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Dedication

In loving memory of our sweet Duchess, who became a member of our family after surviving Katrina. She never met a stranger, never had a harsh bark for anyone, and taught us that dogs do indeed smile.
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Prologue

From the Journal of the Duke of Lovingdon

On the morning of February 2, 1872, I, Henry Sidney Stanford, the seventh Duke of Lovingdon, Marquess of Ashleigh, and Earl of Wyndmere, died.

Not that my death was apparent to anyone other than myself.

I continued to breathe. I still walked about. On occasion, I spoke. I seldom smiled. I never laughed.

Because on that morning, that dreadful morning, my heart and soul were ripped from me when my wife and precious daughter succumbed to typhus within hours of each other—and with their passing, I died.

But in time I was reborn into someone my mother barely recognized.

All my life I had sought to do the right and proper thing. I did not frequent gaming hells. I did not imbibe until I became a stumbling drunk. I fell in love at nineteen, married at twenty-one. I did the honorable thing: I did not bed my wife until I wed her. On our wedding night she was not the only virgin between our sheets.

I was above reproach. I had done all that I could to be a good and honorable man.

I was brought up to believe that we were rewarded according to our behavior. Yet the Fates had conspired to punish me, to take away that which I treasured above all else, and I could find no cause for their unkind regard.

And so I said to hell with it all. I would sow the wild oats I had not in my youth. I would gamble, I would drink, I would know many women.

Yet I knew, with my blackened heart, that I would never again love. That no one would ever stir me back to giving a damn about anything beyond pleasure.


Chapter 1

London

1874

The Duke of Lovingdon relished nothing more than being nestled between a woman’s sweet thighs.

Unless it was gliding his hands over her warm and supple body while she caressed his shoulders, his chest, his back. Or hearing the hitch of her breath, a murmured sigh, a—

Rap.

He paused, she stilled.

“What was that?” she whispered.

He shook his head, gazing into her brown eyes and fingering back from her blushing cheek the stray strands of her ebony hair. “The residence settling, no doubt. Pay it no mind.”

He lowered his mouth to her silky throat, relishing her heated skin—

Rap. Rap.

Dammit all!

He winked. “Excuse me but a moment.”

Rolling out of the massive bed that had been specially built to accommodate his large frame, he marched across the thick Aubusson carpet, his temper barely leashed. His butler—all his servants—knew better than to disturb him when he was enjoying the offerings of a woman.

He closed his hand around the handle, released the latch—

“There damned well better be blood or fire involved—”

He swung open the door. “—in whatever—”

He stared into wide, rounded sapphire eyes that dipped down before quickly jerking up and clashing with his of amber.

“Sweet Christ, Grace, what the devil?”

Before she could respond, he slammed the door shut, snatched up his trousers from the floor, hastily drew them on, and proceeded to button them.

“Another one of your paramours?” the luscious vixen in his bed asked.

He grabbed his linen shirt from where it was draped over a chair. “Good God, no. She’s but a child.” Or at least she’d been the last time he’d seen her. What the deuce was she doing out and about this time of night? Had she no sense whatsoever?

After pulling on his shirt, he dropped into the chair and tugged on his boots. He didn’t know why he was concerned with Grace’s sensibilities. It was truly a bit late to worry about them, considering the view he’d given her when he opened the door. Trust her to take the sight with unfettered aplomb. She’d always been a bold little she-devil, but she’d taken things too far tonight.

He shoved himself to his feet and crossed over to the bed. Leaning down, he kissed the lovely’s forehead. “I won’t be but a moment in dispatching her.” After giving her a reassuring wink, he strode across the room, opened the door with a bit more calm, and stepped into the hallway, closing the door behind him.

Grace stood where he’d left her, blushing deeply from her neck to the roots of her coppery hair. Had her freckles not faded, they would have been obliterated. “I’m sorry to have awakened you.”

Is that all she thought she was doing? But then she was an innocent miss at nineteen, and while the lads she’d grown up with were more scoundrel than gent, they had all done what they could to preserve her innocence. For her, their wicked ways were little more than rumor.

“It’s after midnight. You’re in a bachelor’s residence. What are you thinking?” he asked.

“I’m in trouble, Lovingdon, a situation most dire. I need your help.”

He was on the cusp of telling her to seek assistance elsewhere, but she gazed at him with large blue innocent eyes that left him with little choice except to suggest they adjourn to his library. She’d always had that irritating effect on him, ever since she was a young girl and looked at him as though he were some errant knight capable of slaying dragons.

Perhaps in his youth when the dragon was little more than her foul-tempered cat in need of rescue from its perch on the tree limb—

But he had learned through harsh experience that he was not a dragon slayer.

After they reached the musty scented room, he crossed over to a table that housed an assortment of decanters. In silence, he poured a scotch and a brandy. He hoped beyond hope that when he was done pouring, she would be gone. But when he turned, she was still there, studying him as though she were searching for something, and he found himself wishing that he’d taken a bit more time in dressing. Her attire was far more formal: a white ball gown trimmed in pink velvet.

He’d known Grace all his life. She was not generally one to need help. Certainly she was not one to ask for it. She’d once spent an entire afternoon stranded in a tree because she was too stubborn to alert anyone to her predicament. Wanted to get down on her own. Eventually, as darkness fell, he’d climbed the tree and helped her to the ground, even though he’d been twenty to her eleven, and much too old to be scampering up trees. Then he’d had to reclimb the blasted elm to rescue her mean-spirited cat. He bore the scars from the encounter on his left wrist.

For her to come to him now, she had to be in very bad trouble indeed.

As he held the snifter toward her, he could not mistake the gratitude in her expression as she wrapped slender white-gloved hands around his offering. While it was entirely inappropriate for a lady to be alone in a bachelor’s residence, theirs was no ordinary relationship. Their families were close, and she had practically grown up within his shadow, as he had spent much of his youth watching out for her. If she were indeed in trouble, her parents—the Duke and Duchess of Greystone—were more likely to kill him in a most unpleasant manner if he didn’t help her than to harm him in any fashion for allowing her to remain in his residence at this ungodly and scandalous hour.

He indicated the seating area near the fireplace where glowing embers were all that remained of an earlier fire.

Her skirts rustling, her fragrance of roses and lavender drifting toward him, she wandered to a burgundy chair and perched herself on the edge of its cushion. She’d always been a complex creature, never content with the ordinary, not easily defined. One scent was not enough for her. And neither was one gentleman, based upon the conversations he barely gave any notice to at the gaming hells.

He took the wingback chair opposite hers, slowly sipped his scotch and studied her for a moment. Although he knew her age to be nineteen, he couldn’t help but wonder when the bloody hell she had grown up. He knew her as a spindly legged and freckled-armed girl who preferred climbing trees to visiting ballrooms, who preferred galloping her horse over the gently rolling hills to attending dance lessons.

She was nine years his junior. He’d known, of course, that she was growing up, but his realization had been more of a vague sort of thing, on the periphery of his life, like knowing the seasons were changing but not being fully aware of each falling leaf or budding blossom. She had certainly blossomed. She was slender with only the barest hint of curves. Her gown, while revealing her neck and upper chest, stopped just short of displaying any swells of her breasts. He would not have expected her to be so modest, yet with her modesty she became more mysterious.

It seemed she was also fearless. He’d heard that she had no qualms traveling about at night to the foundling homes that her parents had opened. While she generally had a chaperone in tow, she was rumored to be skilled at escaping her notice.

Tonight’s little visit a prime example.

He tapped his glass, striving to get his thoughts back on track, to her problem, her reason for being here. “So what’s this trouble you’re in?”

“You weren’t at the Ainsley ball,” she responded, no censure in her voice, but still it was laced with something that very much resembled disappointment. He tried to remember when she’d had her coming out, if he’d even been aware of it. Respectable activities no longer held any allure, and he managed to successfully avoid them.

“Did some gent take advantage? Do I need to fetch my pistols?”

She smiled, a warm, amused tilt to her plump, soft-looking lips. “No, but it warms the cockles of my heart to know you would champion me.”

Yes, he’d champion her. When she was a child. He didn’t have the desire to champion anyone these days. What he did desire was waiting for him upstairs in his bed.

“You’ve never been one to stall,” he pointed out impatiently. “Explain what brings you here and be quick about it.”

She held up her hand. Dangling from her wrist was a card, her dance card. “I danced every dance tonight. If previous balls are any indication, in the morning dozens of bouquets of flowers will be delivered to the residence.”

“You are most popular.”

“No,” she stated succinctly. “As you are no doubt well aware, I come with an immense dowry that includes land and coin. It is my dowry that is popular.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. You offer a good deal to a man. You’re lovely and charming and poised. I’d wager all my estates that you’ll be betrothed before the Season is out.”

She rose from the chair with the grace to which he’d alluded and stepped over to the fireplace. She was tall. He was well over six feet, and her head could bump against his chin without her rising up on her toes. The long slope of her throat would draw a gentleman’s eye. Small understated pearls circled her neck, adorned her ears. She had no reason to be flashy. Her hair sufficed. It was presently piled on her head, a few tendrils deliberately left to toy with the delicate nape of her neck. He suspected the haphazard ones circling her oval face were not planned but had escaped their bounds during the ball, no doubt when she had waltzed.

“But will I be loved, Lovingdon? You know love, you’ve experienced it. However can I identify it?”

He gulped down scotch that was meant to be savored. He would not travel that path, not with her, not with anyone. “You’ll know it because it’ll be someone without whom you cannot live.”

Turning slightly, she met his gaze. “I do not doubt that I will know if I love him. But how will I know if he loves me? My dear friend, Lady Bertram, was madly in love with her husband. He has since taken a mistress. It’s broken her heart. He was infatuated with her dowry, not her. And Lady Sybil Fitzsimmons? Her husband has taken to scolding and berating her. How can he love her if he berates her, in public no less? With so many men vying for my affections, how can I know if their hearts are true? I shall marry only once, and fortune hunters abound. I want to ensure that I choose well.”

“Trust your heart.”

“Do you not see? It is obvious to me that in the matter of love, a woman cannot trust her heart. It can be most easily influenced with poetry, and chocolates, and flowers. A lady requires an objective person, one who is familiar enough with love to assist her in identifying and weeding out the insincere, separating the wheat from the chaff, so to speak. Someone like you.”

“I am no longer an expert in love, and I have no desire to become embroiled in it again, not even from the outskirts.”

“Is that why you’ve turned to this life of debauchery?”

He eyed her over the rim of his glass. “What do you know of debauchery?”

“I’ve heard rumors.” She stroked her fingers along the edge of the mantel as though searching for dust. “And I know you weren’t alone this evening when I disturbed you. Is she your mistress?”

“A mistress implies a certain amount of permanence. I have no interest in permanence.”

She peered over at him. “A courtesan, then.”

“Is that sharpness on your tongue disapproval?”

“I’m not judging you.”

“Aren’t you?”

She shook her head, a sadness in her eyes that irritated him. “No. You have every right to be angry with fate for what it stole—”

“I won’t discuss it, Grace. Not fate, not Juliette, not love. I don’t need you or anyone else to justify my actions. I live as I wish to live. I find satisfaction in it, and make no excuses for it. If you want someone who is an expert on love, I suggest you talk with your parents. They seem to have weathered enough storms.”

She scoffed. “Do you truly believe I’m going to discuss my interest in gentlemen with my mother or father? They are each likely to inflict bodily harm on any gentleman I am unsure of, simply by virtue of my being unsure of him. Besides, they will tell me to marry whomever will make me happy.”

“Sound advice.”

“Have you not been listening? Just because he makes me happy before the vows are exchanged does not mean he will make me happy afterward. If you will not bring your knowledge of love to my quest, you can at least bring your recent experiences to bear. Who better to identify a blackguard than another blackguard? I need you, Lovingdon.”

I need you. Juliette had needed him and he’d failed her.

“Please, Lovingdon.”

He almost believed there was more to her plea than met the ears. Where was the harm? He held out his hand. She stared at it as though she didn’t recognize what it was.

He snapped his fingers. “I’ll take a quick look at your list, assist you in eliminating the cads, so you can be on your way.”

“How can you discern a man’s feelings for me simply by reading his name?”

“I can identify those with whom you do not wish to invest your heart, those of bad habits and vices.”

“If that’s what I wanted, I’d go to Drake. He knows men’s vices better than anyone.”

Drake Darling—a former street urchin and thief who’d grown up within the bosom of Grace’s family—managed Dodger’s Drawing Room, a gaming hell for respectable gentlemen. Yes, he was certainly familiar with various gentlemen’s vices, but he was also very good at holding secrets.

“I need more,” she said. “I need you to observe them, to then offer your opinion on them.” She knelt before him, and while the glowing embers provided little light, it was enough for him to see the desperation in her blue eyes. “Attend Claybourne’s ball. It’s the next one of any importance. Be a wallflower, stand behind fronds. Then provide a report on what you’ve noticed, who you believe truly cares for me.”

The thought of being at a place filled with such joviality caused him to grow clammy. It would only serve to remind him of happier times, and how quickly and painfully they’d been snatched from him. “Trust your heart, girl. It won’t lead you astray. You’ll be able to tell if a man cares for you.”

Defeat swept over her features. “I can’t trust my heart, Lovingdon. It’s betrayed me before.”

He felt as though he’d taken a hard punch to the gut. He despised the thought of her hurting. Had some man taken advantage? Why else would she not trust her instincts?

Standing, she returned to the fireplace, presenting him with her back. “When I was younger, I once fell deeply, passionately in love—or as passionately as one can at such a tender age. I thought he returned my affections. But eventually he married another.”

“Who? No.” He held up a hand. “That is not my concern.”

With a sad smile, she glanced over her shoulder at him. “Don’t worry. I won’t reveal his name. You would think me an utter fool if you knew who he was.”

“Just because he took another to wife doesn’t mean he didn’t love you. Men marry for all sorts of reasons.”

“As I’m well aware. Which is the reason that I’m here. Do you not see that you are making my arguments for me? How do I determine that they are marrying me for the right reason, for love, and that their affections are not held elsewhere? I fear that if I were to give my heart to another, and discover that he truly had little regard for it—the devastation could very well be my undoing.”

“Little Rose, perhaps it’s better not to love.”

She glided back to the chair and sat. “Do you truly believe that? Is it not better to hold someone for a short span of time rather than not to have held them at all?”

For the briefest of moments he heard laughter—Juliette’s laughter. He saw her smile, felt the warmth of her touch, tasted her lips, felt the heat of her body welcoming his. It had been so long, so very long since he had given himself leave to think of her at all. The agony of it nearly doubled him over.

“I want what you had,” Grace said softly. “It was perfection, was it not?”

“I shall never love another as I loved her. That is the honest truth.”

She studied him for a long thoughtful moment before asking, “What is it like to have such a grand love?”

It was all-encompassing, permeated everything. How could he put into words an emotion that defied them? “You laugh, you smile. You have secrets to which no one else is privy. You can communicate without words. You know what each other is thinking. There is a sense of euphoria. But it all comes with a price, Grace. Losing it can destroy you, turn you into little more than a hollow shell.”

“You cannot dissuade me from wanting it, even if it is only for the blink of an eye. To love someone and to know beyond doubt that he loved me would be the most wondrous experience I can imagine. And therein rests my dilemma—it is not enough to love. I must be loved in return, or what is the point? Will you assist me in my quest for true love? I can think of no better way to honor your Juliette than to help someone acquire what the two of you once held.”

Once held and lost. He would not wish his sorrow on his worst enemy.

“I can’t help you, Grace. It would serve neither of us well for me to even try. You should be off now, before your father discovers where you are and forces me to marry you. That would be the quickest way to ensure that you do not acquire that which you seek.”

“My father trusts you. He knows you would not take advantage.”

“Be that as it may, if anyone were to see you leave here, you would be ruined.”

“I will not marry a man who does not love me, even in the face of ruination.” Her words came with such conviction, but he knew from experience that conviction did not always render the words true.

“Be that as it may, I fear you would have no choice.”

“We all have choices.” Slowly she rose. “The Claybourne ball.”

He did not watch her leave, but instead turned his gaze back to the fireplace, where the embers no longer glowed. She asked the impossible of him—just as Juliette had.

Don’t let us die.

I won’t.

But he had.


Chapter 2

As the carriage rattled along the cobblestones, Lady Grace Mabry’s thoughts traveled to where they ought not: Lovingdon opening his bedchamber door and standing there proudly in the altogether. She’d caught a glimpse of the woman in his bed, knew she’d not awakened him, yet it seemed prudent to act the innocent.

But doing so left her with questions that a lady shouldn’t entertain, but they were there nonetheless, and she wasn’t certain to whom she could turn for the answers.

The Duke of Lovingdon did not resemble any statuary she had ever gazed upon. She’d seen Michelangelo’s David, among others. Lovingdon put them all to shame. She could have stood there staring at him forever, but she’d forced herself to lift her gaze to his because it wouldn’t do for him to know that she’d wanted to touch.

All of him. His broad shoulders, his flat stomach, his ... maleness. No, he was not at all like David in that regard. He’d been quite breathtaking. As the memory caused heat to suffuse her, she pressed her cheek to the cool glass.

She’d been fortunate to find his residence not locked up for the night. She supposed that meant the woman wouldn’t be staying. She didn’t know why relief accompanied the thought. What did it matter one way or the other when the woman was there now?

Grace had been all of seven when she first came to love Lovingdon. Although in retrospect she knew it was little more than a young girl’s fancy, but at the time it had seemed so much more to her young heart.

Spring had only just arrived, and her mother had invited the other families—connected by hearts, not blood—to join them at Mabry Manor, her father’s ancestral estate. Some of the young boys had taken to teasing her about her red hair, saying she looked like a carrot. She had been curled in a corner of the stable weeping when Lovingdon found her and crouched beside her. He was sixteen, on the cusp of manhood. With his thumbs, he gently wiped away her tears. No boy had ever touched her so tenderly. Her childish heart had done a little somersault. He could have asked anything of her at that moment and she would have granted it. He could have called her anything—Freckles, Coppery, Hideous—and she would have thought it poetry. Instead he had stolen her heart with his words.

“You’re only a bud right now,” he’d said. “No one appreciates the bud, but before long you will blossom into a beauty as lovely as a red rose that will put all other ladies to shame. Now come on, Little Rose. No more moping about. Someday you shall have your revenge, and it will be incredibly sweet.”

Over the years, he had called her Little Rose. Until he married. Then he had no time for her at all, had given her no attention. While her yearning heart had known that was the way it should be, that her feelings were little more than childish affection, it also felt the sharp sting of rejection.

Tonight had been the first time in years since he referred to her using the endearment. And her heart did that silly little somersault thing in her chest, which had irritated her beyond measure. She didn’t want it dancing about for him. He had proven to be a disappointment. She loved him as a friend, a brother. Her woman’s heart would never love him as more than that.

But he possessed the knowledge she required to achieve happiness. He knew love, and he knew the wicked ways of men. Who better to assist her? Yet he did not care about her enough to take a holiday from all his sinning. She supposed that said it all. His was not a character to be admired.

What a fool she’d been all those years ago to hold him in such high regard. She could not risk misjudging again, for this time she would be attached to a man for the remainder of her life. She wanted a good man, an honest man, a man willing to be her hero even when she wasn’t in need of one.

Sitting at the breakfast table the following morning, Grace could not help but be amused that, just as she’d predicted, an abundance of flowers began arriving before she cracked the top of her soft-boiled egg. She supposed she should have been giddy with excitement, but she was quite simply too practical for such nonsense. It was a result of her upbringing, she speculated, or more to the point—her mother’s.

It was no secret that Frannie Mabry, Duchess of Greystone, had grown up on the streets under the care of a kidsman who taught her to survive by cunning, thievery, and fraud. Grace had listened to her stories with fascination, and as she moved toward womanhood gained an immense measure of respect for her mother. She also gained an unbridled belief in love, having witnessed it firsthand. Against all odds and her sordid beginnings, her mother had won the heart of a duke.

Grace dearly wanted the sort of love they shared: one of adoration, respect, support. For many years her mother continued to manage the books at Dodger’s Drawing Room. She was part owner of the gentlemen’s club, and her husband took great pride in her accomplishments and independence. They worked with common purpose to improve the plight of orphans. They shared goals, triumphs, and failure. But nothing deterred them from reaching for what they sought to obtain. Grace was convinced that in all aspects of their life they had achieved success and happiness because their relationship was built on a foundation of love.

While she might have asked her parents to help her determine if a gentleman truly loved her, neither of them thought any man worthy of her.

“Another morning filled with flowers, I see,” her father mused as he wandered into the breakfast dining room and headed for the sideboard where an assortment of Cook’s best fare awaited him.

Grace only recently learned of his failing eyesight, although it had apparently plagued him for years. He’d hoped to keep it a secret from his children for much longer, but as he had taken to leaning more on their mother, his steps became more cautious and he tended to squint more often, even though that action did nothing to widen a world that was slowly going dark.

Grace wanted to marry before he was completely blind. A silly reason, she knew, but she wanted him to see that she was gloriously happy.

“Do you suppose I should let it be known that I much prefer a gent make a donation to a children’s home?” she said in response to his comment about the flowers. “It doesn’t even necessarily have to be one of ours.”

Her parents had built three homes for orphans and one for unwed mothers. Grace had always been aware that some people were less fortunate, and she was brought up to believe that she had both an obligation and a duty to help where she could. She wanted a husband who also believed in good works, not one who would squander her dowry. She really wasn’t asking for much, was she?

Her father joined her at the table, sitting in his usual place at its head, while she had always taken a chair to his right. “Those who are in the flower trade have bills to pay as well.”

“I suppose that’s true enough. It’s only that flowers wilt; they don’t last.”

“So we must enjoy them while we can.”

Her stomach tightened with the realization that shortly he would be able to only enjoy their fragrance, not their vibrant colors, the shape of their petals.

“Most girls would be delighted to have a man shower them with flowers as a way of giving them attention,” her father said.

“But then I am not most girls.”

He smiled. “As I’m certain the gentlemen are coming to realize. How was the ball? Did anyone strike your fancy?”

Her parents seldom attended soirees any longer, as her father could no longer tolerate crowds. He had too much pride to be caught knocking into someone he couldn’t see.

“A few gentlemen engaged me in interesting conversation. Lord Somerdale is quite fascinated with the pollination capabilities of bees. Tedious process.”

“Equally tedious to hear about, I venture.”

She laughed. “Immeasurably tedious. Lord Amber’s bones creak when the weather grows cold. He lives in the North, which means I would forever be hearing his bones creaking. Not very appealing, really.”

“No.” Her father creased his brow. “You are talking about the fifth Lord Amber.”

“No, unfortunately. The fourth.”

“I thought he’d died some years back.”

“Not quite.” White-haired, he held a horn-shaped instrument up to his ear in order to hear. He didn’t dance. He simply tottered about. “He doesn’t need an heir. I think he’s just lonely.”

“Yes, well, you can mark him off your list. The whole point in giving you an ample dowry was so you would have an abundance of choices and wouldn’t have to settle.”

“I fear it’s given me far too many suitors. I’m finding it a bit difficult to weed out the sincere from the insincere.”

“Trust your heart.”

She began slathering butter on her toast. “Yes, that’s what Lovingdon said.”

Not that his advice had been any help at all.

Her father stilled, his teacup halfway to his mouth. “When did you see him?”

She lifted a shoulder. “Oh, recently our paths crossed.”

“Last night, perhaps?”

Now she was the one who froze, her lungs refusing to draw in air.

Before she could deny it, he said, “Your maid returned to the residence at half past eleven. You didn’t seem to be about.”

She should have known he’d be alert to her not arriving. She was surprised he hadn’t been waiting in the foyer when she did finally get home. But then, her father was accustomed to her spending nights at the foundling homes. “I went to see him, yes, to ask his opinion about some of the gentlemen courting me.”

“Grace, a young lady does not go to a bachelor’s residence at all hours of the night.”

“It wasn’t all hours. It was only one: midnight. He was unhelpful and I promptly took my leave.”

“You are missing my point.”

“You know Lovingdon wouldn’t take advantage. He sees me as a sister.” She hated the disgust that wove through her voice with the final words.

“And you wish he considered you as more.”

It seemed her father saw far more with his limited vision than most did with all their eyesight intact.

“Once, I admit, when I was a young girl I was infatuated with him, but now he just angers me. He no longer moves about in Society, and I’ve heard the rumors regarding what a wastrel he’s become. It’s very disappointing, and sets such a bad example. Still, I must confess that I had rather hoped, when he saw me in my evening attire, that he would cease to think of me as a child.”

Her father placed his hand over hers. “I don’t think anyone would mistake you for a child. You’ve grown into a remarkable woman. You deserve a man who will love and appreciate you. As much as I hate to say it, I don’t think he can love or appreciate anyone anymore.”

“I fear you’re right. He’s breaking his mother’s heart.”

“Olivia can take care of herself. And I won’t have him breaking yours. Now,” he said, returning his attention to his breakfast, “no more of these late night excursions. I don’t want to have to lock you in your room.”

She gave him an impish grin. “As though you ever would.”

“I will do whatever is necessary to see you safe and happy.”

“Well today, happy is a new gown.” She rose from her chair, bent down and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Papa.”

“Someday, when you least expect it, sweetheart, love will arrive and it will not be at all as you imagined.”

“Is that how it was for you?”

“It was so much more.”

She retook her seat, threaded her fingers through his and squeezed. “But at what point do I reveal the truth about my ... situation?”

She could see the sadness and sorrow woven in the depths of his blue eyes.

“You leave that to me. I’ll take care of it when they ask for your hand.”

“While I appreciate your willingness to stand as my champion, I believe most strongly that the news should come from me. Sometimes I think I should take out an advert. ‘Beware! Lady Grace Mabry may come with an immense dowry, but she is far from perfect.’”

“I was far from perfect. It didn’t stop your mother from loving me.”

“But I think it will take a very special man indeed to accept my imperfection.”

“Not so special as you might think.”

Lovingdon traveled through the London streets with the coach’s shades drawn. He had an ache behind his eyes brought on by too much liquor and the smoke of too many cigars. The disadvantage to playing cards in a room without windows was that one was not able to see night giving way to day.

After Grace had left the evening before, he’d sent the woman in his bed on her merry way with a hefty pouch of coins, while he’d gone in search of liquor and gambling. Those he played with on a regular basis were very skilled, and winning against them required focus, which he had hoped would serve as adequate distraction. But Grace continued to intrude on his musings. She deserved love. He could think of no one who deserved it more. But he couldn’t quite wrap his mind around her dilemma. She was sharp, clever, spirited. Surely she could tell if a man’s affections were true. Something was amiss but he wasn’t quite sure what it was.

Besides, a man would be unwise to play her for a fool. It was no secret that her parents’ friends and their family members would defend her to the death. But she could have gone to anyone for assistance. Truth be told, anyone would have been a better choice, as he no longer frequented Society, avoided the trappings of polite merry-making like the plague.

His coach rolled to a stop. A footman hastily opened the door. Sunlight scalded Lovingdon’s eyes, but he merely squinted against it as he exited. He wanted a bath and then a bed.

He strode up the steps. Another footman opened the large, thick wooden door for him. He marched through and was accosted by the heavy fragrance of flowers. Little wonder as an absurd amount of blossoms filled the entryway. All colors, all varieties, shapes, and sizes. Nauseatingly sweet.

“Welcome home, Your Grace,” his butler, Barrow, said, appearing from down a hallway.

“What’s the meaning of all this?”

“They arrived an hour ago, with this missive.” Barrow held out the folded parchment.

In spite of his resounding headache, Lovingdon took the paper, unfolded it, and narrowed his eyes at the words.

This morning’s arrivals. However is a lady to decide?

He scoffed. Grace, not giving up on acquiring his assistance, it appeared. So like the stubborn little minx.

“What shall I do with them, sir?” Barrow asked.

“Send them back to Greystone’s with a message that simply says, ‘No.’” He started up the stairs, paused. “On second thought, send them ’round to a hospital or someplace where people are in need of cheering.” He had already won the battle. No sense in engaging in further combat. He didn’t want Grace bloodied. She would get his message quickly enough when she realized he was ignoring hers.

He had traversed three more steps when he abruptly reversed direction and headed back down. Barrow still stood at attention, as though he’d known Lovingdon was not quite yet finished.

“I’ll be sending a missive ’round to Mabry House.”


Chapter 3

One did not complain about having in abundance that which others wished desperately to obtain.

So Grace did not complain about her aching toes, because they were the result of enjoying far too many gentlemen’s attentions. She merely settled herself on the plush ottoman in the ladies’ retiring room and lifted a swollen foot, so her lady’s maid could replace her worn-out slippers with new ones. It was the second time this evening that she’d had to retire from the ballroom, promising a disappointed gentleman that she would be more than happy to entertain him in her mother’s parlor the following afternoon. She did not reveal that he wouldn’t be the only one in attendance. She tried to leave a few dances open so she could have a moment’s respite, but the gentlemen were simply so frightfully insistent that their night would be incomplete without a turn about the ballroom floor with her in their arms.

So she succumbed to their charms.

And they were charming. Every last one of them. Which was part of her dilemma. How to separate charm from con.

She had spent a good deal of the night searching the shadows for Lovingdon, but as far as she could tell, he had not come. The message that he sent a few days earlier—He’ll know your favorite flower—had given her hope that he would be on hand at Claybourne’s ball to assist her in discerning who was a fortune hunter and who was not. She couldn’t assume that just because a man’s coffers were empty he was only after her fortune. On her own she had eliminated some of the men who were. They always had greedy little eyes and spoke of all the things they could accomplish with her dowry in hand.

A rather poor courtship technique.

But most of her suitors were not as overt and rarely mentioned her monetary assets. Courtship was an art, and they had perfected it. As she was the lady of the Season with the largest dowry, she drew the most attention—which did not endear her to many of the other ladies. They knew they would be getting the cast-offs.

With a sigh, she stood. “Thank you, Felicity.” While most in the aristocracy did not usually thank servants for doing their tasks, Grace had grown up hearing her mother constantly thanking servants. A product of the streets, her mother took nothing for granted and treated everyone as though they mattered because to her they did. She’d passed that attribute on to Grace.

Felicity helped to straighten her hair, to repin what could be contained. Grace’s hair was so curly that the strands were often escaping their constraints. With a last look in the mirror, Grace turned and nearly ran into Lady Cornelia. The woman possessed all the curves that Grace didn’t.

“Please release Lord Ambrose from your spell,” Lady Cornelia whispered.

“Pardon?”

Lady Cornelia
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