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Chapter One

England, 1813

 


The party to celebrate the upcoming nuptials of Miss
Beatrice Everson and the Earl of Sinclair was sadly below average.
At least, that was Beatrice’s opinion. For all she knew of the
earl, maybe he considered it to be a smashing success. She took a
deep breath, smiled at the guests who didn’t wish to be wishing her
well, and wondered how gauche it would be if she were the first to
leave the party thrown in her own honor.

It wasn’t as if she didn’t like parties. In fact,
she should be in her element tonight as the center of attention.
Long ago, she had perfected her arts: a throaty laugh for the
fun-loving gentlemen with little means, a doe-eyed simper for the
older men with their vast estates and bank accounts, and witty
banter with a droll roll of the eye for the fashionable set. For
the women of the ballrooms, however, she employed but one sort of
look: a snide judgmental sneer. An all-encompassing expression that
spoke volumes. They’re all mine. Come no closer. I daresay,
isn’t your hemline terribly last season?

Bea hesitated to use any of these practiced efforts
on the company tonight. None of them were friends, but as it was
her own engagement party, none of them were rivals either. In fact,
most were strangers to her. The Duchess of Hawthorne had arranged
the event—and had made it clear to her that it was for the earl’s
benefit. Presumably because she considered Beatrice to be no more
than a vulgar upstart.

Her parents were present, but she had no desire to
endure their conversation.

Her dearest friends in the whole world were absent,
barred from the guest list.

And her fiancé, who had ignored her during the
entirety of their two-week engagement, continued to do so tonight
in the company of his former men-at-arms. Sinclair had been a
captain in the army for the past half dozen years before inheriting
the earldom from his late brother. No doubt he was having jolly
good fun with his friends, with the promise of billiards and brandy
later.

Beatrice’s jaw clenched. But a tight jaw would lead
to a pinched lip and a furrowed brow, and she was too young to
court wrinkles, so she smiled instead. Blinking to brighten her
eyes with false merriment, she glided over to a stranger and cried,
“Is this not the most glorious party?”

The woman looked at her with reproach. “Indeed,” she
said and turned away.

As she scanned the room for
someone—anyone—who would talk to her despite the scandalous
nature of her engagement, she failed to notice her father
approaching until it was too late.

“The Eversons always come out on top,” he said in
her ear. “You’ve done us proud at last.”

Her father was a small man, dapper and sharp and
showy. Silver glinted at his temples, and rubies shone from the pin
stuck in his cravat. Fake rubies, Bea knew. More than a few
interested matrons were eyeing him, and she hoped her mama couldn’t
see them. They weren’t faithful to each other but would seize any
opportunity to have a screaming match. Bea wasn’t convinced that
being guests tonight at the ducal residence would prevent their
theatrics.

He clinked his glass against hers. “Haven’t you one
of your little witticisms to add?” He smirked, then frowned at his
wine. “There’s a speck in this.” He thrust it at a passing footman,
who stumbled with his tray of glassware.

Beatrice gave the footman an apologetic look, then
glared at her father. “There is not much to be proud of, is
there?”

“A girl has to get married at some point. Even one
well on her way to spinsterhood. But it was a good thing in the end
that you frittered all those years away, because you had a fine
use. We don’t breed weaklings, after all. Strong hardy stock, we
are.”

“And yet so much of our stock has been lost
to the banks of the gaming hells,” she snapped.

“We’re out of the thick of it now, my girl. Thanks
to the deep pockets of your betrothed.”

He grinned at her, and she had a flash of memory of
living for those smiles when she had been a child. His confidence
had always been infectious. Financial ruin had done nothing to
affect his buoyancy.

There had been years in her youth when they had
survived on the generosity of distant relatives, interspersed with
years where her father gambled coins he didn’t have at a shocking
rate. But this had been one of the lavish years. She had been
delighted when her dressmakers’ bills had been paid promptly and in
full, a first in her six London Seasons.

Three months ago, the luck turned south. Again.
Letters were followed by creditors who knocked on their door day
and night, this time with the threat of debtor’s prison. Her father
decided to use one final ace up his sleeve—Beatrice. Her mission
from that instant had been to find the wealthiest man on the market
to wed.

Despite his impressive military career, the Earl of
Sinclair hadn’t stood a chance against the onslaught of Beatrice’s
desperation.

Beatrice looked her father in the eye. “Whatever
Sinclair gave you, keep it in your pocket and away from the
tables.”

He smirked. “My luck will run better than ever,
girl. Just you wait and see. You think you’re so fancy with your
titled husband now, my lady? I will have my own house to
rival this one when this year is through.”

“You will take what was given and you will ask for
no more,” she said. Sinclair had already saved them once. Bea
refused to see him bankrupted for her father’s pleasure.

“Your husband is a good man. Now he’s family. Family
looks out for each other, don’t they?”

Tension crackled between them.

“I say, this is a splendid party, is it not?”

Beatrice started. Mr. George Smith popped up beside
her, beaming. He had a face full of freckles and sported a copper
red pompadour. “Miss Everson, I must offer you my congratulations
on your engagement.”

She had the pleasure of meeting him once or twice
during the Season and had always appreciated his style and boyish
charm. Now she could add excellent timing to the list. Oh, why
could she not have had the choice of a man like Mr. Smith to
marry?

She knew the answer, of course. The Mr. Smiths of
this world might have real rubies in their cravat pins, but they
would never wield the power of a title.

Mr. Everson eyed the bright colors of Mr. Smith’s
waistcoat, which stood out from the crowd of fashionable black and
navy, and dismissed him from notice.

“I will leave you to your guests, my dear,” he said
to Beatrice, and he strode into the gaggle of matrons who had been
flirting with him with their fans.

“Did I appear to be a damsel in distress?” she asked
Mr. Smith. He must have overheard the argument with her father. She
waved her fan to cool the flush of embarrassment from her face,
glad that it was an expensive one with ostrich feathers. “I assure
you, I can take care of myself.”

“I have no doubt,” he replied, and his blue eyes
twinkled at her. “But your father seemed to have an aggravating
effect on you.”

“I’ve been told I’m very like him,” she drawled. “We
both take what we want and live only for pleasure.”

“Forgive me, I thought you might need some cheering
up. You looked miserable at your own party.”

“When it is one’s own party, doesn’t one have the
right to misery?”

“Ah, but why court misery when one could court
pleasure instead?”

Beatrice raised a brow. “I’m a woman to be wed, Mr.
Smith. Some might say I ought never to court pleasure again.”

He frowned. “And others may say that’s enough of a
strike against the institution to abolish it. I know many such
ladies who would agree.”

“I’m sure you do,” she said. She touched her fan to
her cheek, thinking of the women he would have brought to bed.
Probably a merry widow or two. Nothing like herself.

He looked at her, and the pulse in Beatrice’s throat
picked up speed. It was a pity that she had no room in her life for
sincere men. There was something about him that felt comfortable,
like a cozy pair of wool socks in winter. She shook her head clear.
She was strictly a silk stocking type of woman.

He bowed and gave her a little wink as he
straightened. “I have monopolized you enough, Miss Everson. I hope
to see you out and about in London as Lady Sinclair soon.”

Beatrice sighed as she realized that she was
standing alone again. She flicked her curls over her shoulder and
sauntered over to her future husband. The Earl of Sinclair was easy
enough to locate in the crowd. After all, the guests who had
ignored her all evening almost fell over themselves to congratulate
him.

He was a big blond man with an imposing presence and
a face that belonged on a classical painting. He could not have
been more blessed in society’s eyes—young and handsome, wealthy and
titled, war hero and gentleman.

Beatrice had to call upon a decade of practice to
keep a bright smile on her face as she slipped into his circle,
taking up space as if she could ever belong among them.

Sinclair’s military friends looked at her with
appreciation, and their easy flirtation heartened her. One leapt to
her side, asking if she would like another glass of wine. Another
kissed the tips of her gloved fingers and declared that Sinclair
was the luckiest of devils to have landed her. A third swept into a
bow and told her with a sly grin that he would be happy to be of
service if Sinclair was ever not up to the task.

Sinclair growled and moved to her side. “Gentlemen,
you forget yourselves,” he said. “Is this any way to greet my
soon-to-be wife?”

“I know how I’d like to greet such a wife,” one of
them muttered with a laugh.

“Enough,” Sinclair snapped, and his fingers dug into
Beatrice’s upper arm. “I need a moment to speak with Miss
Everson.”

Sinclair only released his grip after he marched her
up the stairs and down a long hallway, stopping just outside her
bedroom.

“Are you looking to anticipate our wedding vows, my
lord?” she cooed with false enthusiasm. She was seething inside.
“It would be no more than anyone would expect, as we are supposed
to have done so already.”

He glowered. “This behavior is abhorrent,” he said.
“You cheated me of a demure, innocent wife. A woman who would be
respected, who my sisters could look up to. But instead of respect,
you invite passion, Miss Everson. Everyone downstairs could
see it. They couldn’t help but to lust over you.”

She glared at him. It was always so, wasn’t it? Men
like him celebrated their sexual adventure. Women like her were
expected to be desirable—but untouchable. Her behavior downstairs
had been nothing more than the usual flirtation that she had
enjoyed with any number of men over the years. In fact, she had
flirted like that with Sinclair before the engagement. He
hadn’t chastised her for it then.

“If you are speaking of your military friends, you
are being ridiculous,” she snapped. “They were gibing you and
welcoming me, as the bride-to-be of their friend.”

Beatrice was surprised that he didn’t see it. When
she and her best friends, Phin and Jacquie, teased each other, it
was out of love. She felt a pang that neither of them could be here
tonight to support her.

“That isn’t the type of friendship that I
would hope to see you enjoying as Lady Sinclair,” he sneered.

“They would never even dare to dream of seducing
your wife, if that’s what you are worried about,” she said. “At the
very least, you outranked them. Were you not Mr. Fitzhugh’s
commanding officer for half a decade? Did you not save Mr. Atkinson
from certain death on the battlefield?”

Sinclair paused. “You did your research.”

“In the game of courtship, one studies the players,”
Beatrice said. “You weren’t the only gentleman whose past I looked
into.”

But after she heard Sinclair was on the market, she
stopped considering anyone else. All accounts of the earl tallied
up together, like a gift. Endless tales of chivalry, where he
appeared like a hero in a Banbury tale.

She had decided that he must be a man who would
treat a wife with kindness. Even one who had trapped him into
marriage. It had been a gamble that she was no longer sure would
pay off.

“This isn’t the union that either of us would have
chosen. We don’t have to pretend otherwise, at least with each
other,” Beatrice said.

“That much is true. This is no love match.”

She hated that sarcastic smirk on his face. “No, but
perhaps we could learn to be friends.”

He laughed. “I’m afraid that is unlikely, Miss
Everson. All I require from you is an heir. After that I wish never
to see you again.”

That gave her pause. “I beg your pardon? What on
earth are you expecting—for me to disappear?” The endings to a
dozen gothic romances ran through her mind.

“Of course not. I have several estates. You may live
at any one of them after the birth of my son, but you will leave me
to my main holding in Yorkshire and the London townhouse. I never
wish to see your scheming, albeit very charming, face again.”

This wasn’t what she had expected at all. “You would
forbid me from staying in London?”

He glowered. “I was coerced into paying your
family’s considerable debts. You owe me this, Miss Everson. Give me
a son, then give me a lifetime away from your wiles.”

“And if I disagree?” Her nails bit into her palms as
she clenched her fists.

“Do not forget that we are not yet married. It would
be scandalous in the extreme, but I can call off this wedding. I
have yet to pay your father’s biggest debts.”

Beatrice wavered, but it was clear that this was no
choice.

He stuck out his hand. “Agree to the bargain, Miss
Everson. Let us forget this sorry state of affairs after the birth
of my son.”

She shook the hand of the man whom she had been
desperate to ensnare and whom now she felt desperate to escape, and
hoped she wasn’t making a mistake. “I agree.”

A husband like the earl was going to prove more
difficult than she had bargained for, Beatrice thought as she
watched him walk away to rejoin the celebration. He didn’t like
her, he didn’t trust her, and he didn’t listen to her. It didn’t
bode well for marital happiness.

But then, happiness wasn’t part of his deal. All she
needed to do was provide an heir.


Chapter Two

The Duke of Hawthorne sat a horse the way he did
everything else, with effortless style, an air of danger, and a
reckless lack of concern for self or state. He jumped fences where
he really ought not, and galloped hell-bent to leather whenever the
fancy struck him. He was magnificent in leather breeches that clung
to his thighs like a second skin, and he moved as one with his
stallion.

Georgina touched her horse with her knees and bent
low, murmuring encouraging words, but knew it was a useless
endeavor. Her chestnut mount had plenty of heart, but Georgina
wasn’t as skilled a rider as Hawthorne. She had ridden sidesaddle
her whole life, only venturing to ride astride years after she had
started wearing trousers.

It hadn’t taken long for her muscles to adjust to
the sensation of horseflesh between her thighs. Riding felt safer
and more enjoyable without heavy long riding skirts pinned up at
the side. The thrill of pounding out for a morning ride through the
London fog never got boring to her, and riding had become one of
her favorite pastimes.

The duke slowed down and Georgina caught up. God,
but he was impressive. Deep hooded eyes gave none of his thoughts
away, and they stared down an aquiline nose at her. His
imperiousness was equal parts aggravating and charming. Jewels that
would beggar a lesser nobleman’s estate winked from his fingers and
on the buttons of his coat.

“It was decent of you to have that party for Miss
Everson and Sinclair,” she said, though she couldn’t shake the
notion that this engagement was nothing to celebrate. Miss Everson
had looked so upset last night.

He glanced at her. “Decent of my wife, you mean. The
earl is her cousin, and she wanted to fête him properly. My role
was to bless the idea of the union with my presence, and then be
gone. So here we are, on the road back to London.”

“You are so concerned now for her wishes that you
would go to Hawthorne Towers and back to London within the span of
a few days, after being away from her for ten years?”

His horse whinnied from the tight hand on its reins.
“I’ve been known to make mistakes, young George,” he said, his tone
sharp. “Perhaps that was the biggest one of my life.”

“It’s Gina today, if you please,” she told him, and
he nodded.

Hawthorne always respected her name and her identity
regardless of how she dressed, and she would have loved him for
that alone.

She looked down at her breeches and boots and the
brass buttons of her riding coat. It had been practical to dress in
her male wardrobe today, as the four-hour journey to London was
preferable on horseback than in the carriage. It had also been
necessary. Mr. Smith had been invited to the engagement party,
which meant that Lady Gina had no business being spotted stepping
out of Hawthorne Towers the next morning.

“You were saying?” she prompted him.

“Gina, my marital woes are the least of your
concerns right now.” Hawthorne considered. “It should be the least
of mine, too, from the glares that Anne was giving me last night. I
think she preferred me on the Continent. We shall have to continue
to live our lives apart.” He grinned. “I have no complaints about
that. For now, my life involves the man who has made me the
happiest I have been in a long time.”

Georgina’s heels pressed too hard against her horse,
and she sprung into a gallop which Hawthorne matched without
difficulty. By the time they slowed to a walk, she had regained her
composure. “You are continuing to keep company with Sir
Phineas?”

“I would have returned to England much sooner had I
known what awaited me here,” he said. “Phin is the one worth
waiting for.”

It ached like a bad tooth to remember the years she
had pined for Hawthorne. She had been his constant companion for
most of his time in France. But it hadn’t mattered. He had always
seen her like a little brother. Or sister.

She was thirty now. Old enough to be past the
youthful infatuation that had burned through her, driving her into
the arms of men and women alike to forget about the duke’s magnetic
appeal.

When Georgina had come back to London, there had
been no great love of her life waiting. She had managed to shake
off her attraction to Hawthorne with the breadth of the English
Channel between them, but now the damned duke had returned to
British shores to haunt her dreams like a specter. She had no time
for love anyway, she told herself. She was far too busy for such
things.

It was after ten o’clock by the time they arrived in
the city and parted ways. After she finished her letter writing
late that morning, Georgina’s fingers ached from scribbling so
fast, and she had a new ink stain on her sleeve cuff. It never
seemed possible to keep up with correspondence anymore.

Every day brought a fresh stack of newspapers to be
annoyed with, compelling her to draft letters to their editors to
debate all the topics that she disagreed with. Most mornings
brought a pile of notes from friends across Europe and America, as
well as letters from poets and lecturers and scientists.

At luncheon, she stepped out to visit one of the
coffee shops that was friendly to men like her and Hawthorne so she
could catch up on the news from the past few days when she had been
at Hawthorne Towers. She loved the culture centered around the
camaraderie of other men here. The aroma of tobacco and coffee
mixed with the scent of fashionable pomade, and it felt like
home.

Still tired from the morning’s journey, she downed
two cups of strong black coffee and flirted with a pair of
barristers who were on break from the courts. One of them turned
her head enough to consider slipping upstairs with him for a few
minutes of pleasure in one of the rooms that the establishment kept
for such things, but she caught sight of the clock. There wasn’t
enough time.

She left the barrister with nothing more than a
knowing nudge of her knee against his under the table. It felt good
to acknowledge one of her own, and by his wink in reply, she knew
he felt the same. It was a relief sometimes simply to be
seen.

But it was Tuesday, after all, and she needed to be
home.

Every Tuesday afternoon at two o’clock for the past
five years, without fail, Georgina had opened her Mayfair townhouse
to host a literary, educational, and social salon where she held
court among bluestockings who thrived on talk of politics and
empowerment.

She changed into a white muslin day dress, looking
down at the pin tucks on the bodice and the lace frill at the
sleeve and the white floral embroidery that covered it all. She
loved the freedom of breeches and was particular about the fall of
her cravats, but she also loved all the embellishments of her
lady’s wardrobe. She was lucky that she had found a way to carve
out a life for herself that suited all sides of her. Finally, she
slipped her long red wig onto her head and went down the
stairs.

She had only been at Hawthorne Towers for three
days, but it was longer than she had been away from London in half
a decade. She would be gone again soon enough, and for longer. But
for now, she was glad to be home.

The salon was held in a large drawing room on the
main floor. Years ago, she had arranged renovations to open the
space and make it wider, allowing for groups of people to
congregate and discuss different topics without feeling
constrained. When she held readings or lectures, the salon could
hold fifty people.

Georgina stripped off her gloves and gave the velvet
armchair near the window a squeeze, the texture silky smooth under
her hands. She had picked out every textile in this room. Chosen
every piece of furniture. Curated every knickknack and ornament and
fixture, agonizing over the perfect placement of each individual
part of the whole. She had even thrown her back out dragging this
chair from the fireplace to the window and had been bedridden for
two days, she remembered, pressing a hand to the base of her
spine.

The best part of making her dreams come true was
that this space inspired others in pursuit of their dreams. One of
the letters she had received this morning was from a scientist who
had decided to study botany after attending a lecture in this room,
and now she held lectures of her own as she traveled across
America. Georgina wished sometimes she had the luxury of traveling,
but her work attached her to London.

Madhavi Roy entered the room, tossing a stack of
pamphlets on the table beside the door. She wore a practical dress
as always, sturdy fustian dyed a bright blue that complemented her
brown skin. Her dark hair was braided and coiled in a tight bun at
her nape.

“Fresh from the press,” she announced, taking a seat
and picking up one of the pamphlets to thumb through it. “It looks
good, Gina. This treatise on trade unions for women’s labor are
ready just in time to pass around at today’s meeting. It’s
fortunate as we have the lace makers visiting us from Nottingham.
Remember, they wrote to you last week to talk about tensions in
their neighborhood?”

“They are visiting today?” Georgina asked, blinking.
How had she lost track of this?

The Luddites had rioted and broke a lace making
machine a few years ago in one of the workers’ homes, creating
anxiety in an already troubled industry that was fighting to
survive after the post-revolution collapse of French demand for
lace.

It was one of the reasons she purchased as much of
it as her purse allowed. Her affection for hand-worked trims and
embellishments and her choice of intricate patterns for her dresses
weren’t for aesthetics alone. It was a decision to support
industries that she knew were rooted in female labor.

“Mrs. Lewis is worried that more riots are going to
erupt now that the militia has moved in. They’re starting to deport
people.” Madhavi scowled down at the paper in her hand, crumpling a
corner.

Madhavi had been by her side working with the salon
for almost as long as the doors had been opened. She was efficient
and brilliant in her critiques, which had endeared her to Georgina
at their first meeting when she had marched up to her after a
speech she gave once on education and listed everything wrong with
her opinions. She had been entirely correct, and they had been fast
friends ever since.

“She’s right to worry,” Georgina said. “The militia
isn’t helping by assaulting innocent people.”

Madhavi pushed the pamphlet aside and peered at her.
“You have bags under your eyes,” she announced. “Have you been
sleeping poorly again?”

Georgina bristled. She had thought she had put
enough face paint on to cover her exhaustion, but apparently not.
“I was up early on the trip back to London.”

“You should have taken more time in the country air.
You’re working yourself to the bone, Gina. It’s not good for you.
If you are over-exhausted, you risk making mistakes. And with some
of the issues we handle here—mistakes mean that you might risk your
life. And the lives of others.” Her voice was stern. “You’ve been
forgetting events. You need to rest.”

She hid a yawn behind her hand. “You may be pleased
to know that I will be spending more time in the country by the end
of the week.”

“Already? Where?”

“Miss Lockhart and Lady Honora have invited me to
stay with them at Rosedale Manor in Wiltshire. They flattered me by
telling me that they wish to open a salon in the same style as
mine. I will help them to set it up, and then they will run it
themselves after it’s established.”

“You’re stretching yourself too thin,” Madhavi
warned her. “I didn’t mean that you should take time away from your
work in order to do more work somewhere else.”

“But think of the legacy we would have,” she said.
“No one has set up this kind of endeavor in multiple places. If we
could have the salon in London, with an offshoot in the country,
think of how many more people we could reach.”

Madhavi looked skeptical. “No one person is here to
save the world. We stand together. As a community. It’s bigger than
any of us, and bigger than any venue we could establish. No, Gina,
I think this sounds like a recipe for exhaustion.”

“I will take time for myself as well,” she said,
only half-convinced that she would. “It won’t be all work.”

She sighed. “Well, I can run the salon here for as
long as you’re gone.”

“Thank you, Madhavi.”

More women trickled in, filling the room with
laughter and debate and commentary. The lace makers from Nottingham
arrived, and a long discussion ensued about the textile industry in
general, and more specifically about the hardships encountered by
specialized sectors like lace making and embroidery application.
Mrs. Lewis clearly was not happy with the situation in her
neighborhood and was looking to create change.

Georgina suggested the names of a few other people
they could connect with while they were in London, and although
nothing could be resolved in an afternoon, the women seemed
relieved to have been able to talk about their burdens and to have
a group of people rally behind them in support.

Her day didn’t end when the ladies departed.
Georgina and Madhavi had dinner together to plan for the weeks that
Georgina would be away in Wiltshire before they attended a lecture
on geography. Afterward, Georgina went her own way and made an
appearance at a ball where she flirted mildly with a few other
ladies before deciding that none of them seemed to understand what
she might be asking for.

She contented herself with encouraging a group of
debutantes not to consider matrimony as their sole goal in life and
slipped them a crisp trade card with the standing meeting time for
the salon.

After two in the morning, she sank into the bay seat
of her bedroom window and pressed her forehead against the glass.
“Legrand, I am well and truly spent,” she announced to her
valet.

She didn’t have a lady’s maid, preferring the
services of Legrand whether she dressed as George or as Gina. He
had been one of a handful of people she had met on the Continent
who felt much the same way as she did, frustrated with the narrow
options in which society expected them to express themselves.
Unlike Georgina, Legrand didn’t relate at all to his birth gender,
and he had struggled to find employment because he didn’t always
look to the haut ton’s eyes like the man that he was.

Georgina had hired him after learning that he had
been let go from three jobs in a row as a tailor, even though he
was the finest craftsman she knew. Now he was both her valet and
her personal tailor, which suited them both.

He lifted the wig from her head, placing it on a
wooden holder on the dresser before he brushed out the waves that
he had curled earlier that night. “At this hour, of course you are
done. You work too hard,” he chided her. He was ten years her
elder, but sometimes had a strong paternal side to him.

“We will be in the country again soon enough,”
Georgina said. She rolled her neck, loving that moment of freedom
that came with removing the wig. The breeze teased at her nape.
“Would you be agreeable to travel with me?”

“I will always go with you,” he said, patting her
shoulder. “I am not afraid.”

His answer was always the same, but she felt
compelled to ask because she worried about his safety among an
unfamiliar set of servants.

“You are in need of another haircut before we go,”
Legrand said, frowning at her untidy red curls.

“You always think that,” she said. “You are aware
that it is the fashion for a man’s hair to be unkempt, aren’t you?
I am quite enjoying the pompadours that you have been styling for
me.”

He snorted. “If you prefer such a windswept Byronic
mane, far be it for me to dissuade you.” Legrand’s own hair was a
meticulous Brutus cut, which favored his sharp features and large
eyes. He settled her hairbrush beside the silver comb and the pot
of pomade.

“By the by, I heard at the coffee shop today that
the raids are becoming more frequent at the molly houses,” she
said. “I think the police might be planning something soon at one
of the taverns—possibly Mother Mary’s. You may want to warn your
friends before we depart from London. I’ll pay a few visits
tomorrow to anyone I can think of who frequents there.”

“I’ll do the same,” he said with a sigh before he
left her for the night, and Georgina wished with all her heart that
this was a less common conversation between them.

It was a relief to sink into the thick mattress and
pull the covers up to her chin, even though her mind raced with
thoughts of everything she hadn’t accomplished. There were always
more letters to write. More soirees to attend. More things to do,
events to plan, people to see. Unbidden, Hawthorne’s dark eyes and
chiseled lips wandered into her mind. Her last thought before she
relaxed into sleep was that maybe it would indeed do her good to be
away from the frenetic pace of London life, and away from thoughts
of the duke.


Chapter Three

The newly minted Countess of Sinclair looked around
the room while her husband moved one last time over her and flopped
onto the bed. She had always been told that one’s wedding night
should be something to remember, but God only knew it wouldn’t be
because of the act itself. Sinclair had done his duty with
expediency, as if he couldn’t bear to touch her for longer than
necessary.

He was quiet for a moment, then sat up. “It is a
fine thing for a man to discover in his marriage bed that his wife
is no virgin,” he said, glaring at her as he yanked a shirt over
his head.

She hadn’t thought he would notice. Bea widened her
eyes. “Why, my lord, I don’t know what you could be talking
about.”

“Your lack of—of a hymen,” he muttered, unable to
meet her eyes as he spoke the word. “There’s no blood on these
sheets. I didn’t expect you to have embraced a nun’s chasteness in
the years you lived in London, but I did think you would come to
this marriage with your most prized possession intact!”

Male outrage. How very tedious. Beatrice frowned and
studied her nails. Tomorrow she would ask her maid to apply a new
polish to them. Just the other day she had learned that there was a
lotion made with crushed pearls to enhance the nail’s natural
luminescence. She sank back into the bed, the thick mattress
supporting her in a way her new husband seemed incapable of
doing.

“Well?” he barked at her.

“I didn’t realize you had asked a question?” she
said.

Sinclair raked a hand through his hair. “Why
are you not a virgin?”

“I think you mistake the situation,” she said,
rolling her eyes. “It must be a result of my girlhood habit of
riding horses astride. I have heard that such exercise can have
such an unfortunate result.”

“You lied to me,” he said, sounding more surprised
than angry.

“I never lied,” Beatrice said sharply. “I was never
even asked.”

“Well, I am asking now. Were you a virgin before
tonight?”

“No.”

A sound of disbelief wheezed out from him. “The
entire earldom will now be in question.”

Bea scowled at him from her den of soft pillows.
“There is nothing to question. Nothing affects you in any way
unless you count the bruise to your ego. The earldom is quite safe
from my wiles, I do assure you. I finished my courses this very
week. You have my permission to interrogate my maid for how often I
changed my rags, if you do not believe my word.”

Sinclair opened his mouth to speak, then closed it
with a snap.

Satisfied that she had taken the wind out of his
sails, Bea turned on her side away from him. “I plan on fulfilling
our bargain, my lord. You will have your heir. Now if you don’t
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