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THE MOMENT DEREK MIDDLETON laid his eyes on her, he knew he had to have her.

“You would not believe the price I had to pay for this Arabian horse,” his friend Percival Farrington, the Duke of Wellington, droned. Well, friend was a generous term. Percival was a bore who constantly talked about horses—a subject that Derek could not be bothered to give a damn about—but Derek tolerated him because he possessed a wealth of information on members of the nobility, a group that looked down on the common-born Derek, though Mr. Middleton was far richer than all of them.

“Who’s that woman?” Derek interrupted Percival, not caring if he appeared rude. Bloody hell, she was beautiful. Long red hair that shone like fire, catlike green eyes, porcelain skin, and a tempting figure that was unfortunately hidden under layers of silk and lace. What he wouldn’t give to rip off those infuriating layers.

Percival lifted his eyebrows. “Are you referring to the woman with red hair?”

“Yes,” Derek nearly growled, impatient to acquire information on her.

“She’s Lady Athena Dashbourne,” Percival said. “Her father is the Earl of Friarwell.”

An earl’s daughter. Not that Derek particularly cared if she had blue blood running through her veins. He would have pursued her if she were an insignificant chambermaid. But marrying an earl’s daughter would elevate his social status. And she could give him blue-blooded children. His manhood hardened as he imagined taking her to bed and hearing her scream his name.

“Lord Dashbourne has numerous debts,” Percival continued. “Rumor has it he’s quite fond of gambling. He owes quite a few people money.”

Athena’s father had debts. That was valuable information, something that Derek could exploit. He wondered how far the earl would go to save himself from financial ruin, if he would be willing to offer his daughter’s hand in marriage to the highest bidder.

“He’s also quite the snob,” Percival said. “Several wealthy men have asked to marry Lady Dashbourne, but he refused all of them because they were not of noble birth.”

Derek frowned. So the earl was not that desperate.

“Though if you ask me,” Percival added, “he should have said yes to one of them. Lady Dashbourne is lovely, but her dowry is pitiful. No nobleman of meaningful significance would marry her.”

Derek declared bluntly, “I want her.”

Farrington widened his eyes. “You want to marry her?”

More precisely, Derek wanted to deprive her of all of her clothes and thrust his cock into her, but even he was not coarse enough to say that out loud to Percival. “Yes.”

“Good luck obtaining her father’s approval.”

“I don’t need his approval.”

“So how are you going to win her? The only way that the earl would let you marry his daughter is if you compromised her.”

A wolfish smile appeared on Derek’s face. “What a splendid suggestion, Percy.”

Farrington gaped at him. “The earl’s daughter is a virtuous lady. You cannot ruin her reputation!”

Middleton lifted his shoulders. “If she’s ruined, she will have no choice but to marry me. And the earl will have no choice but to let her.”

“Do you have no conscience?”

“Do you think I attained my enormous wealth by doing kind deeds?” Though Derek had been born in a poorhouse, he had clawed his way up the economic ladder, eventually becoming the rich owner of many of England’s lumber mills. It had required ruthless ambition and ignoring the faint voice of morality in his head on many occasions.

Percy sighed. “Poor Lady Athena.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have prey to pursue.”
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THIS IS ONLY A BALL, Lady Athena Dashbourne told herself. It is not a battleground. There is no need to be nervous. The words did not work. She still wished to run away, to be anywhere but in the crowded ballroom.

Her existence was a source of endless disappointment for her father. First, she had been born a worthless girl, not the male heir he had so craved. Second, her birth had come with complications, and these complications had led to the death of her mother. Every time her father looked at her, he was reminded of the beloved wife he had lost, the wife he had lost because of Athena. And third, though she was beautiful, she was hopeless in social situations and was shy to an unbecoming degree. Frequently, her father had expressed his vexation: “Why is it so bloody difficult for you to behave like a normal person?” Yet the Earl continued to drag her to balls. Her father likely hoped that some duke would be so enchanted by her beauty that he failed to notice she was as charming as stone.

Because the earl was nowhere to be seen, she decided to escape the ballroom and go outside. Luckily, it was the middle of June, so the night air was warm. She took a deep breath. She hated always having to try to please her father. She hardly ever succeeded in her efforts. But unfortunately, she could not do as she pleased. Whether she liked it or not, she depended on her father. If he wished, he could throw her out onto the streets. If she wished to continue having a roof over her head and food in her belly, she had to play the dutiful daughter.

“Shouldn’t you be dancing with scores of gentlemen inside?”

Anxiety gripped her as she turned around and saw a dark-haired man looking at her. He was undoubtedly a handsome man with his unforgettable blue eyes and strong jawline, but he also frightened her. He stared at her like a wolf stared at a plump, defenseless pig. Like he wanted to devour her whole.

Her first impulse was to run away. However, when she tried to take a step, he caught her arm, startling her. “What...what are you doing?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

Not answering her question, he said, “I was joking. I don’t want you dancing with other gentlemen.” His tone sounded possessive, which bewildered her. This man was a stranger to her. So why was he looking at her as if he owned her?

“Do you know who I am?” he asked in a low voice.

Was she supposed to? When she didn’t immediately answer, he said:

“I’m Derek Middleton.”

Her eyes widened. She had heard of the name. Derek Middleton was a member of the nouveau riche, a class that her father despised. She, on the other hand, secretly admired the newly rich. She did not think much of noblemen like the earl, men who took their privileges for granted and who believed they were superior simply because they had been lucky enough to be born into high society. When she had heard the story of Derek Middleton, who had been born a penniless orphan but had managed to climb out of poverty and into immense wealth, awe had struck her, and she had thought him to be somewhat of a hero. She hadn’t imagined that Derek would be like this man standing in front of her.

Out of reflexive politeness, she began to introduce herself, “I am—”

“I know who you are, Athena.”

He already knew who she was? And did he call her by her Christian name? How improper. “Mr. Middleton—”

He drew her close, scandalously so. “Please call me Derek.”

She flushed, seeking a way out of his embrace. The scandal it would create if people saw them like this. “I should go back inside,” she whispered, disliking how weak her voice sounded.

“You don’t wish to stay here with me?”

She wished she were bold enough to hiss, “No, you cad.” But being bold went against her nature. In an unnaturally high-pitched voice, she lied, “I must go find my father.” Then she ran away before he could utter a word.
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“SUCH NICE WEATHER WE’RE having, my lady,” Athena’s maid Eleanor said, glancing up at the blue sky.

“It is,” Athena said. A week had passed since the ball. Once again, her father had blamed her for her lack of eligible (i.e., noble) suitors. She had bit her tongue, resisting the desire to point out, “Well, I would have noble suitors if you didn’t gamble my dowry away.” She had actually received a number of proposals, all from rich men. But the rich men were common-born, so the narrow-minded earl had refused them all. She wouldn’t have minded marrying a common-born man, as long as he was kind and did not force her to attend too many balls, but her father would rather die than suffer a connection to a man of non-blue blood.

Athena and Eleanor strolled through the park. Lady Dashbourne was thankful it was nearly empty. Too many people made her anxious. If it was up to her, she would spend all of her time reading novels in the library. But the earl disapproved of novels and of her wish to basically remain in perpetual solitude. According to him, the ideal lady only concerned herself with real things and was always eager for a social event. In his eyes, Athena would never be the ideal.

“Eleanor, do you wish...?” Athena fell silent. She had been about to ask her maid if she wished to get macarons from their favorite shop, but Eleanor was


































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png
)

“}i\ W





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





