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Chapter One

 


Why do we put
ourselves through such torture? For what? A chance to eye those
debutants who want to trap one into marriage, or those who glare,
glower, and shy away from you as if you have a terrible disease?
Both scenarios are as bad as each other. Neither appeal.

I need to be
myself again. Even better, be it with the one person I desire above
everything else. Time to put my mind to that scenario, and find
her.

Theodore
Moncur, Earl of Glensmoor, decided if he couldn’t achieve his
ambition, he had no idea what he would do. Not now since he was
back in England with all the responsibilities that went with his
return.

“A bit of a
squeeze for a musical evening, isn’t it?” The effete young man with
a cravat so high he couldn’t turn his head mopped his brow as he
spoke to Theo.

Theo glanced
at him. “Just a tad.” Dressed as ever in understated elegance, Theo
winced at the other man’s yellow polka-dot waistcoat. Why on earth
did Sir Archibald Driscoll think that acceptable for a ball? It
might just be acceptable at a mill. As long as most of the
attendees were Cits or barrow boys. Not here where the cream of the
ton were gathered. There were some entertainments one could not
refuse without causing offense. That instance was one of them.

“Excuse me.”
The lackluster tones of one Lady Eleanor Charters assailed Theo’s
ears. Elegant, in a sparkling sea-blue gown cut modestly across her
breasts, with sapphires at her ears and throat, she was the epitome
of how a young lady should appear. If one didn’t notice the
stubborn tilt of her chin and the look of determination it seemed
she found hard to mask. As she touched his arm to enable a clear
passage past him, Theo moved slightly. Enough for her to squeeze
between him and the wall, but not enough that she could pass
without brushing past him. As her breasts met his chest, he
grinned. She scowled and he swore she muttered something highly
uncomplimentary along the lines of “boor,” “idiot,” and “sure of
himself.”

If only he was
the latter, they would be out of there, by themselves, and she
would be on her knees and submitting to his every desire.

And pigs might
fly.

“I beg your
pardon?” he drawled every inch the aristocrat. With most ladies,
that would elicit at least a blush, if not several stammering
apologies. Not so in this case.

Lady Eleanor
dipped her head and gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Pardon granted.” She moved into a gap that had appeared before
Theo had a chance to reply. He bit back a snort of laughter. As he
thought, the lady definitely deserved a closer acquaintance with.
Everything about her called to his inner self. She might not
realize it, but to him, reading her unconscious signals, she knew
and was interested. Whether she would be when he explained who and
what he was would be another thing entirely.

“Dashed hot as
well.”

Theo had
forgotten Driscoll, who luckily seemed not have heard the exchange.
He didn’t think Driscoll meant Eleanor.

“Always is
when Madame hosts anything.” Theo gave half of his mind to the
conversation whilst he contemplated the lady who now stood deep in
reflection on the far side of the music room. It couldn’t be for
the music because that was abysmal. Unless, of course, she was tone
deaf. Three unknown cellists, two of whom had no idea how to tune
their instruments, and a pianist who noticed because she winced at
regular intervals. Together, they scraped out something that Theo
supposed could loosely be called a tune. What, he couldn’t
decipher. Why it couldn’t just have been the one accomplished
cellist and the pianist, he had no idea. But there again, would
that have made the evening any more palatable? Probably not. If he
hadn’t promised himself—and his beloved godmama—that for one month
he would appear to do everything he should to become an upright
citizen, and actually act as if his station in life was important,
he’d be playing cards at Whites. Or indeed anywhere but there.

The fact Lady
Mason had added appear wasn’t lost on Theo.

Once a rake
always a rake. Or so he considered. The idea of never indulging
in certain things he felt necessary to his wellbeing and
happiness—things he was fairly sure most women wouldn’t accept—was
not to be thought of. How could he give up the joys of dominance?
Or playing with the perfect submissive, scribing, spanking, and
creating erotic patterns on soft, milk-white skin with wax?

It was a part
of him as his hair, his teeth, and his cock.

“Not to her
usual high standards, what? You any idea why?” Driscoll asked
slyly. “Been too busy elsewhere maybe?”

Theo gave him
a glance that made the man visibly blanch. “I imagine you know as
much as I or anyone else.”

In fact, the
lady whose musicale it was had confided in him, as they lay sated
in her bed—she bound and blindfold—he idly scribing circles on each
breast with a knife, that the quartet was highly recommended,
highly costly, and came from a renown orchestra. That information
worried him. She’d been robbed. However, Genevieve De Tournay would
neither worry nor care. It was the cachet of having obtained them
to play, not the quality of the playing.

Theo bowed as
the lady in question swanned up to him and went to take his arm. He
frowned and she dropped her hand as if burned. He knew it was a
mistake to attend after he’d given Genevieve her conge a week
before. It seemed she’d taken his presence as a hint all was not
lost.

Theo knew
otherwise.

That bloody
promise. In truth, he hadn’t considered that situations such as
the one he found himself in might occur. After careful
consideration, and a hint from his godmama it would be a good thing
to attend the event, he’d turned up. The fact his presence might
allay suspicions about them had also occurred to him. According to
a good friend, questions had been asked by the dowagers, one of
them his mother, who intended to see him wed and his reputation
unsullied. Any immoral liaison was not to be countenanced.

Theo had
reasoned that if Genevieve behaved as if they had merely enjoyed
the usual flirtations between a married woman and a rake, no one
would suspect that now-rued afternoon whilst her husband also
dallied—in his case, at a house party—had happened. Unfortunately,
it appeared that however good Genevieve might be at following
orders in bed, it seemed not so much elsewhere.

As he scanned
her appearance—a dress nigh on transparent and cut so low over her
ample, milk-white breasts he thought if she took a deep breath
she’d pop out if it, and too much jewelry—an image of Eleanor
Charters as she looked earlier filled his mind. Much more enticing
to wonder what her gown hid rather than what it did not. The
anticipation of uncovering each delectable curve inch by inch was
so much more arousing than seeing it on display for all and sundry
to ogle.

Theo accepted
he was both spoiled and jaded. What good was a dalliance if it held
no spice of the chase, the thrill of the conquest, and the
satisfaction of the sated?

Of course, it
would need to be with a lady who knew the score and accepted it.
Not someone like Genevieve whom it appeared chose to attempt to
alter it.

A pity that
bored wives could not only be good playmates but also a dangerous
nuisance. How would he react if—when—inevitably, the time came for
him to wed, and his wife thought he would be amenable for her to,
as many bored spouses did, play with whomever she chose?

Over my
dead body—and probably hers. At the very least, this mythical
wife wouldn’t be able to sit comfortably for a fortnight, and not
in a climax-inducing way either. Double standards no doubt, but it
was how it would be. The fact she might object to him sharing his
body with others sat uneasy on him. It was all immaterial. He was
not wed and had no intention of being so. He returned to the
present situation with a malicious grin.

“There,
Driscoll, here’s Madame now,” Theo said with a hint of revenge for
Driscoll’s earlier, sly snipe at him. “Why not ask her?”

Driscoll gave
him the sort of glance that in a lesser man would send shivers down
his spine. Not in a good way either. Theo winked. He could give as
good as he got, if not better.

“Ask me what?”
Genevieve’s gazed focused on first one then the other like an
inquisitive jackdaw. “Intrigue?”

Driscoll
reddened and essayed a bow. “Not at all, Madame. I, er, merely
wanted to ask if you are holding a ball later in the season? Always
such an occasion, one to which every member of the ton would be
flattered to be invited.”

Theo bit back
a grin. Swift thinking on Driscoll’s part, and he was darned sure,
an out and out lie.

Madame
simpered. “I hope so. You will have to wait and see. Of course, if
I do, you will be on the list. Both of you.”

Theo made a
mental note to be unavailable.

Impatience
coursed through him as he waited for Driscoll to take his leave.
Genevieve needed to be made certain she understood what had
happened was a swift, allegedly pleasant, and not-to-be-repeated
interlude. Lucky for his temper, and Driscoll’s ears, the man
spotted a lady whom he had confided to Theo earlier he wanted to
pursue and therefore made his bow.

Genevieve
smiled in a sultry manner. “Now it is just the two of us.”

“And several
dozen members of the ton, all who are avidly watching to see if the
latest on-dits are true or not. The ones I hear are circulating and
best be scotched as soon as possible.” He had no need to add or
else—that went without saying. “I warn you, my dear, I will be
no one’s pigeon for the plucking.”

“I have no
idea what you mean,” Genevieve said, not very convincingly. “I have
heard nothing.”

“Really?” Theo
made sure his skepticism showed. “Then you better make sure that if
you do, you act unknowingly. Do I make myself clear? If my name is
attached to any scandal whatsoever, I will not be the person
sacrificed. I trust you understand?”

Genevieve
paled and nodded. Theo was as certain as he could be that she not
only knew about them, but had decided they added to her standing.
As her husband had a well-known, fiery French temperament, Theo
wondered if she was crazy. However, he had made his point. He
gestured in the direction of the stage.

“Not one of
your better choices, Madame.” He indicated where the so-called
musicians were thankfully packing away their instruments. “What
happened?”

Genevieve
scowled. “Two were taken ill and substitutes sent. I won’t pay, of
course.”

“No?” Theo
raised one eyebrow. “You’ll never get anyone else to play for you
if you don’t.” However. He bowed his head slightly in a parody of
agreement. “That is your choice. Not one I subscribe to.”

She shrugged
and the neck of her gown slipped ever nearer her nipples. She
glanced slyly at Theo, as if, he presumed, to see if he noticed. He
gave no indication that he had. She was too obvious, and his itch
in that direction had been well and truly scratched.
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