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			Chapter One

			Oh, Miss Whitmore. Just look at this horrid place.”

			As she alighted from the coach, Clio took in the narrow, cobbled passage between two rows of warehouses. “It looks like an alleyway, Anna.”

			“It smells of blood. Lord preserve us. We’ll be murdered.”

			Clio bit back a smile. Her lady’s maid was a marvel with curling tongs, but her capacity for morbid imagination was truly unmatched.

			“We will not be murdered.” After a moment’s thought, she added, “At least, not today.”

			Miss Clio Whitmore had been raised by good parents, with the benefits of education and close attention to propriety, and she was engaged to marry England’s most promising young diplomat. She was not the sort of foolhardy young woman to go skulking about dodgy alleyways at midnight with an unloaded pistol in her pocket, in search of London’s most infamous scoundrel.

			No, that would not do.

			When Clio struck out in search of London’s most infamous scoundrel, she waited until midday. She entered the dodgy alleyway with a footman, her lady’s maid, and a minimum of skulking. And she didn’t carry any weapons at all.

			Really, what could be the purpose? When the man you sought was a six-­foot, sixteen-­stone prizefighter, an unloaded pistol wouldn’t be any help. The lethal weapons in the mix were his fists, and a girl could only hope they were on her side.

			Rafe, please be on my side. Just this once.

			She led the way down the dank, narrow alley, hiking her lace-­edged hem and taking care that her half boots didn’t catch on the uneven pavement.

			Anna skipped from one to another of the cleaner cobblestones. “How does the second son of a marquess end up here?”

			“On purpose. You may depend on it. Lord Rafe spurned good society years ago. He delights in anything brutish or coarse.”

			Inwardly, Clio wondered. The last time she’d seen Rafe Brandon, the man who was to be her brother-­in-­law, he’d been nursing grave wounds. Not only the physical aftermath of the worst—­more aptly, the only—­defeat of his prizefighting career, but the blow of his father’s sudden death.

			He’d looked low. Very low. But not so low as this.

			“Here we are.” She rapped on the door and lifted her voice. “Lord Rafe? Are you there? It’s Miss . . .” She bit off the name. Perhaps it wasn’t wise to announce herself in a place like this. “I need only a few minutes of your time.”

			That, and his signature. She clutched the sheaf of papers in her hand.

			There was no answer.

			“He’s not at home,” Anna said. “Please, Miss Whitmore. We need to be on our way if we’re to reach Twill Castle by nightfall.”

			“Not just yet.”

			Clio leaned close to the door. She heard sounds coming from within. The screech of chair legs across a floor. The occasional hollow thud.

			Oh, he was in there. And he was ignoring her.

			Clio was painfully accustomed to being ignored. Her engagement had given her years of practice.

			When she was seventeen, Lord Piers Brandon, the handsome, dashing heir to the Marquess of Granville, had obeyed the wishes of their families and proposed marriage. He’d gone on bended knee in the Whitmore drawing room, sliding a gold-­and-­ruby ring on her third finger. To Clio, it had felt like a dream.

			A dream with one snag. Piers had a new but promising career in foreign diplomacy, and Clio was rather young to assume the duties of managing a household. They had all the time in the world, he pointed out. She didn’t mind a long engagement, did she?

			“Of course not,” she’d said.

			Looking back, perhaps she should have given a different answer. Such as, “Define ‘long.’ ”

			Eight years—­and no weddings—­later, Clio was still waiting.

			By now, her situation was a public joke. The scandal sheets called her “Miss Wait-­More.” The gossip trailed her everywhere. Just what could be keeping his lordship from England and the altar, they all wondered? Was it ambition, distraction . . . devotion to his duty?

			Or devotion to a foreign mistress, perhaps?

			No one could say. Least of all Clio herself. Oh, she tried to laugh away the rumors and smile at the jokes, but inside . . .

			Inside, she was hurting. And utterly alone.

			Well, that all ended today. Starting this moment, she was Miss Wait-­No-­Longer.

			The brass door handle turned in her gloved grip, and the door swung open.

			“Stay here,” she told the servants.

			“But Miss Whitmore, it isn’t—­”

			“I will be fine. Yes, his reputation is scandalous, but we were friends in our childhood. I spent summers at his family home, and I’m engaged to marry his brother.”

			“Even so, Miss Whitmore . . . We should have a signal.”

			“A signal?”

			“A word to shout if you’re in distress. Like ‘Tangiers,’ or . . . or perhaps ‘muscadine.’ ”

			Clio gave her an amused look. “Is something wrong with the word ‘help’?”

			“I . . . well, I suppose not.”

			“Very well.” She smiled, unable to bear Anna’s look of disappointment. “ ‘Muscadine’ it is.”

			She passed through the door, walked down a dim corridor, and emerged into a soaring, empty space. What she found made her blood turn cold.

			Oh, muscadine.

			She blinked and forced herself to look again. Perhaps it wasn’t him.

			But there was no mistaking his profile. That rugged slope of a nose healed from multiple breaks. Add in the thick, dark hair, the strong jaw, the impressive breadth of his shoulders . . . That was Lord Rafe Brandon himself, perched on a crossbeam some dozen feet above the bricked floor. He had a rope in his hands, and he was knotting it securely to the beam. At the end of the rope was a loop.

			A noose.

			Apparently, his spirits hadn’t fallen as low as she’d feared.

			They’d sunk lower.

			And she’d arrived not a moment too soon.

			Her heartbeat went into a panicked stutter, whomp-­whomp-­whomp-­ing in her chest. “My lord, don’t. Don’t do this.”

			He glanced up. “Miss Whitmore?”

			“Yes. Yes, it’s me.” She advanced in small steps, lifting an open palm in a gesture of peace. “It’s Miss Whitmore. It’s Clio. I know we’ve had our differences. I’m not sure if we have anything but differences. But I’m here for you. And I beg of you, please reconsider.”

			“Reconsider.” He gave her a hard look. “You mean to stop me from . . .”

			“Yes. Don’t do something you’ll regret. You have so much to live for.”

			He paused. “I’ve no wife, no children. Both my parents are dead. My brother and I haven’t been on speaking terms for nearly a decade.”

			“But you have friends, surely. And many fine qualities.”

			“What would those be?”

			Drat. Clio should have known that was coming. She mentally ran through everything she knew of his life in recent years. Most of it came from the newspapers, and nearly all of it was horrid. Rafe Brandon had earned a reputation for being ruthless in a boxing match and shameless everywhere else. His endurance in the bedroom was almost as legendary as his quickness in the ring. They called him the Devil’s Own.

			“Strength,” Clio offered. “That’s a fine quality.”

			He cinched a knot tight. “Oxen are strong. Doesn’t save them from slaughter when they can’t pull anymore.”

			“Don’t speak that way. Perhaps you’re no longer the champion, but that doesn’t mean you’re worthless.” Her mind groped for something, anything else. “I recall that you gave some of your winnings to a war widows’ fund. Isn’t that true?”

			“Probably.”

			“Well, then. There’s that. Charity is the best of virtues.”

			He finished tying off his knot and pulled on it to test the strength. “It’s no use. A stray good deed or two could never balance my sins. What of all those women I’ve seduced?”

			“I . . .” Oh, heavens. How did one speak of such things aloud? “I . . . I’m sure a few of them enjoyed it.”

			At that, he laughed. It was a dry, low chuckle—­but a laugh, nonetheless.

			Laughter was a good sign, wasn’t it? Laughing men didn’t hang themselves. It shouldn’t bother Clio that he was laughing at her.

			“I assure you, Miss Whitmore. They all enjoyed it.”

			He let the length of rope dangle from the beam, then made his way down it, hand over hand, until he dropped directly before her. He was barefoot, dressed in gray trousers and an open-­necked linen shirt. His green eyes dared her to break with propriety in a dozen unthinkable ways.

			And that smug quirk of his lips?

			It said he already knew she wouldn’t.

			“Breathe,” he told her. “You haven’t walked in on a tragedy.”

			She took his suggestion. Air flooded her lungs, and relief filled her everywhere else. “But what was I to think? You up there on the beam, the rope, the noose . . .” She gestured at the evidence. “What else could you be doing?”

			Wordlessly, he walked to the edge of the room. There, he retrieved a straw-­stuffed canvas bag with a hook affixed at the top. He walked back and hung the sack from the loop of rope, sliding the noose to make it tight.

			“It’s called training.” He gave the bag a single, demonstrative punch. “See?”

			She saw. And now she felt unbearably foolish. In their youth, Rafe had always teased her, but of all the mischief he’d pulled over the years . . .

			“Sorry to ruin your fun,” he said.

			“My fun?”

			“It’s a popular enough female pastime. Trying to save me from myself.” He threw her a knowing look as he sauntered past.

			Clio blushed in response. But that was the wrong word. A “blush” was a whisper of color, and right now her cheeks must be screaming. Just ridiculously pink, like a flamingo or something.

			Wretched, teasing man.

			Once, when Clio had been a small girl, she’d seen a fistfight in the local village. A man buying hazels challenged a merchant over the honesty of his scales. The two argued, shouted . . . a scuffle broke out. She’d never forgotten the way the atmosphere changed in an instant. Everyone in the vicinity felt it. The air prickled with danger.

			She’d never witnessed another bout of fisticuffs. But she felt the same prickle in the air whenever Rafe Brandon was near. He seemed to carry things with him, the way other men carried portmanteaux or walking sticks. Things like intensity. Brute power, held in check—­but only just. That sense of danger mingled with anticipation. And the promise that at any moment, the rules that governed society could be rendered meaningless.

			Were his rakish exploits any mystery? Really, the corsets must unlace themselves.

			“I thought you’d given up prizefighting,” she said.

			“Everyone thinks I’ve given up prizefighting. Which is what will make my return to the sport so very exciting. And lucrative.”

			That followed a strange sort of logic, she supposed.

			“Now explain yourself.” He crossed his arms. His large, massive, all-­the-­words-­for-­big arms. “What the devil are you doing? You should know better than to come to a neighborhood like this alone.”

			“I do know better, and I didn’t come alone. I have two servants waiting outside.” On a stupid impulse, she added, “And we have a signal.”

			One dark eyebrow lifted. “A signal.”

			“Yes. A signal.” She forged on before he could inquire further. “I would not have needed to come here at all if you’d left some other way of reaching you. I tried calling at the Harrington.”

			“I no longer have rooms at the Harrington.”

			“So they informed me. They gave this as your forwarding address.” She followed him toward what seemed to be the living quarters. “Do you truly live here?”

			“When I’m training, I do. No distractions.”

			Clio looked around. She hadn’t been in many bachelor apartments, but she’d always imagined them to be cluttered and smelling of unwashed things—­dishes, linens, bodies.

			Lord Rafe’s warehouse didn’t smell of anything unpleasant. Just sawdust, coffee, and the faint aroma of . . . oil of wintergreen, perhaps? But the place was spartan in its furnishings. In one corner, she glimpsed a simple cot, a cupboard and a few shelves, and a small table with two stools.

			He removed two tumblers from the cupboard and placed them on the table. Into one, he poured a few inches of sherry. Into the other, he emptied the remaining contents of a coffeepot, added a touch of pungent syrup from a mysterious brown bottle, then into it all he cracked three raw eggs.

			She watched with queasy fascination as he stirred the slimy mess with a fork. “Surely you’re not going to—­”

			“Drink that?” He lifted the tumbler, drained it one long swallow, and pounded the glass to the tabletop. “Three times a day.”

			“Oh.”

			He pushed the sherry toward her. “That’s yours. You look like you could use it.”

			Clio stared at the glass as waves of nausea pitched her stomach to and fro. “Thank you.”

			“It’s the best I can do. As you can see, I’m not set up to receive social calls.”

			“I won’t take much of your time, I promise. I only stopped by to—­”

			“Extend a wedding invitation. I’ll send my regrets.”

			“What? No. I mean . . . I gather you’ve heard that Lord Granville is finally returning from Vienna.”

			“I heard. And Piers has given you permission to plan the most lavish wedding imaginable. I signed off on the accounts myself.”

			“Yes, well. About those signatures . . .” Clio twisted the papers rolled in her hand.

			He walked away from the table. “This will have to be quick. I can’t be wasting time on chatter.”

			He stopped beneath a bar hanging parallel to the floor some three feet over his head. In a burst of quickness, he jumped to grab it. Then he began to lift himself by means of flexing his arms.

			Again, then again.

			“Go on,” he said, clearing the bar with his chin for the fourth time. “I can talk while I do this.”

			Perhaps he could, but Clio was finding it difficult. She wasn’t accustomed to carrying on a conversation with a barely dressed man engaged in such . . . muscular exercise. Awareness hummed in her veins.

			She picked up the tumbler of sherry and took a cautious swallow.

			It helped.

			“I wouldn’t expect you to have heard, but my Uncle Humphrey died a few months ago.” She waved off the condolences before he could offer them. “It wasn’t a shock. He was very old. But the dear old thing left me a bequest in his will. A castle.”

			“A castle?” He grunted as he cleared the bar again. Then he paused there, muscles tensed with effort. “Some crumbling pile on the moors with a mountain of unpaid taxes, I suspect.”

			“No, actually. It’s situated in Kent and quite lovely. It was one of his personal properties. He was the Earl of Lynforth, if you recall.”

			Good heavens, she was babbling. Pull yourself together, Clio.

			“Ideal for a wedding, then.” His voice tightened with exertion.

			“I suppose it could be. For someone. But I’m on my way there today, and I stopped by to—­”

			“Inform me.” Lift.

			“Yes, and also—­”

			“To ask for money.” Lift. “I just told you, you’re free to spend as much on the wedding as you wish. Send the bills to my brother’s men of business.”

			Clio squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them. “Lord Rafe, please. Would you kindly stop—­”

			“Finishing your sentences?”

			She suppressed a little growl.

			He paused midlift. “Don’t try to tell me I got that one wrong.”

			She couldn’t tell him that. Not honestly. That was the most galling part.

			He went on, “As I said . . . I’m training.” Each phrase was punctuated by another lift. “It’s what prizefighters do. We concentrate.” Lift. “Anticipate.” Lift. “React. If it bothers you, try being less predictable.”

			“I’m calling it off,” she blurted out. “The wedding, the engagement. Everything. I’m calling it all off.”

			He dropped to the floor.

			The air prickled around them.

			And his dark expression told Clio, in no uncertain terms, he hadn’t predicted that.

			Rafe stared at her.

			This was not how his month was supposed to be going. He’d holed himself away in this storehouse to train for his comeback. When he met Jack Dubose for the second time, it would be the biggest bout of his life and the largest purse ever offered in English history. To prepare, he needed intensive physical conditioning, undisturbed sleep, nourishing food . . .

			And absolutely no distractions.

			Then who should walk through the door? None other than Miss Clio Whitmore, his most persistent and personal distraction. Of course.

			He’d always been at odds with her, ever since they were children. He’d been an impulsive, rough-­mannered devil. And she’d been the picture of an English rose, with her fair hair, blue eyes, and delicate complexion. Genteel and hospitable and well-­mannered, too.

			Just so irritatingly sweet.

			In sum, Clio Whitmore was the embodiment of polite society. Everything Rafe had spurned at the age of twenty-­one. Everything he’d vowed to dismantle.

			And that had to be what made it so damned tempting to dismantle her.

			Whenever Clio was near, he couldn’t resist shocking her proper sensibilities with a flex or two of brute strength. He liked to devil her until he turned her cheeks some new, exotic shade of pink. And he’d wondered, many times, how she’d look with that slick knot of golden hair undone, tangled from lovemaking and damp with sweat.

			She was his brother’s intended. It was wrong to think of her that way. But outside a boxing ring, Rafe had never done much of anything right.

			He pulled his gaze from the frothy white fichu edging her neckline. “I think I misheard you.”

			“Oh, I’m certain you heard me correctly. I have the papers right here.” She unrolled a sheaf of papers in her gloved hand. “My solicitors drew them up. Would you like me to summarize?”

			Annoyed, he reached for the papers. “I can read.”

			Somewhat.

			Like all the legal documents shoved in front of him since the old marquess’s death, the papers were written in hen scratches so tight and close as to be indecipherable. Just glancing at it gave him a headache.

			But that one glance told him enough.

			This was serious.

			“These aren’t valid,” he said. “Piers would have to sign them first.”

			“Yes, well. There is someone with the power to sign for Piers in his absence.” Her blue gaze met his.

			No.

			Rafe couldn’t believe this. “That’s why you’re here. You want me to sign this?”

			“Yes.”

			“Not going to happen.” He thrust the papers back at her, then walked over to the punching bag and gave it a booming right cross. “Piers is on his way home from Vienna. And you are meant to be planning the wedding as we speak.”

			“Exactly why I hoped to have these papers signed before he arrives. It seems the best way. I’d hate to make an unpleasant scene, and . . .”

			“And unpleasant scenes are my specialty.”

			She shrugged. “Quite.”

			Rafe lowered his head and threw a barrage of jabs at the punching bag. This time, he wasn’t putting on a display. His brain worked better when his body was in motion. Fighting brought him to his sharpest focus, and he needed that now.

			Why the hell would Clio want to break this engagement? She was a society debutante, raised for advantageous marriage the way thoroughbred horses were bred to race. A lavish wedding to a wealthy, handsome marquess should be her fondest dream.

			“You won’t find a better prospect,” he said.

			“I know.”

			“And you must want to get married. What else could you hope to do with your life?”

			She laughed into her sherry. “What else, indeed. It’s not as though we ladies are allowed to have interests or pursuits of our own.”

			“Exactly. Unless . . .” He held his punch. “Unless there’s someone else.”

			She was quiet for a moment. “There’s no one else.”

			“Then it’s the anticipation getting to you. Just a case of cold feet.”

			“It’s not that I’m a nervous bride, either. I simply don’t wish to marry a man who doesn’t want to marry me.”

			“Why would you think he doesn’t want to marry you?” He threw a right hook at the bag, then followed it with a left.

			“Because I’ve looked at the calendar. Eight years have passed since he proposed. If you truly wanted a woman, would you wait that long to make her your own?”

			He let his fists fall to his sides and turned to her, breathing hard. His lungs filled with the scent of violets. Damn, she even smelled sweet.

			“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t.”

			“I didn’t think so.”

			“But,” he continued, “I’m an impulsive bastard. This is about Piers. He’s the loyal, honorable son.”

			Her eyebrow made the slightest quirk. “If you believe the scandal sheets, he has a mistress and four children tucked away somewhere.”

			“I don’t read the scandal sheets.”

			“Perhaps you should. You’re often in them.”

			He didn’t doubt it. Rafe knew the vile things that were said about him, and he took every opportunity to encourage the gossip. Reputation didn’t win fights, but it drew crowds and lined pockets.

			“It’s not as though Piers hasn’t had reasons for delaying. He’s an important man.” Rafe fought to keep a straight face. Listen to him, singing his brother’s praises. That didn’t happen often. It didn’t happen ever. “There was that post in India. Then the one in Antigua. He came home between assignments, but then there was some delay.”

			She looked down. “I was ill.”

			“Right. Then there was a war to settle, and another after that. Now that all these treaties in Vienna are hammered out, he’s on his way home.”

			“It’s not that I begrudge his sense of duty,” she said. “Nor how essential he’s made himself to the Crown. But it’s become abundantly clear that I’m not essential to him.”

			Rafe rubbed his face with both hands and growled into them.

			“My solicitors told me I’d have a case for a breach of promise suit. But I didn’t want to embarrass him. Now that I have Twill Castle, I don’t require the security of marriage. A quiet dissolution is best for all concerned.”

			“No. It’s not best. Not at all.”

			Not best for Piers, not best for Clio.

			And definitely not best for Rafe.

			He’d put his prizefighting career on hold after his father’s death. He didn’t have a choice. With Piers out of the country, Rafe found himself, however unwillingly, at the helm of the Granville fortune.

			He belonged in a boxing ring, not an office. He knew it, and so did the solicitors and stewards, who barely managed to veil their disdain. They came armed with folios and ledgers and a dozen matters for his attention, and before Rafe sorted his way through one issue, they were on to the next. Each meeting left him restless and simmering with resentment—­as though he’d been sent down from Eton all over again.

			Rafe could all but hear his father twisting in his grave, spitting worms and grinding out those same, familiar words.

			No son of mine will remain an uneducated brute. No son of mine will disgrace this family’s legacy.

			Rafe had always been a disappointment. He’d never been the son his father wanted. But he’d made his own life, earned his own title—­not “lord,” but “champion.” As soon as Piers returned to England and married, he would be free to fight again and get that title back.

			If Clio called off the wedding, however . . . ?

			His globe-­wandering brother might turn around and disappear for another eight years.

			“Piers has likely been hoping for this outcome all along,” Clio said. “He wanted out of the engagement, but his honor wouldn’t permit him to ask. When he learns the dissolution is already done, I expect he’ll be relieved.”

			“Piers will not be relieved. And I’m not going to let you do this.”

			“I don’t wish to quarrel.” She rolled the papers and tapped the cylinder on its edge. “You have my apologies for the intrusion. I’ll take my leave now. And I’ll bring these papers with me to Kent. If you change your mind about signing them, I’ll be at Twill Castle. It’s near the village of Charingwood.”

			“I won’t sign. And mark my words, you won’t ask him to sign it, either. When he comes back, you’ll know at once that the gossip was baseless. You’ll be reminded of the reasons why you consented to be his bride in the first place. And you will marry him.”

			“No. I won’t.”

			“Think of it. You’ll be a marchioness.”

			“No,” she said. “I truly won’t.”

			Her quiet, solemn tone unnerved him more than he cared to admit. Hell, his palms were even growing damp. It was as though he could feel his career—­everything he’d worked for, and the only thing that made his life worth a damn—­slipping from his grasp.

			She moved to leave, and he lunged to catch her by the arm. “Clio, wait.”

			“He doesn’t want me.” Her voice broke. “Can’t you understand that? Everyone knows. It took me too many years to see the truth. But I’m done waiting. He doesn’t want me, and I no longer want him. I have to protect my heart.”

			Damn it all. So that’s what this was. He should have guessed. The reason for her sudden reluctance was as plain as the lion on the Granville crest.

			Rafe was the rebel of the family, but Piers had been chipped straight from their father’s stone. Upright, proud, unyielding. And most of all, unwilling to show emotion.

			Rafe didn’t have a damned thing in common with a society debutante, but he knew that it hurt to feel unwanted by the Marquess of Granville. He’d spent his own youth starved for the slightest sign of his father’s affection or approval—­and he’d loathed himself when those signs never came.

			“Piers wants you.” He silenced her objection, rubbing his thumb up and down her arm. God, she was soft there. “He will. Make those wedding plans, Clio. Because when he sees you again for the first time, it’s going to come as a blow to the ribs, that wanting. He’s going to want to see you in that grand, lacy gown, with little blossoms strewn in your hair. He’s going to want to watch you walk down that aisle, feeling his chest swell closer to bursting from pride with every step you take. And most of all, he’ll want to stand before God, your friends and family, and all of London society—­just to tell them you’re his. His, and no one else’s.”

			She didn’t respond.

			“You’re going to want that, too.” He released her arm with a squeeze, then chucked her under the chin. “Mark my words. I’ll see you married to my brother within the month—­even if I have to plan the damn wedding myself.”

			“What?” She shook herself. “You, plan the wedding?”

			A little smile played about her lips as she looked to the exposed ceiling rafters, the barren brick walls, the rough-­hewn furniture . . . then back to him. The most crude, inelegant thing in the room.

			“Now I’m almost sorry it’s not going to happen,” she said, pulling away. “Because that would be amusing.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter Two

			Which room do you think Daphne and Sir Teddy will prefer?”

			Clio stood in the corridor, at the center point between two doorways. She smoothed fretful hands over her new emerald green silk.

			“Should we put them in the Blue Room, with the windows looking over the park? Or should I give them the larger chamber, even if it faces the shaded side of the property?”

			Anna fussed and clucked, pulling loose one last curling paper from Clio’s hair. “Miss Whitmore, if you want my opinion, I think you shouldn’t fret over it. Whichever one you choose, she’s certain to find fault.”

			Clio sighed. It was true. If there was a door to shut and a candle to read by, Phoebe was content. But Daphne took after their mother—­impossible to impress.

			“Let’s put them in this one,” she said, crossing into the first bedchamber. “It truly is the best.”

			The Blue Room boasted four soaring windows and an expansive view of Twill’s lovely gardens. Plump hedges like sugarplums. Rosebushes in endless varieties. Arbors lush with flowering vines. And beyond it all, the rolling expanse of Kent in late summertime. The fields were the same brilliant jade as her new frock, and the air smelled of blossoms and crushed grass—­as though the sun were a magnet hung in the sky, extracting life from the earth. Drawing out everything green and fresh.

			If anything could impress her sister, surely it would be this room. This view.

			This marvelous castle. Which was, thanks to some whim of her uncle’s, now Clio’s.

			Twill Castle was her chance at . . . well, at everything. Independence. Freedom. Security. A future that would have been hers already if only Rafe had cooperated.

			She should have known better than to ask. Rafe Brandon simply didn’t cooperate, in the same way lions didn’t cuddle with zebras. It wasn’t in his nature. Every explosive, muscled inch of him was formed for rebellion and defiance . . . interspersed with heavy lifting.

			A thin plume of white in the distance caught her eye. Two coaches, approaching on the gravel drive.

			“They’re here!” she called out. “Oh, dear. They’re here.”

			She rushed down the corridor toward the front stairs, pausing to peer into each room on her way.

			Good. Good. Perfect.

			Not perfect.

			Reeling to a stop on her way down the grand staircase, Clio paused to nudge a hanging portrait square. Then she took the remaining steps at the fastest clip she dared, hurrying across the entrance hall to the open front door.

			Two carriages rolled to a halt in the drive.

			Servants began piling out of the second coach, unloading valises and trunks. A footman hastened to open the door of the family carriage.

			Daphne emerged first, dressed in a lavender traveling habit and a spencer with matching piping—­both the height of this summer’s fashion.

			Clio moved forward, arms outstretched. “Daphne, dear. How was your journ—­”

			Daphne shot a meaningful look at the servants. “Really, Clio. Don’t be common. I have a title now.”

			After nearly a year of marriage, Daphne was still . . . Daphne.

			Thanks to all the effort their mother had invested in Clio’s education and breeding, Mama had been too distracted to mold her second daughter into anything but a fashion-­mad, rake-­chasing chit. It had been a sort of relief when Daphne eloped with Sir Teddy Cambourne last year, only two months after her debut. He was a shallow, preening sort of gentleman, but at least he had an income and a baronetcy. Her sister could have done much worse.

			“Lady Cambourne.” Clio made a formal curtsy. “Welcome to Twill Castle. I’m so delighted you and Sir Teddy have come.”

			“Hullo, dumpling.” Her brother-­in-­law gave her a familiar nudge on the arm.

			“But of course we would come,” Daphne said. “We couldn’t let you stay here all alone while you wait for Lord Granville’s return. And once he does return, we’ll have a wedding to plan.”

			Fortunately, their youngest sister emerged from the carriage at that moment—­saving Clio from inventing a reply.

			“Phoebe, darling. It’s so good to see you.”

			Clio wanted to catch the girl in a hug, but Phoebe didn’t like hugs. Already, she had a thick book positioned as a shield.

			“You’ve grown so tall this summer,” she said instead. “And so pretty.”

			At sixteen, Phoebe was willowy and dark-­haired, with soft features and bold blue eyes. Well on her way to becoming a beauty. Based on looks alone, she would be a grand success in her first season. But there was something . . . different . . . about Phoebe. There always had been. It seemed as though there was so much happening within her own remarkable mind, she struggled to connect with the ­people around her.

			“We would have been here hours ago if not for the dreadful crush at Charing Cross,” Teddy said. “And then two hours to cross the dashed bridge. Two hours.”

			“I thought the smell would make me sick,” Daphne said.

			Phoebe consulted her pocket watch. “We misjudged the time of departure. If we’d left twenty minutes earlier, we would have arrived fifty minutes ago.”

			“I’m just happy you’re here now,” Clio said, leading the way toward the arched entrance. “Please do come in, all of you.”

			Daphne held her back. “I come first, you know. Perhaps you will be a marchioness within the month, and perhaps I am your younger sister. But since I am married and a lady, I take precedence. For a least a few more weeks.”

			Clio stepped aside. “Yes, of course.”

			The gawping mouth of Twill Castle swallowed them in, and an awed hush seized their tongues.

			Even four hundred years ago, stonemasons knew how to build to impress. The castle’s entrance hall soared the full height of the building. A grand staircase wrapped around the space, drawing the eye upward. And then upward yet some more. Gilt-­framed paintings and portraits—­not small ones—­climbed every inch of available wall, stacking four or five high in places.

			After several moments, Teddy whistled low.

			“It is nice, isn’t it?” Daphne said. “Quite grand. Only I think it would be better if it weren’t so . . . so old.”

			“It’s a castle,” Phoebe said. “How can it not be old?”

			Daphne pinched Clio’s arm in a gesture that seemed half affection, half spite. “But a home is a reflection of its mistress. You shouldn’t let the place show that it’s getting on in age. For instance, you could cover all these ugly stone walls with new paneling. Or French toile. And then we’ll drape some fresh silk on you.”

			Her sister swept Clio with a look that made her new frock feel frowsy and tattered. Then she clucked her tongue in a frighteningly accurate impression of Mama.

			“Not to worry,” she said, patting Clio’s shoulders. “We do have a few weeks yet to improve. Isn’t that right, Teddy?”

			“Oh, yes,” he agreed. “We’ll make certain his lordship doesn’t bolt again.”

			Clio smiled and turned away. Partly because “smile and look elsewhere” was the only way to cope with her brother-­in-­law, but mostly because her attention was drawn toward the gravel drive.

			A lone rider approached on a dark horse, churning up great clouds of dust as he thundered down the lane.

			“Did someone else come from London with you?”

			“No one,” Teddy said.

			“Could that . . .” Daphne joined her in the arched entryway and squinted. “Oh, no. Could that be Rafe Brandon?”

			Yes.

			That could only be Rafe Brandon.

			He’d always been a magnificent rider. They seemed to have a sort of animal understanding, he and horses. A communion of beastly natures.

			As if to demonstrate, he brought his mount to a halt in the circular drive without any shouting or hauling on the reins, but merely using a firm nudge of his knee to steer the beast into a tight circle.

			With a calming word to the horse, Rafe dismounted in one smooth motion. Massive boots punched the ground. His riding breeches were buckskin. All men’s riding breeches were buckskin. But she would wager anything that this buckskin was stretched over this man’s thighs more tightly than it had stretched over the original buck.

			Billowing greatcoat. Black riding gloves. No hat. Just waves of dark, heavy hair. A gust of wind gave it a rakish tousle.

			He was sin in human form. No wonder they called him the Devil’s Own. Lucifer probably paid him to advertise.

			“Good heavens,” Daphne said. “Do you think he tries at that?”

			Clio was glad to know it wasn’t only her. “I can’t imagine why he’d try for our benefit. I think it’s just how he is.”

			“Surely you weren’t expecting him.”

			“No.” But perhaps she should have been.

			“Oh, no. It looks as though he means to stay.”

			As the dust settled, they could see that a coach had followed Rafe down the drive. The castle’s stables would be full to overflowing tonight.

			“Can’t you make him go away?” Daphne asked. “He’s so brutish and common.”

			“He’s still the son of a marquess.”

			“You know what I mean. He doesn’t behave like one anymore. If he ever did.”

			“Yes, well. Every family has its idiosyncrasies.” Clio patted her sister on the shoulder. “I’ll go greet him. Anna and the housekeeper will show you and Phoebe to your chambers, so you can settle in.”

			As Clio went out to greet him, Rafe’s silhouette grew larger and larger in her vision. And she felt herself growing pinker in response.

			He nodded in greeting.

			“This is a surprise,” she said. “And I see you’ve brought friends.”

			A man alighted from the carriage—­a slender fellow who wore a dark greatcoat and the sort of genial, unruffled manner one would need to possess if one were friends with Rafe. And from the coach’s interior, he lifted the squattest, oldest, ugliest bulldog Clio had ever seen. Goodness. The poor, aged thing. Even its wrinkles had wrinkles.

			Once placed on the ground, the dog promptly made a puddle in the drive.

			“That’s Ellingworth,” Rafe said, removing his riding gloves.

			Clio curtsied. “Good day, Mr. Ellingworth.”

			Rafe shook his head. “Ellingworth is the dog.”

			“You have a dog?”

			“No. Piers has a dog.” He looked at her as though she should know this.

			But she didn’t know this. How curious. Clio couldn’t recall Piers ever mentioning a dog. Not aside from the hunting hounds his groundskeeper kept at Oakhaven.

			“Some souvenir from his Oxford days,” Rafe explained. “There’s a story behind it. A mascot or a prank . . . maybe both. Anyhow, the dog’s been living with me. He’s fourteen years old. He requires a special diet and round-­the-­clock care. I had the veterinarian write it all out.”

			He reached into his pocket and handed Clio some notes.

			Three full pages of them.

			“Well,” she said. “Now that I know Ellingworth is the dog, might I be introduced to your friend?”

			“This is Bru—­”

			“Bruno Aberforth Montague,” the man interrupted. “Esquire.” He bowed over Clio’s hand and brought it to his lips. “At your ser­vice.”

			“Charmed, I’m sure.”

			In reality, she wasn’t entirely sure. Not about this Mr. Montague, and not about Rafe.

			While Mr. Montague put the dog on a lead and walked him to the grassy edge of the drive, she went after some answers. “Dare I hope you’ve merely dropped by to sign the papers?”

			“Absolutely not. It’s like we discussed. I’m here to plan the wedding.”

			She froze. “Oh, no.”

			“Oh, yes.”

			Don’t panic, she told herself. Not yet.

			“I thought you were in training. No distractions.”

			“I can train here in Kent. The country air is beneficial for the constitution. And you can keep the distractions to a minimum by cooperating with the wedding plans. Piers wants you to have everything you ever dreamed of on the grand day.”

			“So I’m to believe this is Piers’s idea?”

			He shrugged. “It might as well have been. Until he returns, I have the full weight of his fortune and title at my disposal.”

			Now, she told herself. Panic now.

			“Rafe, I can’t play your little game. Not this week. My sisters and brother-­in-­law just arrived.”

			“Excellent. That’s three wedding guests we won’t need to invite.”

			She rolled the papers in her hands. “You know very well there won’t be any wedding.”

			He glanced at the castle. “And you’ve told your family this news?”

			“No,” she was forced to admit. “Not yet.”

			“Ah. So you’re not truly decided.”

			“I am truly decided. And you are truly vexing. Rolling in like a storm cloud on your black horse, all dark and dramatic and unexpected. Demanding to plan weddings and bringing me lists.”

			“I’m all kinds of trouble, and you know it. But I know you, too.”

			Her breath caught. Then she reminded herself that what sounded like flirting was often just male presumption. “You don’t know me nearly as well as you think you do, Rafe Brandon.”

			“I know this much. You won’t turn me away.”

			Rafe watched her carefully.

			It wasn’t any hardship, to watch her carefully. But he had extra reason today.

			Clio might not have made her final decision on marriage, but it was clear she didn’t want another pair of houseguests right now.

			Another trio of houseguests, if one counted Ellingworth.

			He took the lead from Bruiser and crouched beside the dog. He was so old, he was completely deaf, but Clio didn’t know that.

			“Not to worry, Ellingworth.” He scratched the dog behind the ear. “Miss Whitmore is a model of etiquette and generosity. She wouldn’t turn an old, defenseless dog out into the cold.” He slid a glance at Clio. “Now would she?”

			“Hmmph. I thought champions are supposed to fight fair.”

			“We’re not in a boxing ring. Not that I can see.” After a moment’s thought, he decided to take a chance. “Is that a new frock?”

			“I . . .” She crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. “I don’t see that it matters.”

			Oh, it mattered. He knew these things mattered.

			Rafe might not know a damn thing about planning weddings, but he knew a thing or two—­or twelve—­about women.

			This was all Clio needed. A bit of attention. Appreciation. She’d been left waiting for so many years, she was feeling unwanted. Well, that was bollocks. Just look at her. Any man who didn’t want this woman would be a damned fool.

			Piers wasn’t a fool.

			Unfortunately, neither was Rafe.

			“The color suits you,” he said.

			And it did. The green played well with the gold of her hair, and the silk fit her generous curves like a dream. The kind of dream he shouldn’t be having.

			He rose to his feet, letting his gaze sweep her one last time, from toes to crown.

			By the time their eyes met, the flush on her cheeks had deepened to a ripe-­berry hue. He smiled a little. Clio Whitmore’s complexion had more shades of pink than a draper’s warehouse. Every time Rafe thought he’d seen them all, he managed to tease out one more.

			Just imagine teasing her in bed.

			No, you idiot. Don’t. Don’t imagine it.

			But as usual, his thoughts were three paces ahead of his judgment. The image erupted in his mind’s eye, as unbidden as it was vivid. Clio, breathless. Naked. Under him. Stripped of all her good manners and inhibitions. Begging him to learn her every secret shade of pink.

			Rafe blinked hard. Then he took that mental image and filed it away under Pleasant-­Sounding Impossibilities. Right between “flying carriage” and “beer fountain.”

			He looked nowhere but her eyes. “We’ll send in our things, then.”

			“I haven’t said yes.”

			“You haven’t said no.”

			And she wouldn’t. They both knew it. No matter how much she disliked Rafe, no matter how much she wanted him gone . . . Her conscience wouldn’t let her turn him out.

			Her little sigh of surrender stirred him more than it ought. “I’ll have the maids prepare two more rooms.”

			He nodded. “We’ll be in once I’ve put up my gelding.”

			“We have grooms to do that,” she said. “I was fortunate that all my uncle’s housestaff stayed on.”

			“I always put up my own horse.”

			Rafe walked his gelding toward the carriage house for a good brushing down. Whenever he came in from a hard ride—­or a hard run, a hard bout—­he needed a task like this to calm him. All that energy didn’t just dissipate into the air.

			And tonight, he needed a private word with a certain someone. A certain someone who’d just up and declared that his name was Montague.

			“What the devil was all that about?” he asked, as soon as Clio was out of earshot. “Who’s this Montague person? We agreed you’d act as my valet.”

			“Well, that was before I saw this place! Cor, look at it.”

			“I’ve looked at it.”

			The castle was impressive, Rafe had to admit. But he’d seen finer. He’d been raised in finer.

			“I want a proper room in that thing,” Bruiser said, gesturing at the stone edifice. “No, I want my own tower. I certainly don’t want to be your valet. Stuck below stairs, eating my meals in the servants’ hall with the housemaids. Not that I can’t appreciate a fresh-­faced housemaid on occasion. Or, for that matter, a well-­turned footman.”

			That was Bruiser. He’d tup anything. “How egalitarian of you, Mr. Bruno Aberforth Montague.”

			“Esquire. Don’t forget the esquire.”

			Oh, Rafe was trying very hard to forget the esquire. “Miss Whitmore’s sister is here. That’s Lady Cambourne. Along with her husband, Sir Teddy Cambourne.”

			“So?” Bruiser said. “I know you try hard to forget it, but you’re Lord Rafe Brandon. I have no problem speaking with you.”

			“That’s different. I don’t answer to that title anymore. I walked away from all this years ago.”

			“And now you’re walking back. How difficult can it be?”

			More difficult than you could imagine.

			Hell, Rafe was worried about feeling like an imposter, and he’d been raised on these grand estates.

			“Listen,” he said. “You’re the son of a washerwoman and a tavernkeeper, who makes his living organizing illegal prizefights. And you’ve just inserted yourself with a class of ­people so far above your usual world they might as well be wearing clouds. Just how do you plan to pull this off?”

			“Relax. You know me, I get on with everyone. And I have a new hat.”

			Rafe looked at the felted beaver twirling on Bruiser’s finger. “That’s my hat.”

			“At dinner and suchlike, I’ll just watch what you do.”

			Wonderful plan, that. Rafe scarcely remembered proper etiquette anymore.

			“And then there’s my secret weapon.” With a glance in either direction, he pulled a small brass object from his pocket. “Picked up this little beauty in a pawnbroker’s.”

			Rafe looked at it. “A quizzing glass. Really.”

			“I’m telling you, these things scream upper crust. You should get one, Rafe. No, I mean it. Someone talks over your head? Quizzing glass. Someone asks a question you can’t answer? Quizzing glass.”

			“You honestly think a stupid monocle is all you need to blend in with the aristocracy?”

			Bruiser raised the quizzing glass and peered at Rafe through the lens. Solemnly.

			The idiot might be onto something.

			“Just don’t cock this up,” he warned.

			“Oh, I’m not going to cock this up. Remember, I’m your second. I’m always in your corner.”

			But this wasn’t a prizefight. It was something much more dangerous.

			As a visitor to Twill Castle, Rafe would be out of his element. When he was out of his element, he grew restless. And when he grew restless, his impulsive, reckless nature came to the fore. ­People got hurt.

			He would need to be careful here.

			“So when is the wedding planner arriving?” he asked.

			Bruiser went curiously silent.

			“You did engage the ser­vices of a wedding planner?”

			“Certainly I did. His name is Bruno Aberforth Montague, Esquire.”

			Rafe cursed. “I can’t believe this.”

			Bruiser lifted his hands in defense. “Where was I supposed to find a wedding planner? I’m not even certain such ­people exist. But it doesn’t matter. This is going to be perfect. You’ll see.”

			“I doubt that. You know less about planning weddings than I do.”

			“No, no. That’s not true.”

			Bruiser’s eyes took on that bright, excited glint that Rafe had learned to recognize over the years. And dread.

			“Think about it, Rafe. I’m a trainer and promoter. It’s what I do all the time. I find two ­people, evenly matched. Send out the word. Draw crowds desperate to see them in the same place. And most of all, I know how to get a fighter’s head”—­he poked a single finger into the center of Rafe’s forehead—­“into the ring, long before fight day.”

			“Bruiser.”

			“Aye?”

			“Take your finger off my head, or I will break it.”

			He complied, patting Rafe’s shoulders. “There’s that fighting spirit.”

			Rafe brushed down the horse with vigorous strokes. “This will never work. It’s going to be a disaster.”

			“It will work. I promise you. We’re going to drape her in silks. Drown her in flowers and fancy cakes, until she’s giddy with bridal excitement. Until she already sees herself walking down that aisle, clear as day in her mind. I’m your man, Rafe. No one knows how to drum up anticipation and spectacle better than me.”

			“Better than I,” Rafe corrected.

			Bruiser arched one eyebrow and lifted the quizzing glass.

			Rafe finished hanging his tack on the hooks
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