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			Chapter 1

			Marguerite Lynton winced as her elder sister’s teacup fell to the floor and shattered.

			There was nothing she could do about it in front of their esteemed guest. If the carpet that usually graced the floor of Wycliffe’s salon had been in place, then Rose’s cup would still be whole, but the rug had been rolled up and sold that morning, just hours before the Duchess of Temberlay’s unexpected arrival. She had come to ask Rose a very important question, which was happy news indeed, since the tea service was next on the list to be sold, and a diminished set would fetch considerably less.

			The silence stretched as the duchess—and everyone else in the room—waited for Rose’s answer.

			“Well, young lady, will you marry my grandson or not?” The duchess regarded Rose’s stunned expression and ignored the shards of china at her feet. Still her sister said nothing, and Marguerite glanced at the mantel where the clock had once stood, wanting to know the exact moment their fortunes had suddenly changed for the good, but the clock, like the rug, was gone.

			She bit her lip. The duchess’s offer couldn’t have come at a better time, or been more generous, and Rose was sitting there in gape-jawed silence.

			It was a pity the groom himself had not come to make the offer of marriage, but had sent his grandmother instead. She would have liked to see the infamous Nicholas Hartley, Duke of Temberlay, in the flesh. They’d only seen caricatures, and every one portrayed him as devastatingly handsome. Marguerite’s toes curled. Temberlay was said to be the wickedest rake in London, and now her sister was about to become his duchess. Rose had dreamed of a wealthy prince on a white horse, and now the nearest equivalent had appeared, all she could do was sit there, when all she had to do was say—

			“No!” Rose’s anguished moan echoed off the bare walls.

			Another teacup hit the floor. Marguerite’s mother shot to her feet from her seat beside Rose, her face a mask of horrified shock. Marguerite glanced at the cups the duchess and Uncle Hector still held, waiting for their reaction, hoping the china didn’t bear the brunt of their surprise too.

			“No?” Flora Lynton, the Countess of Wycliffe, stared at her eldest daughter. “No? Rose, you can’t say no!”

			“Young lady, are you truly saying you will not marry my grandson?” the duchess demanded, her tone gravel against Flora’s dismayed warble.

			“Of course she isn’t saying no, Your Grace!” Flora cried, twining her fingers in Rose’s collar. “Are you?”

			“No,” Rose said mulishly. “I mean yes, I’m saying no.”

			Marguerite cast a pleading glance at her uncle, her father’s stepbrother, seated near the fireplace. He was usually the voice of reason, but he looked as stunned as Flora.

			“Uncle Hector?” she whispered, trying not to attract the duchess’s attention, but the sharp black eyes swung toward her, swept over her russet hair and her shabby gown, and clung for a long moment of inspection. She felt her skin heat from toe to hairline under the bold appraisal.

			Hector recovered himself and rose. “In this case, Flora, I would suggest—” He was cut off by a loud sob.

			Before their eyes, Rose transformed from the family beauty to a wailing child. Her pert nose turned beet pink and began to swell. Her cupid’s-bow lips stretched wide and thin as she screeched like a scalded cat. She was shaking so hard that blond curls were working their way loose from her coiffure.

			“Why me? Why do I have to marry him? Why not Marguerite or Lily?”

			Flora stamped her foot, and shards of china crackled. She tightened her grip on Rose’s collar. “Be quiet this instant! Her Grace will think you are ungrateful!”

			But she kept right on wailing, and Marguerite watched her mother’s complexion turn as red as Rose’s. In a moment she’d be crying too.

			“Mama, perhaps you should take Rose upstairs to compose herself in private while I order more tea for Her Grace,” Marguerite said, taking control of the situation.

			She led her sister to the door, and her mother followed, trying to curtsy and walk and apologize at the same time. “Please excuse us for just a moment, Your Grace, we’ll be back within—” Flora glanced at the absent clock and her eyes filled with tears.

			“Papa’s watch is still upstairs, Mama,” Marguerite reminded her, and Flora nodded and left the room.

			Marguerite shut the door and took her mother’s place on the settee, ignoring the naked speculation in the duchess’s eyes. “More tea, Your Grace?” she asked calmly as something crashed in the hallway. Hopefully it wasn’t anything valuable.

			“Perhaps I should take my leave if the young lady isn’t interested,” the duchess said.

			Marguerite forced a placid smile, as if tantrums and tea with duchesses happened every day at Wycliffe Park. “They will only be a moment. Do try the tarts,” she said, offering the plate. Their housekeeper, Amy, had baked them that morning from the last of the winter apples.

			The duchess ignored them. “And which one are you, assuming you are one of the girls Lady Rose mentioned?”

			Hector snapped to attention. “May I present Lady Marguerite Lynton, Your Grace?”

			“The second sister then,” the duchess said flatly, as if she was of no further interest. Marguerite felt hot blood creeping up her face. It was true that she looked nothing like Rose or her lovely mother and pretty younger sisters. They were four perfect blond beauties, while Marguerite resembled her late father, russet-haired and plain, the only weed in Wycliffe’s garden of flowers. At least she had been given brains to make up for her lack of looks. She kept her chin high.

			“And what of the third sister?” the duchess asked Hector, obviously dismissing Marguerite as anyone’s bride.

			“Lily is only ten, Your Grace, and still in the nursery,” he replied.

			“Then perhaps I have indeed wasted my time coming today.” She rose to her feet.

			Panic propelled Marguerite up as well. “Wait! Rose simply needs a moment to compose herself. She is so delighted by your—er, your grandson’s—proposal, she is overcome.”

			The oak panels of the door did little to muffle Rose’s distant screams of protest. “Is your sister always this demonstrative?” the duchess asked, taking her seat and examining Marguerite again.

			“Quite the opposite, Your Grace. Rose is known for her sweet and gentle nature.”

			The duchess snorted a laugh. “God help her then. My grandson will eat her alive!”

			“An offer of marriage from the Duke of Temberlay would surprise any girl,” Marguerite bristled. “It was even more unexpected here, being as we are only recently out of mourning for my father.”

			“Not to mention penniless,” the duchess added. She raised her hand for silence as Marguerite opened her mouth to protest. “I do not expect a dowry. I chose Lady Rose because of your father’s reputation. Nicholas must marry a woman of sterling character—chaste, demure, and titled. I understand the earl strictly educated his daughters to be clever, yet not too clever, and impeccably moral. He believed young ladies should be carefully bred to be perfect wives for peers of the realm, and to improve the moral and intellectual fiber of future generations, did he not?”

			“That was Papa’s philosophy,” Marguerite murmured.

			The clever-but-not-too-clever part certainly described her sisters. As Papa’s Plan for Raising Perfect Ladies dictated, they sang and played the pianoforte—before it was sold—they painted tolerably in watercolors, and they could make graceful curtsies. But they were not sensible girls, and not one of them was likely to improve the intellectual fiber of anything.

			If Rose rejected the duke’s proposal, things would get worse. Wycliffe Park would have to be sold. Marguerite would have to find work as a governess or companion to support her mother and sisters. But if Rose accepted the proposal, the Temberlay fortune would provide for them all, and even ensure that Lily and Minnie had rich dowries when the time came. She blessed the fact that a man as wealthy and eccentric as the Duke of Temberlay could afford to select a bride like Rose, solely for her beauty, without a fortune to bring to the match.

			“Has Lady Rose had other offers for her hand?” the duchess asked. “She’s a pretty girl, and appears healthy enough, even if she lacks sense.”

			Marguerite raised her chin at the old lady’s bluntness. “Rose has a great many admirers, Your Grace, but she has not made her formal debut.” The duchess was staring again, and Marguerite felt as if the old lady could see inside her head and read her thoughts. She lowered her gaze to her hands, tried to look demure.

			“And you, young lady, do you also have ‘admirers’?”

			Marguerite looked up again, her temper flaring. It was true enough that no one noticed plain Marguerite when lovely Rose was in the room, but she did not appreciate the duchess’s reminder of it. Papa had despaired of ever finding a man of title to marry her, and the sting of that fear went even deeper coming from a complete stranger.

			“Admirers? Of course I have. Dozens.”

			“And have you come out yet?” the duchess asked, and Marguerite felt hot blood rise from her toes to her hairline.

			“Perhaps once Rose is married, eh, Meg?” Hector said. “Perhaps Rose—or even Her Grace—will sponsor your debut next Season.”

			“Yes, I daresay when my money fills your family’s empty coffers you’ll be a prime catch,” the duchess added.

			Pride prodded Marguerite’s temper. “Or the connection may worsen our chances. We have heard of your grandson, even here in Somerset. Who in England has not? They call him Devil, do they not? We’ve read about the women and the scandals he causes with just a wink of—”

			“Meg!” Hector said, stopping her, but the duchess laughed.

			“Odd. Your father was a reformer, a crusader for the purity and morals of English womanhood. You don’t mean to say that he let you read the London scandal sheets?”

			Of course he didn’t. They purloined them from their maid, read them in secret. Papa would be horrified. Meg felt herself flush. “My father has been dead for over a year.”

			The duchess did not offer condolences.

			“As for my grandson, they do indeed call him Devil. The name suits him. If his brother had not died, I would be content to leave Nicholas to his women and his drink, but he is now the Duke of Temberlay, and he must reform. His bride and his heirs will be impeccably respectable even if he is not.”

			Marguerite laughed before she could stop herself. Hector cleared his throat and she dropped her gaze. Rose was hardly the type to turn a rake into a paragon.

			The door opened before the duchess could take her to task for her rudeness, and Rose entered with Flora at her back. She stopped in the doorway and stared at the floor. Her mother prodded her forward.

			“I accept,” she murmured, but her shoulders began shaking again.

			The duchess’s eyes filled with heartless triumph. She didn’t offer a single word of comfort or congratulations. Marguerite rose to take her sister’s hand before she said something unforgivably rude to their guest.

			“Come, Rose, we’ll go upstairs and get a cold cloth for your eyes.”

			“She’ll need to come to London for fittings immediately, and I expect her to—” the duchess began instructing Flora, and Marguerite closed the door on the rest of her commands and led her sister away.

			So Rose was to marry the Devil Duke of Temberlay. She glanced at her sister’s tearstained face, the picture of misery.

			Lucky, lucky Rose.

			“Thank heaven she’s gone,” Meg said half an hour later, watching from the bedroom window as the Temberlay coach rumbled down the driveway.

			She turned to her sister, still curled on the bed sniffling. Sodden handkerchiefs littered the floor like blossoms around a coffin. Rose couldn’t have looked less like a bride, or the beauty their father had petted and adored.

			“When is the wedding to be?” Meg asked, offering a fresh handkerchief.

			“Mama said the duchess wants it done at once. She’s given us just enough time to get a wedding gown made up, and within a fortnight—” Her face crumpled and fresh misery soaked the linen. “Oh, Meg, what will I do? It will look very improper to wed in such haste, and to a man like him! Everyone will think that I am—” Tears made further speech impossible. “Papa would never force me to marry such a man. I daresay he’d forbid it!”

			Meg shut her eyes. Their father was dead, and while his expectations for his daughters were all well and good while he was alive, he’d left them penniless, alone, and without provision for dowries or husbands. They were on their own, and must do what was necessary to survive. It was time to be strong and practical rather than romantic, but Papa hadn’t taught them that, hadn’t thought it would be necessary. Rose was no more than a lovely possession. First, as Papa’s pampered daughter, then in marriage, she would be like a fine horse or a breathtaking marble sculpture of a goddess, an object of admiration, but not expected to think or to manage anything more complicated than a dinner menu. Wycliffe’s philosophy called for the perfect wife to smile and bear heirs without demur, and in return she would be adored and pampered and kept safe from the harsh aspects of the real world. Rose was quite right. Nicholas Hartley was exactly the kind of man their father’s theories railed against, but there was no choice. They needed this match.

			Meg squeezed her sister’s icy fingers. “They say he’s handsome, and rich, and very skilled at—”

			“Marguerite Lynton!” Rose gasped. “It was amusing to read about him in the scandal sheets, to laugh at his antics, but marry him? The mere thought of him touching me makes me ill. God knows where his hands have been. Last I read they were around Lord Grimsby’s wife! And we don’t even know for certain that he’s handsome. We have only drawings in Amy’s scandal sheets to go by.” She smoothed a hand over her cheek, as if marrying an unattractive duke would be an insult to a penniless beauty like herself.

			Meg resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “But if every woman in London wants him, surely that suggests he must be handsome,” she replied. And charming, and very, very good at—

			“Oh, Meg, what a fool you are! Did you read of his latest scandal?” Rose leaped off the bed and retrieved the page from the bottom drawer of the dresser, where it was hidden under a pile of thrice-darned stockings.

			“How could I have missed seeing it there?” Meg murmured as her sister thrust the crumpled page at her.

			According to the latest gossip, a mere month out of date, Temberlay had fought a duel with a rich merchant who claimed that Devil had debauched his wife. The caricature showed him with horns, a forked tail, and a bullet clenched between perfect teeth while the merchant’s buxom wife shielded him from her husband’s brace of pistols. Behind her, a dozen London beauties tried to catch Devil’s roving eye.

			Meg swallowed. Until the duchess had come to call, the Lynton sisters had laughed at his outrageous exploits, but now it was serious. He’ll eat her alive! Meg heard the echo of the duchess’s cackle in her mind and looked again at Rose, who was picking the lace off the edge of the handkerchief.

			Rose had far more experience of men than she did. The local lads had come to call after Papa’s death. There were poems and flowers and billets-doux left at the kitchen door daily for Rose. She had even allowed a lad or two to hold her hand. Rose loved to be the center of attention, and she played with her admirers as other girls played with dolls.

			Meg had only her imagination of what a poem written in her honor might say, and what it would be like to be kissed by the Devil of Temberlay, loved by him. Her face flamed at such improper thoughts, and she turned away to fetch another dry handkerchief for Rose. In a fortnight, he’d be her sister’s husband. Somehow she doubted a man with a soubriquet like Devil was the type who wrote poetry, and Rose would wither and die if she was not the center of his world.

			The countess swept into the room without knocking, and Meg pushed the scandal sheet into her pocket.

			The countess looked at Rose in annoyance. “Still sulking? I had hoped you would understand what is at stake. Hector says if we do not have money soon, we will lose Wycliffe Park entirely. Would you see us all crammed into a tiny cottage in the village? I’d be a laughingstock, and poor Marguerite would be forced to find paid employment to support us!”

			Meg stifled a frisson of annoyance. There was no talk of Rose going to work. Rose was too silly to be anyone’s governess, and too lovely to use her hands for anything but waving to admirers.

			“You won’t get a better offer than this,” Flora warned. “If you reject a duke, other gentlemen will think you overly particular, and no one at all will want you.”

			Rose burst into fresh tears. “I am to be sacrificed!”

			Flora’s complexion reddened. “You are marrying a duke! That’s hardly torture!”

			“He’s the devil!” Rose moaned.

			To Meg, he seemed more like a hero on a white horse, riding to their rescue in the nick of time. She hated the privations they’d been forced to endure in the year since her father had died. She had taken control while her mother retreated into nervous illness and grief. She was the one who sold the silver and the paintings and dismissed the servants one by one so her mother could afford to live the life she was accustomed to for as long as possible. Mama was the perfect example of Papa’s philosophy. Without Meg’s practicality and Hector’s advice, they would have lost Wycliffe much sooner than this.

			“Get up and dry your tears at once,” Flora ordered Rose. “We must leave for London tomorrow at first light to see about having wedding clothes made.” When Rose continued to stare at the wall mutinously, she turned to Meg. “You had better come as well, Marguerite. I’ll need your help. Once Rose is married, and we have funds again, we’ll hire more staff, but until then, I must continue to depend upon you to manage things.”

			Meg felt excitement rush through her. Not only was that the closest thing to a compliment her mother had paid her for her hard work since Papa’s death, it meant she would see London, attend the wedding, and meet the Devil of Temberlay in the flesh. “Oh, Mama—”

			“Rose, will you wear the blue gown or the yellow?” Flora asked.

			“Don’t sacrificial virgins wear white?” Rose asked.

			Flora threw up her hands. “Marguerite, you do the packing. Rose is far too overcome by joy to see to it herself.”

			“Obviously,” Meg muttered.

			Flora moved to the bureau, only to be distracted by the mirror. She smoothed the wrinkles from her forehead. “Rose will make a beautiful bride, and I shall stand out as her radiant mama,” she said, as if trying to convince herself. She swept out of the room, calling for Amy to see to her own packing.

			Meg laid the gowns on the bed. They’d both worn every gown a hundred times, and she hated all of them. Now Rose would have an entirely new wardrobe, fashionable and lovely, and never have to share her clothes again. A shimmer of jealousy crept up her spine, and Meg tightened her fist on a particularly hated sprigged muslin. She let go so she wouldn’t need to press the wrinkles out of it and forced a smile.

			“You’ll wear pretty clothes and go to parties and balls.” She looked critically at a faded green gown with a small tear on the sleeve. “No more turned hems or darned stockings.”

			Rose sniffed. “I’d rather wear rags and be a spinster than marry the Devil of Temberlay.” She snatched the gown out of Meg’s hands and tossed it to the floor. “I won’t do it.”

			Meg picked up the gown. “You’ve already agreed!”

			“Then I shall un-agree! Why should I sacrifice myself just so Mama can have more servants, sell myself like a—”

			Meg’s eyes widened as her sister’s mouth formed the word but didn’t dare to say it aloud.

			“But it’s not just for Mama. Think of Mignonette and Lily. Think of—”

			“Why? No one is thinking of me!” Rose whined.

			It would take hours of careful explanation to get her sister to see reason. Meg picked up the gowns and the sewing basket. “I’ll go and work in the library. Get some rest. You’ll feel better in the morning.”

			She shut the door and stood in the quiet of the hall, trying to quell the dark little demons of jealousy and envy. Rose would cry all the way to London, but once there, trying on pretty clothes and attending parties, she would feel differently about becoming a duchess.

			And Temberlay? Was he awaiting his bride, anticipating the wedding night? Meg’s stomach quivered. She set the gowns on the stair railing and took the scandal sheet out of her pocket. She looked down at the handsome face with a sigh, and ran the tip of one finger over his grinning mouth, and down his broad chest, the impossible length of his booted legs ... was he really as wicked as he was drawn? She shut her eyes. She felt wicked just thinking about him, especially now. She picked up the gowns and headed downstairs.

			A deal with this devil might be well worth the cost.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			“There’s a rumor afoot you’re getting married.”

			Nicholas Hartley, the infamous Devil Duke of Temberlay, opened one sleepy gray eye and fixed his gaze on the naked woman draped over his chest. The rumor was true enough, but he didn’t want to discuss it, especially now.

			His latest mistress had hair so blond it was almost white. It made her famous, both on stage and in bed, since every man in London wanted to know if the color was entirely natural.

			It was.

			Angelique’s expressive green eyes remained fixed on him, her curiosity evident. She was jealous, if the scratch of her nails on his chest was anything to go by. He picked up her hand and put it where it could do some good, and grunted when she squeezed his cock.

			“They say she’s the daughter of the late Earl of Wycliffe. Wherever did you meet her, Devil?”

			He hated when she called him Devil. The nickname had been earned in war, for braver deeds than the ton used it for now. He also frowned at the other name. Wycliffe. Had he met her? He’d been out of England for nearly three years, and home for mere weeks.

			He tried to focus on his very talented mistress, rather than wondering about the bride his grandmother had arranged for him. He was surprised at Granddame’s alacrity. It had been less than a week since she’d insisted he must marry, and since he had no choice, he’d given her carte blanche to make a match. He’d assumed she would confer with him before reaching a final decision. Once again, he had underestimated her.

			“Is she pretty?” Angelique persisted.

			He had no idea. Given his grandmother’s hatred of him, he rather doubted she was. But he needed Granddame’s fortune to support the estate his brother had left bankrupt. Marriage was simply a necessary bargain to maintain the dukedom. He shifted on the sheets, shut his eyes, told himself he didn’t care who she was.

			“Will she do this for you?” Angelique asked. Her hair brushed his stomach, and he gathered the silk of it in his hand so he could watch her work. She lifted her head again, much to his annoyance.

			“Am I invited to the wedding?”

			Was he? His grandmother hadn’t so much as left a note to inform him of the arrangements.

			He forced away his annoyance at the whole situation, and slid his hand between Angelique’s thighs, and she purred as he stroked her, all other thoughts gone at last from her pretty head. He waited until she cried out, then lifted her to straddle his hips.

			She laughed. “You are a devil! I’m due at the theater for rehearsal in less than an hour. There’s no time.”

			Nicholas flipped her onto her back and grinned, “There’s always time for this, Miss Encore.” She arched against him with a mewl of need.

			“Just once more, then, but hurry—” She rolled her hips, tried to make him move faster, but he held still, teasing her.

			“Hurry, Miss Encore?” He tweaked her nipple and she cried out in delight. “Not on your life.”

			With Angelique well sated but very late for rehearsal, Nicholas strolled into White’s Club. Viscount Sebastian St. James was waiting for him, seated in a comfortable leather chair, drinking with several other gentlemen of the ton.

			“Not your usual crowd, St. James,” Nicholas murmured.

			He was sitting with Charles Wilton and Lord Augustus Howard. The gentlemen were only vague acquaintances. Their smiles faded as Nicholas sat down.

			“I’d about given you up,” Sebastian said with a drunken grin. “We were just talking about you.”

			Nicholas’s spine prickled. “Oh?”

			Wilton smiled, but his eyes remained cold. “We were about to mount a wager as to what was keeping you, but St. James felt there was no point, since Angelique Encore is your new ladybird. It was all too obvious.” There was an edge to his tone that tightened Nicholas’s gut.

			Augustus Howard waggled his gray brows. “We decided instead to bet on what time you’d arrive. Unfortunately, you’re some hours earlier than my prediction.”

			“Trouble with—” Wilton pointed at Nicholas’s lap.

			“No, never, not Nicholas!” Sebastian cried. “My guess is Angelique had a performance this afternoon—” He elbowed Nicholas in the ribs. “Or should I say another performance?” Nicholas refrained from rolling his eyes.

			Wilton smirked and sipped his drink, as if he knew a secret joke.

			Lord Howard leaned in. “I hear your days of merriment are soon to come to an end.”

			Ah, so that was the secret joke. His wedding. Nicholas set his jaw, making ready to endure more questions and ribald jests.

			Howard pursed his brandy-sodden lips in an ugly pout. “Since you’re to hang in the parson’s noose before the month is out, will you bequeath the lovely Angelique to me?”

			Nicholas sipped his whisky to hide his surprise. Within the month? That soon? He felt the imaginary noose tighten, imagined his grandmother cackling as she tugged on his leg to hasten the drop.

			“Doesn’t anyone have anything better to talk about?” he asked. “I hear Napoleon is safely ensconced on Elba, never to terrorize the world again.” But these men were different from the officers he’d known in Spain. His comrades had been sober and keen in battle, but after, once the dead and the living had been accounted for, they wagered and whored and drank as hard as these idle lords. But they did it to remind themselves they were still alive, and to forget that good men died every day. He looked at Wilton, Howard, and even Sebastian. What did these silly fops have to forget?

			Boredom, he supposed.

			He’d been back in England for five weeks, and he had not met a gentleman of rank with a useful occupation, or one who stayed sober past noon, if they were awake that early. He also remembered being one of the worst of them, the most incorrigible rake, the wildest, the drunkest, the most ridiculous rich, bored lordling of the bunch.

			But that was before he went to war.

			He was a different man—harder, stronger, and smarter. Yet they expected him to be the same drunken fool.

			Charles Wilton raised his brows. “Napoleon? Not interesting enough. Not when the Devil is about to be shackled to the daughter of the virtuous Earl of Wycliffe. What’s she like?”

			Nicholas kept his expression bland, as if he knew all about her and didn’t care that she was—what? Ugly? A stranger he must wed and bed within the month? He shifted uncomfortably, realizing he did care after all. Slightly.

			He wished himself back in Spain, where the world made sense. If not for his brother’s sudden and mysterious death, he wouldn’t be here at all.

			And if his grandmother had not insisted he remain in London, he would have retired to Temberlay weeks ago to calculate the full damage of David’s mismanagement, and to discover just what had happened to his brother. The accident that killed him seemed to be the greatest secret in London, the details as deeply and hastily buried as David’s corpse.

			He worried about his grandmother when news of his brother’s death finally reached Spain in a solicitor’s letter, months after it had happened. She’d raised David, doted on him. Even in her terrible grief, she had managed the dukedom as best she could.

			Or so he thought.

			She had rushed at him the moment he’d arrived home, a virago in black bombazine. She’d slapped his face with the full strength in her arm, blamed him for everything that had befallen her, from David’s death to the ruin of the dukedom. She had squelched the scandal, and hidden the details of how her beloved grandson had died, but she hissed them in Nicholas’s ear.

			He sipped his whisky and let it burn.

			David had died in her arms after a duel, carried home barely alive, his body riddled with wounds. “It’s all Nicholas’s fault,” were his last words.

			Nicholas had no idea what that meant. Unfortunately, he’d found nothing to explain it. No witnesses, no bystanders, no gossip at all ... but he would. Finding other people’s secrets was what he was best at. Which made the total surprise of his own wedding all the more unbearable.

			Sebastian spilled his drink. Nicholas watched the brandy soak into the swirls of the club’s Turkey carpet.

			His grandmother had refused to allow anyone to clean David’s blood from the rug in her study. It had been there when she called him into that room and insisted that he must do his duty and marry. Over his brother’s blood, she’d told him the estate was ruined, that only her personal fortune was keeping them. She would continue to pay only if he agreed to marry where she wished.

			He respectfully took her money for debts and current expenses, and agreed to the wedding, but refused to let her manage his estates.

			“They say Wycliffe raised his girls to be pillars of feminine virtue and modesty!” Sebastian said, and grinned encouragement at Nicholas, as if he truly expected him to add more details. Nicholas sent him a flat look of warning, but Augustus Howard laughed.

			“That doesn’t bode well for you. Wycliffe was an ugly little man who used to scream about moral decency and the tender sensibilities of English womanhood in the House of Lords. Didn’t he try to introduce a bill to force the female aristocracy to take vows of chastity, order, and virtue?” He shuddered and grinned at Nicholas.

			“Ugly men have ugly wives in my experience, and ugly daughters.” Wilton finished his drink and signaled for another. “Perhaps you’d better keep Angelique after all, if you can afford her.”

			Now what would Wilton know about his financial affairs? Perhaps it was merely jealousy. It was well known that Wilton had banished his wife to the country, and spent his evenings in the lowest brothels in London.

			Sebastian mistook his silence for an invitation to keep up Nicholas’s end of the conversation. “Not to worry, gentlemen. I know for a fact that Nicholas can bed anything, no matter how ugly. He once won a bet that he couldn’t keep it stiff long enough to—”

			“St. James,” Nicholas murmured the warning. He’d come home from Spain to find dozens of such legends about him, none of them any truer than this one. He made it a policy to neither confirm nor deny what was said about him, but silence only seemed to make the rumors more prevalent, and infinitely wilder.

			“Bedding an ugly wench once on a bet is one thing, but night after night until an heir is born?” Wilton grinned with delight. “You have my condolences.” He raised his brandy in salute and downed it at a gulp. His eyes narrowed when Nicholas didn’t join the toast. “But perhaps she’s not so bad. What is your bride like, Temberlay?”

			Nicholas tightened his grip on his glass, let the cut crystal points dig into his flesh, but the anger remained. He did not want to be a duke, did not want to marry. He wondered if his grandmother had intentionally meant to make a fool of him in front of men like Howard and Wilton. “A woman like any other, I suppose.”

			“You suppose?” Wilton prompted.

			“All cats are black in the dark!” Sebastian chirped, and Nicholas sent him another quelling look, which Sebastian failed to heed. “It’s an arranged marriage, gentlemen. Nicholas’s grandmother wants a grandchild to dandle on her ancient knee before she turns her toes heavenward. Isn’t that so, Nick?”

			Nicholas ignored him.

			“Will she be attending Lady Melrose’s ball on Thursday?” Howard asked. “The entire ton will be there. It would be a good time to show her off, prove she isn’t hideous.”

			“I won’t be going,” Nicholas replied.

			Howard looked shocked. “You did receive an invitation, didn’t you? Surely your reputation is not so tarnished that—”

			“It’s probably Miss Encore’s night off,” Sebastian said in a stage whisper that would have done Angelique proud.

			Nicholas had had enough. He picked up his hat. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me, I have another appointment.”

			Sebastian was at his heels before he reached the curb. “You’re like a bear with a sore head! Are you unhappy with the match?”

			“You know everyone in London. Who is she?” Nicholas asked.

			“Who? Wycliffe’s daughter?” Sebastian frowned. “Never been seen in London as far as I know. They’ve been in mourning since the earl died last year.”

			“They?”

			Sebastian grinned. “I have two sisters, both notorious gossips. The earl has four daughters ... or is it five?” He stroked his chin. “What was it Delphine said to Eleanor? They were laughing when they heard you were—” He winced. “Sorry, old man, but no one is talking of anything else.”

			“What did Delphine say?” Seb’s twin sister was the worst gossip in the family, which probably accounted for why she remained unmarried well into her second Season.

			“Flowers ... something about flowers. Ah yes. They are all named after flowers! Blossom, Tulip, Cowslip ...” He dissolved into drunken laughter at his own joke.

			Nicholas frowned. “Which one is my bride?” he asked, his heart sinking. He was about to be saddled with a silly country virgin, precisely the kind of female he despised.

			Sebastian’s eyes popped. “You mean you don’t know?”

			Nicholas was forced to shake his head. “My grandmother is the one who wanted me married, so I told her to arrange it. Apparently, she has.”

			“Indeed,” Sebastian said soberly. Nicholas turned toward his coach, but Sebastian caught his sleeve. “Look, I’ll make inquiries, shall I? I’ll ask Delphie and Eleanor. If anyone has any information, they will.”

			Nicholas looked at his friend. He was drunk, probably wouldn’t even recall the conversation, especially if he went back inside to drink some more. Still, if Nicholas started asking questions himself, he’d look like an even bigger fool than he felt.

			“I trust you’ll be discreet,” he said.

			Sebastian laid a hand on his heart. “What would you like to know?”

			Nicholas hesitated. Nothing. Everything. He wished again he were back at war, but the war was over, and David was dead, and he was the Duke of Temberlay. That meant marriage and children and becoming a pillar of English society, all the things he detested.

			“Don’t tell me you’re nervous, Nick!” Sebastian scoffed.

			Nicholas opened the door of his coach. “Of a woman named after a flower? Not a chance.”

			He’d eat her alive, and spit out the petals.

			“D’you suppose he knows anything? He’s not the gullible fool his brother was,” Augustus Howard said as he boarded Wilton’s coach.

			“You seem worried. About what?” Wilton asked, knocking on the roof of the coach, giving the order to drive on. “He’s as big a fool as his brother.” He regarded his companion’s nervous expression coldly. “Don’t you find the irony satisfying? Temberlay is about to marry the daughter of the man who helped kill his own brother. I doubt he even knows.”

			Augustus frowned. The afternoon sun streaming into the coach emphasized his wrinkles, the paunch under his waistcoat.

			“You got a pretty little wife out of it, didn’t you?” Wilton asked. “How is sweet little Claire? Still pining for her true love every time you touch her?”

			“I love my wife. You didn’t love yours,” Augustus shot back.

			“We both got what we wanted. Revenge is sweet, don’t you think? Perhaps we can yet destroy Nicholas Hartley for his sins. He’s home now.”

			“His brother paid the debt!” Augustus hissed.

			Wilton shot him a cold look. “It’s not enough. David was merely a substitute, since Nicholas wasn’t here. He is now.”

			Augustus swallowed, and Wilton smiled coldly. “Go home to sweet little Claire, old man. Take her to bed, and be glad it wasn’t your wife he ruined.”

			“When will this end?” Augustus moaned.

			Wilton turned to look out the window. “When I say it’s over.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			“Where’s your sister, Meg?” Amy asked, opening the bed curtains with a swish. Meg squinted at the housekeeper and shut her eyes again. She had nightmares about her father’s death. When her dreams were at their worst, Rose often slept in the dressing room for a little peace. The nightmares were a secret they shared. If Mama found out, she might ask what they were about, and if she knew, it might well send her back into her shadow world of grief and pain.

			“She’s probably in the dressing room.” She stretched, and recoiled as her foot touched the icy sheets on Rose’s side of the bed. She pulled the coverlet closer and curled into a warm ball.

			Amy went to check and returned to poke her again. “No she isn’t! Lord Bryant is downstairs with his coach, and your mother is waiting on you and Rose in the breakfast room. She sent me up here to fetch you.”

			Meg sat up, and stared at her sister’s empty pillow. The valise she’d carefully packed for her sister the night before was gone. Meg looked around the room, instantly awake.

			She pulled on her robe. “Did you check the library? The kitchen?”

			Amy set her hands on her hips. “I just came from the kitchen!”

			Flora burst in. “Marguerite, you’re still in bed! It’s past eight, and we must leave immediately. The roads are—” She bustled into the dressing room, and came right back out again. “Where’s Rose?”

			In the doorway, John, their manservant, waited to carry the luggage downstairs.

			Meg felt a moment’s panic, and squelched it.

			“She isn’t here, my lady,” Amy informed her. The countess’s eyes widened.

			“She’s probably downstairs somewhere,” Meg soothed. It was too soon to worry yet. “Did you look in the conservatory and the ballroom?” she asked, directing the question to John. “She always liked to play there.”

			Flora put her fingers to her temples and shut her eyes. “Those rooms have been locked for months, and she’s not a child anymore. She’s almost a married woman, and this is no time for games!”

			“John, Amy, go and see if you can find her,” Meg directed the servants. When they’d gone, she put her arm around her mother and led her to a chair. “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. Rose is probably flitting from room to room, looking at herself in every mirror, trying to decide which one makes her look fairest. She’ll be back momentarily, demanding John take down her favorites and ship them to Temberlay Castle.”

			Footsteps thundered up the hallway, pounded in Meg’s chest, and she gripped her mother’s shoulder and stared at the door, waiting for bad news.

			The countess let go of the breath she was holding as her two youngest daughters raced into the room in their nightgowns. They climbed on the bed and began jumping. Meg swallowed a sigh of relief.

			“Girls, get down—” she said, trying to catch them.

			“Has Rose gone already?” ten-year-old Lily asked. “I wanted to ask her to bring me a present from London.”

			“I want a hair ribbon and a doll,” seven-year-old Minnie added.

			“Do stop jumping,” Flora snapped. “Can’t you see there’s a crisis?”

			“What’s a crisis?” Minnie asked. “Is it a sweet? I want sweets from London too, like the sugared almonds Papa used to bring.”

			“I’m surprised you remember that.” Meg took a moment to smile reassuringly at her little sisters as she lifted them off the bed and set them on the floor. She kissed them on the tops of their blond heads. “Go down to the kitchen for breakfast. You’re giving Mama a headache.” She hurried into the dressing room and pulled on the first gown—the only gown—she could find. Their best dress, the one Rose was to wear this morning, was gone. Meg’s fingers trembled as she fastened the buttons. Her sister never got out of bed before being called at least twice. Meg fixed her expression into a placid smile for Flora’s sake.

			John returned as she was tying her hair back with a ribbon. “No sign of her, my lady,” he reported to Flora, and sent Meg a worried glance. Meg felt her smile slip a little.

			Flora’s eyes widened for a moment, but she shook her head. Meg watched as she smoothed her fingers over her forehead. It was one of her mother’s rules. Frowning caused wrinkles, and wrinkles were to be avoided at all costs. She settled back into the chair, and arranged her skirts to elegant perfection. “She’s here somewhere, I’m sure of it. I will simply sit right here and wait for her to return.”

			Hector appeared in the doorway, his expression grim. Meg felt her heart climb into her throat, knowing it was bad news, hoping her sister wasn’t hurt, or worse. “You’ll have a long wait, Flora. A lad from the village just delivered a note. Rose is gone. Eloped, she says.” Meg’s heart dropped again, hurtling to the floor like a stone. It was worse indeed.

			Hector held out the note, but Flora recoiled in horror.

			Meg stood in stunned silence for a moment, staring at the letter in her uncle’s hand. The ink was blotched with tears. Or was it only rain? She glanced out the window at the weather.

			Sunny. Her stomach knotted.

			“It’s not true,” Flora murmured. “It can’t possibly be true!” She looked from Meg to Hector. “What am I to do now?”

			Meg took the note and read it. Rose would not, could not, marry a man like Temberlay. She would rather face death and—Meg slid it into her pocket without finishing it, bitterness filling her throat. Now they’d all face death, or poverty. Her sister was the most selfish creature on earth. Still, she glanced at Rose’s side of the bed with a twinge of fear. The future she’d chosen might turn out to be far worse than marriage to a duke with a rogue’s reputation.

			She squeezed her mother’s hand, worried herself now, for Rose, for Flora, for her sisters. Hector patted Flora’s shoulder as she began to blink back tears. “We’ll find her before things go beyond redemption,” he said. “She can’t have gotten far.”

			Flora looked at Meg, her blue eyes sharp as a needle. “Who would Rose elope with?”

			Meg shrugged. “How would I know? She had a dozen young men who—”

			“A dozen?” Flora cried. “Oh, Hector, I’m going to faint!”

			Hector ignored the threat. “Can you narrow it down?”

			Meg shook her head, and Flora’s eyes narrowed. “Come now, you’ve shared everything for over a year, clothes, this room, that bed! Surely you know her secrets!”

			Was this her fault? Meg hadn’t wanted to hear Rose gloat over her admirers, spin her romantic dreams. She’d pretended she didn’t care, ignored her sister’s attempts to whisper her secrets in bed at night. Guilt coiled through her like smoke. “Not this one.”

			Flora put a hand to her mouth. “Think of the scandal! What will the duchess say?”

			Meg read dismay in Hector’s eyes before he turned to soothe Flora. “I’ll go myself, and bring Rose straight to London when I find her. In the meantime, Meg is close to her sister in size. She’ll do to have the wedding gown fitted.” He pressed his handkerchief into Flora’s hand.

			Meg felt her knees turn to water. “Me?” she whispered.

			“Hector’s quite right. The wedding is a fortnight away, and there’s no time to waste,” Flora said, rising now the decision had been made. She smoothed her curls and set her bonnet on her head like a soldier preparing for battle. “I’m going to wait in the coach. Do hurry.”

			“Is there anything else you can think of? Anything at all?” Hector asked Meg.

			Meg looked again at the tear-stained note, scanned the last few lines. Rose didn’t name her intended husband. If only she’d listened, hadn’t been jealous. She racked her brain. “The last lad she mentioned was an ensign in the navy. I don’t recall his name. Edwin, possibly. He wrote her several letters, but I didn’t—she wouldn’t let me read them.”

			Hector kissed her forehead. “Don’t worry,” he said, and helped her into her cloak. “I’ll find her.” He pulled a card from his pocket. “You’d better take this. It’s the modiste the duchess recommended. At least you’ll have the pleasure of trying on the gowns. I’ll join you in London in a day or two.”

			Meg read the worry in her godfather’s eyes as she took the card. There’d been so many problems he hadn’t been able to fix since Papa’s death. Was this one more?

			He smiled, tried to reassure her. “Go on, before your mother starts to fret.”

			Meg’s heart was pounding as Hector handed her into the coach.

			“You’ll find her, won’t you?” Flora asked him.

			He gave her a reassuring smile. “Of course.”

			Flora lowered the window of the coach and watched him mount his horse and ride away at a gallop. Then she shut her eyes and lay back against the squabs with a sigh, pale and worried. Meg leaned over to shut the window against the cold breeze, and wrapped a rug around her mother’s knees.

			Rose’s disappearance on the eve of their salvation was tragic. She might be in danger, and her mother was on the verge of another nervous collapse. Flora had lost her husband, her fortune, and now her eldest daughter. She stood to lose her home too. Meg would have to find a way to protect her from all of it.

			Hector would find Rose in time for the wedding.

			He must.

			Guilt nipped at her as the coach moved through the gates of Wycliffe Park and turned onto the London road. She should be worried, not excited, but she was. She would see the sights of London, visit the fashionable shops, and stay in Lord Bryant’s town house. And she would see the notorious Devil of Temberlay in the flesh. That promised to be an adventure in itself, and perhaps the one she was looking forward to most of all.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Lady Julia Leighton lifted her heavy veil and got to her feet as Nicholas entered the salon. He noted the dark circles under her eyes, made all the more startling by her pallor.

			He crossed and kissed her forehead, and escorted her to a comfortable seat. “Have you been waiting long?” he asked gently.

			His brother’s fiancée had been heavily pregnant the last time he’d seen her, just days after his arrival home in London. She’d written to him to explain why she’d betrayed David with another man, and to ask for help. He’d gone to see her, given her money, arranged for a house, a midwife, and a nurse for the child. He could not see her as a fallen woman. Julia had always been like a sister to him, and if things had been different, she would have been David’s wife and Duchess of Temberlay. His mouth twisted. He had always pictured Julia in that role, but now a stranger, his own unknown, unwanted bride, would take her place. He sat across from Julia to stem the sudden rage he felt.

			“The child is well?” he asked.

			“Yes, thank you,” she smiled. “He’s growing very fast. I’ve come to say good-bye, Nick. I’m leaving London. My father found out where I was staying and insists that I cannot remain in Town. In fact he prefers I leave England.” She looked up at him with a sad smile. “He told everyone I was dead, you see. My ghost walking the streets of Mayfair would be a rather difficult thing to explain.” She rose to her feet, pulling her dark cloak more closely around her, her hands white flowers on the black velvet. “I owe you my thanks for all you’ve done—” She choked back a sob. “You’ve been most kind, Nicholas, in spite of everything.”

			He rose as well. He couldn’t let her go this way. He’d known Julia since she was a child. She and David had been betrothed on her eighth birthday. He’d been as shocked as anyone else, but he didn’t only blame her. “Where will you go?”

			“Perhaps France, now the war is over,” she said with false brightness. “Maybe Italy. My own grand tour.”

			“With a two-month-old child?”

			Her smile fled. “I just wanted you to know that I regret what I did, Nicholas, my stupid, foolish behavior. I hurt David, and my parents. But I do not regret Jamie. My son is the love of my life. I thought my father might—accept him, after my brother’s death, but he only wants me dead too.”

			He stared at the uncertainty in her face, visible in her eyes, even if she kept her jaw set with fierce determination. She didn’t have a clue where she was going.

			He took her hands. Her fingers were ice in his. “Julia, don’t leave Town just yet. Wait a few days. I’ll make some arrangements—”

			“You’ve done far too much already,” she said, and tried to pull her hand free, but he refused to give it up.

			“My brother loved you.”

			There was doubt in her eyes. “Did he? Like a sister, perhaps. It’s my fault he’s dead. He fought that duel for my honor, although I had no honor left to fight for. He’d be alive if I hadn’t—”

			“He would have married you anyway if he lived.”

			She raised her chin, and curled her fingers in his. He felt the scrape of her nails on his palm. “I would not have let him.”

			Despite her downfall from earl’s daughter to ruined woman, she was still the girl he remembered. The blackguard who seduced her had suffered no such fate.

			“Tell me his name, Julia,” he asked again. “Who is Jamie’s father? Was he the man David challenged?”

			“It doesn’t matter, Nick. I have not seen him since that night—” She shut her eyes, blushed. “What would you do if you knew? Another foolish duel? I could not bear it if you were killed too, for my stupidity.”

			The blush added color to her pale face for a moment, made her look like the pretty woman she’d always been.

			“Then allow me to speak to your father again.”

			“No. I cannot bear to see the disgust in his eyes again.”

			Desperation filled him, a need to protect
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