendency.

        
I think not. He smiled, a satisfied expression that did not bode well. I shall give you twenty-four hours.

        
I couldn't possibly--

        

          Regardless. Twenty-four hours. No more. If you do not have your test for me devised by then

        
Yes? No, she did not care for the look
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