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        Temptation –

        “…the desire to do something, especially something wrong or unwise.”

        

      

      
        
        1816, the Sefton’s Ball, London

      

      

      Lady Mary Trevanen looked about the room wide eyed, excited and nervous at the same time. It was her first London Season and her first proper ball. She should have debuted last year, but a prolonged bout of influenza had meant she had to stay at home in the country with her mother. Now, at nineteen, she was finally in the capital and she was determined to enjoy herself. Her sister, Effie, had become engaged to a respectable gentleman after her first Season. Her mother was hopeful Mary would follow in her footsteps. ‘Respectability’ meant everything in the Trevanen family for reasons they did not normally discuss.

      Mary looked around and spotted Effie with her fiancé and some friends—her sister seemed to have forgotten she was meant to be chaperoning Mary.

      Not that Mary cared. She and her sister had never been bosom bows. Now she had her chance to enter polite society she was determined to enjoy every single moment of it. Every single second. And how could she do that if Effie was following her about, breathing down her neck and telling their mother what she was up to? The last thing she wanted was to give the Dowager Countess palpitations—she’d had enough of those when their father died. And if her mother had her way, Mary was sure she’d still be tucked away in the country and not having a Season at all. No, Mary was quite happy to be left to her own devices.

      The music swelled and the dancing began. Mary watched longingly, wishing someone would ask her to join in. It wasn’t as if her dance card was completely empty. Her cousin had written his name down along with Raymond, Effie’s intended, but Mary was yet to make many acquaintances among the guests here tonight. This being her first time in London, it was all so new to her. Effie had yawned and said Mary would soon grow bored with seeing the same faces. Mary was far from bored and she hoped it wouldn’t be long before she was as popular as her sister, who had been a hit in her first Season. With her golden hair and hour glass figure, Effie had been spoilt for choice when it came to partners at balls.

      The truth was Mary looked nothing like her sister. She was taller and leaner, and her hair was an unrelenting red. Add to that her pale pink ballgown, which was hardly flattering to her colouring but which her mother had insisted was appropriate for a debutante, and she would be lucky to attract any partners. As the dancers whirled around and around, Mary determined that one day she would wear colours that suited her.

      The orchestra ended with a flourish, and there was a short break before the next dance. With a sigh Mary turned, seeking her sister, and instead caught the eye of a tall, dark and handsome gentleman leaning negligently against a column. Immediately she felt a tingle, an attraction, a shiver of interest. Of course she did the proper thing and looked away. But, as if she were a moth to his flame, her gaze soon returned to him. He was still watching her and now, seeing her interest, his mouth quirked, and he straightened and pushed away from the column.

      Good heavens, was he…? Yes, he was. He was heading in her direction!

      Mary thought about making her escape back to the safety of Effie’s side, but that would be cowardly and she was no coward. Wasn’t this her chance to meet one of the London ton? Because she may be fresh from the country and inexperienced, but the gentleman approaching her was certainly ‘top of the trees’, something Effie’s fiancé Raymond seemed to think was the highest compliment a gentleman could be paid.

      Her eyes lingered admiringly. The gentleman was impeccably turned out, or at least he would be if it wasn’t for the untidy curl of dark hair that lay across his brow. Eyes the colour of newly turned earth were fixed on her with such intensity that Mary could do nothing but stand captivated as she awaited his arrival.

      “I believe this dance is mine,” he said in a deep voice.

      It wasn’t, she wasn’t meant to dance this dance with anyone at all, but Mary found herself happily placing her gloved hand in his and letting him lead her onto the floor. It crossed her mind that this was like one of the romances she had secretly devoured during her drawn out illness, because it seemed too good to be true. Some part of her knew she should say no, or demand an introduction, or at least ask him if he had mistaken her for someone else, but that would mean breaking the spell and she didn’t want to do that.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” she said breathlessly, after they had come together in the dance.

      He answered her promptly. “You are Lady Mary Trevanen. Your father died several years ago and you have a sister Euphemia.”

      “How did you…?”

      “I inquired. Why would I not want to know the name of the most glorious woman in the room?”

      Mary knew that was a lie but still she was flattered. He was certainly the most handsome man in the room.

      “Lord Garret Rathven at your service, Lady Mary,” he said.

      She didn’t know the name, but she didn’t know many of the people here. And surely, if he had been invited to the ball, he must be respectable? She pushed down the unwelcome doubts.

      He danced with her for three dances in a row and she was so caught up in it, so pleased when others glanced at her with envious little smiles—at least that was what she told herself they were anyway—she didn’t care that her mother and Effie would certainly not approve. Mary was the envy of everyone here and she was enjoying her moment in the sun. When she found herself out in the garden, without even remembering being asked, never mind agreeing, it seemed like part of a dream.

      Coloured lights sparkled among the foliage and there was a heady smell of lilac. Her head was buzzing. Lord Garrett Rathven held her arm and bent his head as he spoke to her in a deep, husky voice that sent shivers up and down her spine, and a curl of pleasure in her stomach. He asked her about her life in the country and how she was enjoying London, and he seemed so, well, interested. So intrigued by her boring little stories.

      When her voice stammered to a halt, she found herself staring up at him, his face so handsome in the shadows. It finally occurred to her that it was time to go back inside, that being out here, alone, with a gentleman she barely knew was very wrong.

      She was about to say so when he bent his head and kissed her.

      Mary was so surprised she gasped. He immediately kissed her again, this time more deeply. He tasted strongly of whiskey, her father’s favourite tipple. Before she could explore this revelation, his tongue swept across her lower lip and the sensation made her dizzier. Warm tingles slid through her body, making her skin prickle and her blood heat. She had never been kissed before by anyone and this was certainly going to be a highlight of her season.

      He was leaning in for a third kiss when Effie’s voice reached them. She was loud.

      “Mary! Come inside at once!”

      And there was her sister, all protective outrage. Lord Garrett stepped away, straightening his cuffs as if this was just another evening to him. He smirked, and it was so very different from the smiles he had been giving Mary that she was shocked.

      “Lord Garrett!” Effie said. “You are a disgrace! You know very well my sister is new to London. This is her first Season!”

      “And very sweet she is,” he said with that contemptable smirk. “I enjoy sampling some fresh meat. But I see you mean to put a stop to my fun, so I will bid you adieu.”

      And with that he strolled off through the garden toward the house as if he had done nothing wrong.

      Fresh meat! Mary gazed after him, her emotions a storm of humiliation and hurt, and told herself she would not cry. Beside her, Effie was breathing heavily, her chest rising and falling at a rapid rate. She turned to Mary and caught her arm, giving her a shake.

      “How could you be so silly, Mary? What would Mama say? Lord Garrett Rathven is a terrible rake. He has the worst reputation. No doubt he had a wager with his cronies that he could get you out here and-and kiss you. Or worse. Have you no sense at all?”

      Mary felt her humiliation giving way to anger.

      Lord Garrett was a terrible rake? He had a wager with his cronies as to whether or not he could kiss her?

      “Was it not bad enough that Papa had a mistress and another family none of us knew about? When he died and the truth came out, Mama took to her bed for a year! What would she say if she knew you were consorting with a man just as bad… Worse!”

      “Does Rathven have a mistress and a family?” Mary asked, her interest caught.

      “Not as far as I know,” Effie had to admit. “But his reputation, Mary! I will promise not to tell Mama if you will promise never to do anything so reckless again.”

      Of course Mary promised. And as Effie dragged her back to the ballroom, castigating her all the way, Mary knew her sister was right. Rathven was the very worst sort of gentleman. She must never forget this lesson, nor forgive his cruel words.
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        1817, the Sefton’s Ball, London – One year later

      

      

      Mary gazed calmly about her, ignoring the quiver of excitement. It would not do to show too much of that, not in her second Season. She was well aware of the rules of Society by now, and had even rejected an unsuitable gentleman—far too rackety in her mother’s opinion—who asked for her hand last year. She felt as if very little could faze her now.

      There was a man leaning against the wall by the open doors that led onto the terrace. She recognised him immediately, and although she knew she shouldn’t stare she couldn’t seem to help it. Or remember that Lord Garrett Rathven was someone she needed to avoid at all costs.

      After last year, in this very ballroom, when he had come close to ruining her reputation, she had been careful to stay away from him, although… Some reckless part of her had hoped he might try again so that she could tell him what she thought of a man who preyed on young women to win a bet. Now here he was, looking rather dishevelled if the truth be known, staring into space as the dancers swept by him. He appeared fashionably bored anyway, and Mary could see some of the young ladies twittering behind their fans as they sent him admiring glances.

      Whatever else he was, Rathven was handsome, and he had that edge of danger that was so attractive even when
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