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Chapter 1


Duke of St. Cyres sinks to new depths of depravity! Peeking beneath young ladies skirts at charity balls? We are appalled.

Talk of the Town, 1894






Miss Prudence Bosworths opinion of the incident in question would prove somewhat different from that of the society papers, but during the evening itself, she was unaware of what the scandal sheet scribblers would have to say and too busy to care. The goings-on of dukes, depraved or not, was of no concern to her.

For weeks now, she and the seamstresses under her at Madame Marceaus had been frantically making up gowns for the fashionable young ladies coming to London for the season, and at the moment, one of those gowns had a hem in need of repair. If Lady Alberta Denville would only stand still.

Hurry up, Bosworth! Lady Alberta jerked impatiently at her skirt, ripping the blond silk away from the seed pearl trim in Prudences fingers, tearing the fabric in the process. Must you be so slow?

Prudence sat back on her heels, staring in dismay at this new damage to the gown. And shed been nearly finished. She pushed damp hair back from her forehead and reached into her sewing basket for her spool of gold thread and her scissors. I shall try to sew faster, my lady, she murmured, striving to maintain the air of humble, apologetic deference so necessary to her position.

You had best do more than try! The Duke of St. Cyres has engaged me for the next dance, and it could be the most important event of my life. Hes just returned from Italy, and hes looking to marry, you know.

Prudence didnt know and didnt much care. This ball was the first significant social event of the season, and the preparations of the past few days had been grueling, with little time for either food or rest. Missing meals she didnt mind so much. As the lead seamstress for a fashionable London dressmaker, she was acutely conscious of her plump figure, and was always making attempts to reduce its proportions. Sleep, however, was a different matter. She longed to go home to her cozy flat in Little Russell Street and crawl into bed, but knew rest was a good twelve hours away at least. Yes, my lady. Of course.

These subservient murmurs did not seem to placate Lady Alberta. The young lady heaved an aggravated sigh, folded her arms, and tapped one satin-slippered foot on the floor, fuming. I cannot believe this is happening to me. First, Sir George Laverton treads on my lovely dress and tears it, the clumsy oaf. And then I find myself saddled with the slowest seamstress in Madame Marceaus employ.

The seamstress in question decided she was saddled with the most odious debutante. Such a pity she couldnt say so. Prudence set her jaw, reminded herself that self-restraint helped to build ones character, and sewed as fast as she could.

If your ineptness causes me to miss this waltz and lose my chance with Rhys, the girl went on, Madame Marceau shall hear of it.

A pang of alarm shot through Prudence at those words. It had taken her eleven years of hard work to be elevated to the position of lead seamstress, and with one unfavorable word from Lady Alberta, she could lose her post in an instant. Lord Denville was one of the few peers in Britain able to pay tradesmens bills promptly, and his daughters were some of Madame Marceaus most valued clients. Without pausing in her work, Prudence took as deep and steadying a breath as she could manage in her tight stays. Yes, my lady.

Another silk skirt moved into Prudences line of vision. Planning your wedding to St. Cyres, are you, Alberta? a laughing feminine voice inquired, a voice that to Prudences ears was tinged with malice. A bit precipitate, dont you think, to leap from acquaintanceship to matrimony because of one waltz?

Ive a better chance of securing him than most, Helen Munro, and you know it. Our families possess some adjoining lands and weve known each other all our lives.

All your life, you mean. Dont you think youre a bit young for St. Cyres? Hes thirty-three, my dear, and youre barely twenty. To him, you are still a child.

Im not! Its true I was only eight when he went away, but he certainly doesnt see me as a child any longer. Why, the moment he set eyes on me again, he engaged me for a waltz. It must mean something.

I daresay it does! another woman said, joining the conversation with a laugh. Home less than a week, and hes already ascertained the amount of your dowry and income!

Hell need every penny of it, too, Helen Munro assured her companions. St. Cyres likes to live well, and hes head over ears in debt, they say. The fact that hes inherited the title from his uncle wont save him from the creditors. The old dukes debts were ten times greater than his, and the estates are a shambles. Munro and I are in Derbyshire every summer to stay with Lord and Lady Tavistock, and Ive seen for myself the sorry state of St. Cyres Castle. Its a deserted ruin. God only knows what condition the other ducal estates must be in.

Winter Park looks well enough, Lady Alberta answered. Wed live there, of course, since those St. Cyres lands adjoin ours. As for his debts, most peers have those. Not my own papa, of course. He has heaps of money.

Yes, and London has heaps of pretty American heiresses whod love to snare a duke and whose fathers have far more money than yours!

Americans? Theyve no breeding at all. Rhys would never choose an American to be his duchess.

Those American girls have a great deal of charm.

Lady Alberta seemed undaunted. I am much more charming than any dreadful American. She gave Prudences knee a none-too-gentle kick with her foot. For heavens sake, Bosworth, arent you finished yet?

Nearly done, my lady, she answered, keeping a firm grip on the skirt lest the girl yank it away again.

Mind you, I expect the gown to be as flawless as it was when I first put it on. If anyone notices the repair, Ill have your head for embarrassing me

Still abusing servant girls, Alberta? an amused male voice behind Prudence said, interrupting the tirade. How refreshing to know that some things never change.

Shocked murmurs from the other ladies rippled through the room at the unexpected arrival of a man in their midst, for this alcove and the retiring room that adjoined it were reserved exclusively for women. But Lady Alberta didnt seem to notice.

Rhys! she greeted him with a cry of delight. What are you doing back here?

I came in search of you, of course, he answered, and though Prudence did not look up from her work, she could discern him moving closer as he spoke. We are to have a waltz, are we not? Or was that only in my dreams?

You werent dreaming. Lady Alberta laughed, seeming in a better humor with the dukes arrival. But you really must leave. Youre causing a scandal.

Am I? He came to stand beside where Prudence knelt on the floor, and as his shadow fell across her hands, she paused in her sewing to take a quick peek up at him, for shed never seen a duke in the entire twenty-eight years of her life, and such a daring one would arouse any womans curiosity. But her one cursory glance told her little. The gaslights were behind him in the small alcove, making his tall frame no more than a silhouette of black broadcloth, snowy linen, and blond hair.

Returning her attention to her work, she was dismayed to find that his wide shoulders were blocking what little light she had to work by. Asking him to move, however, would be a gross impertinence, and she didnt want to risk raising Lady Albertas ire even higher by irritating the girls potential future husband. Prudence bent her head close to her sewing and tried to carry on with what little light she had left, but it was slow going.

Rhys, you have to leave, Lady Alberta repeated, still laughing. You shouldnt be back here at all, you know.

Why ever not?

Its not done.

But thats what makes it worth doing. Besides, I couldnt find you in the ballroom, and was emboldened to venture within this feminine enclave in search of you. Though I fear I am too late, for I detect the strains of Strauss.

Strains of what?

Strauss, darling, he said patiently. They have begun the waltz without us.

The girl let out a shrill cry of dismay.

No need to shatter the window glass, Alberta, he said at once, and Prudence smiled to herself, fancying that perhaps the gentleman wasnt as enamored of Alberta as she was of him.


It is only a waltz, he went on. Well have another sometime.

We ought to be having one now, but Bosworth here cannot seem to manage a simple repair to my gown.

Prudences smile vanished and she felt an overwhelming desire to prick Lady Alberta in the leg with her needle. Just a harmless little jab, she reasoned to herself. She could always offer profuse apologies afterward for her clumsiness.

Even as she savored the idea, Prudence knew she couldnt carry it through. This girl was the daughter of a wealthy earl, and she was a seamstress of no consequence. She could not afford to risk her post for a little momentary satisfaction. Sometimes life was very trying.

Desperate to speed things along and send this horrid girl on her way, Prudence nudged the gentlemans leg with her elbow to gain his attention. If you please, sir, she said without taking her eyes from her work, could you move a bit to the side? You are blocking the light.

Lady Alberta made a sound of outrage. What impudence!

Pert, isnt she? The gentleman sounded amused rather than irritated, but if Prudence hoped she would escape unscathed, she was mistaken.

This is the Duke of St. Cyres, Lady Alberta said, as if Prudence were too dense to know that already, and kicked the sewing basket near her feet, spilling the contents across the Aubusson carpet. How dare you presume to give him orders?

Prudence stared at her scattered sewing supplies and feared that despite all her nauseating attempts at subservience, she was destined to lose her post before the night was over. If she couldnt find another, shed have to return to Sussex and live with Uncle Stephen and Aunt Edith again. Horrible thought.

Its no more than I deserve for coming between a woman and her modiste, the duke said in a good-humored voice that made her breathe a sigh of relief. Id best do as she wishes, I think.

To her astonishment, he complied with her request not by moving away, but instead by kneeling down beside her. She watched his hands as he righted her basket and reached for her pin box. Oh, no, sir, she whispered, realizing his intent with dismay. Dont trouble yourself.

No trouble, I assure you.

As she pulled her needle through the silk, Prudence darted a glance at him, and found that he was staring at her. Their eyes met, her heart twisted in her breast, and she stopped sewing.

He was beautiful. Beautiful the same way an autumn morning in Yorkshire was beautiful, when the beech woods had turned a thousand shades of gold, and the meadows, still green, were swathed in silver frost. She caught the scent of him, an earthy scent like the peat sheaves, smoky wood fires, and spicy cider of her childhood.

Her lips parted and she swayed toward him, inhaling deeply. He smiled at her, a slight curve of his lips that made her wonder if perhaps he could read her thoughts and was laughing at the country girl. But she didnt care. He smelled heavenly.

His silver-green eyes studied her face with unnerving openness, yet she couldnt seem to look away. Still smiling a little, he leaned closer. His wrist brushed her knee, and she jumped, unnerved by the contact, but he merely took up her scissors from the floor and dropped them into her basket. Then his thick brown lashes lowered to her hands and his smile widened, showing teeth that were remarkably even and as white as his linen. Resume your sewing, I beg you, he murmured just loud enough for her to hear. I couldnt bear it if Alberta started wailing again.

Smothering a laugh, Prudence forced her attention back to her work as he gathered up wayward spools of thread. But such splendid masculinity had never come this close to her before, and she continued to study him covertly as she worked.

His evening clothes, she noted, were impeccable and exquisitely cut in the most current mode. Other things about him, however, hinted at a disregard for fashion. His hair, burnished and tawny beneath the gaslights, was thick, with a hint of curl that scorned the use of any disciplining hair oil. He was clean-shaven, an unfashionable choice, but a wise one, to Prudences mind. A beard would have hidden the lean planes of his face and the strong edge of his jaw, and a mustache would have detracted from the beauty of his mouth and the aquiline line of his nose. Never in her life had she seen a more handsome man.

Rhys, what are you doing down there? Lady Albertas laughing voice interrupted Prudences observations. I cannot believe you are on your knees playing the gallant to a seamstress.

There was an unmistakable tone of petulance beneath the girls laughter, and Prudence tensed. She looked at the gentleman and gave a tiny shake of her head, imploring him with her eyes.

He made a sound of impatience. Whether that impatience was with her or Lady Alberta, Prudence couldnt tell, but he tilted his head back and gave the girl standing before him his full attention. Me play the gallant? he said, a hint of disdain entering his well-bred drawl. What a notion!

Then what in heavens name are you doing?

He dropped another spool of thread into Prudences basket with one hand as he grasped a handful of blond silk in the other. Having a peek under your petticoats, of course, he answered, and lifted the girls hem a few inches from the floor, earning himself startled gasps from the ladies around them. What else would I be doing down here?

Lady Alberta gave a squeal of shocked delight, and Prudence felt the tension slide away from her.

What pretty ankles youve got! he added, giving the girls feet a judicious study and ignoring the murmurs and stares of the other ladies. Why, I believe little Albertas all grown up.

The girl was now giggling in the silliest way, but Prudence found that sound a welcome relief after all the whining that had come before. Her task completed at last, she reached for her scissors, and as the move brought her closer to the duke, she inhaled the wonderful, earthy scent of him one last time. Thank you, sir, she whispered as she cut the thread.

Not at all, he murmured in her ear. It has been my pleasure. He straightened Lady Albertas skirt and rose to his feet.

Prudence sat back. Ive finished, my lady.

Finally! The girl curled her arm through the mans offered one, and they left the alcove together. Prudence turned her head and watched them depart, her relief at being rid of Lady Alberta tinged with disappointment as the duke vanished from view. Never again was she likely to encounter such a man.

Ah, well. She gave a philosophical shrug and stuck her needle in the pincushion the duke had placed back in her basket, then stood up. Pressing a hand to her spine, she arched her back to stretch her aching muscles, and as she did so, spied Maria beckoning to her from the nearby corridor.

Her dearest friend, Maria Martingale shared a flat with her and worked in a bakery shop during the day. At night, Maria supplemented her income by assisting at public balls such as this one.

After a quick glance around, Prudence picked up her basket and walked over to her friend, who was standing by the corridor that led to the kitchens, a heavy silver tray in her hands.

Who was that man? Maria asked.

A duke.

Stuff! Maria said in disbelief. Really?

Prudence nodded. Lady Alberta, the girl whose dress I was mending, called him the Duke of St. Cyres.

Well, his chivalry seemed sincere enough, Maria answered, laughing at the adjective that matched the pronunciation of his title. If Id been in your place, I wouldnt have been able to sew a stitch!

It was difficult, Prudence admitted, grinning, but I managed. A treat to look at, wasnt he?

Rather! You should have seen all the other ladies watching him while he helped you. And then he took a look under the girls skirts and scandalized em all, the saucy fellow!

Prudence felt a delicious little thrill. Hed done that for her, she knew, and it amazed her that a man of such exalted rank would bother.

The girl didnt like it, not by half, Maria told her. She was staring daggers down at you the whole time. He didnt seem to care, though. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and grimaced. My feet hurt.

I should imagine so. Youve been trotting back and forth from the kitchens to the dining room all night with those trays of supper.

Marias grimace of pain changed at once to a grin that lit her pixy face. It does have some compensations. Ive sampled my share of the goods. She held up the nearly empty tray. These crab cakes are too delicious for words.

Prudence groaned, a pang of hunger twisting her insides. Her mouth began to water. Dont! Ive eaten almost nothing these past few days.

Listen to you. Always trying to slim, and those tight corsets you wear! Hurts me just lacing them for you. I dont know why you torture yourself. Maria glanced around to be sure no one was watching, then pulled the last three bite-size crab cakes off the tray and shoved them into Prudences hand. Here.

Tempted beyond bearing, Prudence popped one of the stolen canaps into her mouth and groaned again, looking at the other woman with heartfelt gratitude. I dont think anything has ever tasted this delicious, she said around the bite of crab cake. How are things in the kitchens?


The girl lifted her gaze heavenward. Andre is the most temperamental fellow. Throws a tantrum if things on the trays arent just so. These French chefs are all the same. Fuss, fuss, fuss. And the other maids She broke off with a sound of contempt. Lightning strike me dead if Sally McDermott isnt the flightiest bit of goods! Shes too occupied with chatting up the footmen to give the work any attention.

She is a terrible flirt, Prudence agreed. Still, if I were as pretty as she, Id flirt, too.

Sally McDermott does far more than flirt.

We dont know that.

Her friend gave an exasperated groan. Youre too nice, Pru, thats your trouble. Believing the best about everyone, mild as milk, and hiding your own lights under a bushel. Make me quite cross sometimes, you do.

Prudence felt compelled to protest. Im not nice! Whenever I look at Sally McDermott, I want to pull every pretty blond curl out of her empty head. Her, and that awful Lady Alberta, too. I wanted to stab her in the leg with my needle. There, you see, she added as they both laughed, Im not nice at all.

Arent you? If I had your situation, Id starve. I can manage Andre, for he doesnt mind if I give as good as I get. Rather likes it, in fact. But those women you make dresses for? I wouldnt last a day. I saw how that girl kicked your basket and abused you up and down, while you just kept sewing and saying, Yes, my lady. You shouldve stabbed her, I say.

Be glad I didnt. Id have lost my post, and then youd be paying all the rent on our flat. Prudence glanced at the window, noting it was still pitch-black outside. Isnt this ball almost at an end?

Weve two more hours, at least. Its barely three oclock.

Prudences shoulders slumped a little at that discouraging news. The thrill from her encounter with the handsome duke had faded, and she was once again feeling the effects of exhaustion.

Maria studied her with concern. You look all in, Pru.

Im all right. Its just so warm in here, and the fumes from these gaslights give me a headache.

When this balls over, well take a hansom home, shall we?

She shook her head. Im not going home. Madame told me I have to be in the showroom at seven oclock. Were to make things ready for a group of Austrian ladies who want gowns for the Embassy Ball. They come at nine, so theres no point in returning to Holborn.

Madame Marceaus a slaver. Maria set the empty tray on the floor, leaning it against the wall, and reached out to grasp the handle of Prudences sewing basket. Go get some air and clear your head. Ill take your place for a bit.


You cant!

Well, I like that! Her friend sniffed, pretending to take offense. I can sew on a button or fix a torn hem, I daresay. Not as well as you, but

I didnt mean it that way. Someone will notice youve taken my place.

No one ever notices a servant or a seamstress, Maria responded blithely. Were part of the furniture, dont you know?

I meant Madame. Shell notice.

Both of them glanced at Prudences employer. The dressmaker was on the other side of the alcove, her back to them as she supervised the efforts of the seamstress who was making repairs to the torn frock of Lady Wallingford. In her phony French accent, the dressmaker from Lambeth was exclaiming over the marchionesss beautiful figure and the elegant arrangement of her hair.

Shes too busy bootlicking to notice anything, Maria said.

We cant risk it. Wed both lose our posts, and then thered be no one to pay the rent. Prudence shook her head. Besides, if I take a rest now, Ill just drop.

Her friend let go of the basket with a reluctant nod. All right, but come find me after the ball. Well share the cab as far as New Oxford Street. The driver can leave you in front of the showroom then take me on to Little Russell Street.

All right. Ill come to the kitchens and find you after. And Maria She hesitated, wavering, then added in a rush, If theres any more of those canaps left

Girl? A commanding voice rose nearby, and both Prudence and Maria turned their heads to see a very stout woman encased in an ice-blue gown so tight it made her look like a sausage.

Yes, maam? both younger women answered in unison, bobbing deferential curtsies.

The stout lady perched a lorgnette on her nose and peered at Prudence as if she were some sort of insect. You are one of Madame Marceaus seamstresses, are you not? Without waiting for a reply, she beckoned Prudence with an impatient wave of her white-gloved hand. Come with me, she ordered. Ive a split seam to be mended. And youd best be quick about it, girl. I dont have all night, you know.

The friends exchanged wry glances.

Yes, maam, Prudence murmured, and turned to Maria with a grin as the woman flounced away. Ive changed my mind. Take my place.

Too late, Maria told her with a wink. You lost your chance, luvvy. But Ill save you all the crab cakes I can. She departed for the kitchens, leaving Prudence to stitch the sausage lady back into her dress.



It was indeed two and a half hours later before the ball finally ended, just as Maria had predicted. Dawn was breaking by the time the guests began to depart and Prudence went in search of her friend. When she entered the kitchens, however, she found Maria still occupied with her duties.

Ill wait for you in the alley, Prudence said, pulling her cloak from the row of hooks near the entrance to the kitchens. I need some air.

Right-ho, Maria called back. Ill be along in just a few minutes.

Prudence donned her cloak and fastened the buttons as she walked down the corridor toward the servants entrance. She opened the door and stepped out into the alley, inhaling the cool air of early spring with gratitude, savoring it after the stifling heat and horrid gas fumes indoors. She started down the alley, intending to stroll up and down its length while she waited for Maria, but came to a halt almost at once.

A couple stood in the back corner where the alley ended, and though the man had his back to her, blocking her view, it was clear the pair were engaged in an amorous encounter. Hotly embarrassed, Prudence started to turn around and go back inside, but the womans voice stopped her.

No, sir! No!

In the womans voice was the violent protest and raw fear any other woman immediately understood. Realizing her initial assumption had been a mistake, Prudence turned back around, further alarmed as she saw the man grasp the womans wrists and pin them against the wall over her head.

No, sir, please let me go, the woman sobbed as she twisted in a violent effort to free herself. Let me go.

Dont carry on so, my girl. Therell be a bob in it for you afterward. Holding her wrists with one hand, he began pulling up her skirts with the other.

Heart in her throat, Prudence started forward, but before shed taken three steps, she was shoved aside. She looked up to see the handsome duke who had collected her sewing supplies earlier in the evening. Stay back, he muttered to her as he passed. Keep well out of the way.

She let out her breath in a sigh of relief as she watched the duke stride down the alley toward the struggling couple in the corner. Without preliminaries, he grabbed the man by the arms and hauled him away, his action revealing the sobbing woman in the corner.

It was Sally McDermott.

Prudence gave a gasp of surprise, but had barely registered the other girls identity before Sally dodged sideways, scrambling to get clear as the duke spun the other man around.

St. Cyres? the man cried in amazement. Are you mad? What in blazes are you doing?

Rescuing a damsel in distress, it seems.


What? The other man twisted his shoulders as if to free himself from St. Cyress grip. Shes a scullery maid, for Gods sake!

A scullery maid who said no, Northcote.

What does that matter?

Whether it was that question or the laughter accompanying it that ignited the dukes temper, Prudence couldnt tell. He slammed the man called Northcote against the wall of the alley. It matters to me, he said, drew back his fist, and landed a blow to the other mans jaw.

Northcotes head snapped sideways, but St. Cyres did not seem content. He dealt the other man several more punishing blows, giving him no opportunity to strike back. When he finally stopped, Northcote fell to the ground, where he lay unmoving on the cobblestones.

St. Cyres watched him for a moment, as if to be certain he was thoroughly incapacitated, then turned away just as Sally hurled herself into his arms.

Oh, sir, thank you, sir! she cried, clinging to his neck. Thank you!

Behind Prudence the door to the alley opened and banged against the brick wall of the building. Im finished, Pru, Maria cheerfully called as she stepped into the alley. Lets be on our way before all the hansoms arecrikey!

That last startled exclamation came as her friend paused beside her and took in the sight of the unconscious man on the ground and the terrified Sally McDermott sobbing into the shirtfront of the gallant duke.

Whats happened here? Maria asked.

Prudence didnt answer. Instead, she walked down the alley and put her hand on Sallys arm. Are you all right? What can we do to help?

Nothing, Sally said from the depths of the dukes shirtfront. Ill be all right. She shook off Prudences hand, then lifted her head, gazing up at her savior. If I could just sit down for a bit?

Of course. St. Cyres glanced around, then gently disengaged himself from her embrace and reached for a large wooden crate from a nearby rubbish heap. He removed his jacket and draped it over the crate. Will this do? Alleys dont come furnished these days, mores the pity.

Sally gave a shaky laugh and sank down onto the crate, grasping his hand in hers. Thank you, sir, she said again, holding onto his hand as if it were a lifeline.

The duke looked at Prudence. It might be best if you and your friend went home, he advised. After all Albertas abuse, he added with a smile, you must be exhausted. And its bloody freezing out here. If you linger, youll catch a chill.

Was it cold? Prudence wondered. She couldnt tell, for this mans smile warmed her all through. Youre very kind, but

I will arrange for the girl to be taken safely home, he assured her, seeming to know just what concern shed been about to express. You neednt worry.

Thank you. She could feel Maria tugging on her cloak, and turned away, following her friend toward the street, knowing there was nothing more they could do. But when she reached the corner, she was unable to resist one last look at the duke. Glancing back down the alley, she saw him hovering over Sally with the solicitous regard of a true gentleman.

Hes splendid, she thought. Brave, considerate, and utterly splendid.



Quite a low pass hed come to, he supposed, shagging servant girls.

Rhys De Winter slid his palm over one of Sally McDermotts bare buttocks, and it occurred to him that seducing a serving maid only minutes after rescuing her would inspire a bout of conscience in most men, at least once lust had been sated. Rhys, however, suffered no such inconvenient pangs. When a plum dropped into his lapor, to be accurate, hurled itself into his armshed be a fool not to take advantage of the moment. Rhys was not a fool, and Sally had turned out to be quite a tasty plum.

Rather a surprise that, since she hadnt been his first choice. Hed originally had his eye on that delicious little seamstress with the dark hair. She had just the sort of generous curves he favored in a woman, and when he saw Alberta kick over the sewing basket, it provided him the perfect chance for a closer, much more thorough perusal. Hed been quite pleased to discover she had a pretty complexion, fine brown eyes, and hair with the fresh scent of lavender, a fragrance hed always liked. But after only a few moments, hed been forced to banish any amorous inclinations about her. Those big, soft eyes had gazed at him as if he were king of the earth just for retrieving a few spools of thread, but she jumped and shied at the mere brush of his hand, making it clear his little seamstress was innocent as a baby. Innocence had never held much charm for him.

It was just as well, hed told himself at the time. His reason for attending the ball hadnt been skirt chasing anyway, but heiress hunting. He had returned to the ballroom with Alberta, one of the richest heiresses in Britain, and for the rest of the evening was a very good boy, doing his best to seem virtuous, marriage-minded, and responsible, particularly in front of her father.

Rhys rolled onto his back and stared at the painted cherubs and gilded ceiling moldings overhead. God, Milbray has gaudy taste, he thought. Still, a hideously decorated town house borrowed for the season from an old school friend was better than nothing. At least it was a fashionable address. He might be stone broke, but he was also a duke, and if he was going to find himself an heiress to marry, he had to maintain a residence worthy of his position.

Alberta had a dowry that could rescue him from the mire of his debts, but a few hours in her company had rid him of any notion to marry her. He had no intention of going to hell until he was actually dead.

Though Lady Alberta Denville had proved an untenable solution, he couldnt complain about how the evening turned out. The ball had ended with the usual crush of people waiting out front for their carriages to be brought around, and Rhys, tired of standing amid the suffocating mass, had ducked out the back, thinking to fetch his carriage from the mews himself. In so doing, he had ended a rather unsatisfactory evening on a very satisfactory note.

Turning his head, he glanced at the naked woman who lay on her stomach beside him with her head pillowed on her folded arms.

Yes, hed come to a very low pass, indeed, when a maid or seamstress in need of a few bob was all he could afford. But he had no taste for streetwalkers, and keeping a mistress was out of the question. He hadnt been able to afford that particular luxury for quite some time, an unfortunate circumstance unlikely to change in the near future. Though hed only returned to Britain five days ago, any courtesan worthy of her trade was already well aware that the newest Duke of St. Cyres couldnt scrape together the blunt for his own household, much less provide one for her.

Sally stirred and lifted her head to find him watching her. She smiled at him sleepily amid the tumble of her wheat-colored curls, and his desire began to stir. He returned her smile with a wicked one of his own, rolled onto his side and pressed a kiss to her shoulder as he eased his hand between her thighs.

Wantin another toss already, are you? Her smile widened. Greedy bloke.

Very greedy, he concurred, and nipped her shoulder. She giggled, and he pushed his hand deeper. Finding the result of that exploration satisfactory, he slid his free arm beneath her stomach.

All right, all right, Ill give you second helpings, she murmured, her body stirring in response to these amorous advances. But only because you rescued me.

He lifted her hips and positioned himself behind her, thinking it a damn fortunate thing he was such a chivalrous fellow.
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The scrape of the coal scuttle woke him far too soon. Rhys rolled onto his stomach and covered his head with a pillow, cursing the efficiency of English household routine. In Italy, a servant wouldnt dream of intruding upon a gentlemans rest until the sun had moved to the western side of the horizon. No such luck in England.

He took a peek from beneath the bedclothes and saw beside the fireplace the unmistakable striped gray dress, white apron, and cap of a chambermaid. Only the most obtuse servant could have failed to notice that there were two people in the bed, and with a pretty wench beside him, he hardly needed the warmth of a fire, but Rhys didnt point that out. Speaking seemed too much of an effort at the ungodly hour of eight oclock in the morning, especially since hed fallen asleep less than an hour ago. He closed his eyes again.

The second time he was awakened, it was by his valet, a servant who damned well ought to have known better.

Fane, he muttered, shrugging off the hand on his shoulder, if you dont remove yourself from my room this instant, I will sack you.

An empty threat, since he owed the fellow at least six months wages and couldnt afford to find someone new, at least not someone loyal enough to stick with him as Fane had. The valet was clearly aware of this, too, for he didnt leave. Instead, he gave Rhys another gentle shake.

Sir, Im terribly sorry, he murmured, but it seems there is a domestic crisis that requires your immediate attention.

Domestic crisis? Have Hollister take care of it. Hes Milbrays butler, isnt he? Rolling away from the persistent shaking of the valet, he wrapped one leg and one arm around the slumbering woman beside him and began drifting back to sleep. I have no intention of leaving this bed until at least two oclock this afternoon unless it is the end of the world.

Your mother is in the drawing room, and footmen are bringing in her trunks. She appears to be moving in.


Good God. Rhys rolled onto his back and sat up, staring at Fane in horror. It is the end of the world. Dont just stand there, man. Fetch my dressing gown at once.

Five minutes later Sally was on her way home in a cab and Rhys was dressedmore or less. In trousers, shirt, and dressing gown, he headed down a flight of stairs to the drawing room, pausing along the way to peer over the rail at the foyer below, confirming that there was indeed a pile of trunks, valises, and hat boxes stacked there. His mouth set in a grim line as he watched a pair of footmen maneuver another trunk through the front door.

He strode to the drawing room, wondering how Letitia could think for one moment he would allow her to stay under the same roof as himself. Hed spent the past twelve years on the Continent for the sole purpose of keeping as far from her and her lecherous brother-in-law as possible. Thankfully, Uncle Evelyn was dead, but Rhys was still as intent on avoiding his mother as ever. He hadnt been able to stomach more than five minutes in her company since he was twelve. She was equally fond of him.

When he entered the drawing room, she was sitting in one of the chairs closest to the fire, and as she rose and turned to face him, he was startled by how much the years had aged her. As far back as he could remember, Letitia had been a stunning woman, a dazzling ice-blond beauty who, when he was a small boy, reminded him of the magical and remote Snow Queen. Now, only the vestiges of her beauty remained. Her papery skin had a sallow hue, and her cheeks were sunken beneath those high, perfect cheekbones. She was rail thin and haggard, making her seem far older than her fifty-six years. But her eyes, the same gray-green color as his, had not changed. They studied him with all the warmth of an arctic glacier as he crossed the room and paused before her. She gave him no smile of greeting.

St. Cyres, she said with the barest of curtsies.

He didnt even bother to offer an answering bow. Mother. How delightful to see you.

His voice dripped mockery, but Letitia was far too callous to be bothered by it. They stood silent, studying each other a bit like duelists en garde, and he noticed that she had not yet taken off her cape and hat. Her umbrella was in her gloved hand. It was almost as if she had come merely to pay a call.

Too late, he realized the truth. You have no intention at all of moving in, do you?

She didnt even hesitate before replying. Live with you? God, no.

He made a wry face at the distaste in her voice. As always, your maternal affection warms my heart.

She sank back down in the chair, and it did not escape his notice that she leaned heavily on her umbrella as she did so. You have ignored my letters. I have called upon you three times since you arrived in town, and each time, you have refused to receive me. Threatening to move in with you was the only way I could think of to garner your attention.

Trunks in the foyer is carrying things a bit far, dont you think? Besides, you have never seemed particularly eager for my attention. Why, I think weve spoken less than a dozen times in my entire life. Why the sudden pressing need for my company?

Im here to make you aware of the family situation.

Rhys did not reply. Instead, he rested his forearms on the top of the wing-back chair opposite hers and studied her resolute expression as he weighed the two alternatives open to him. He could toss her out on her ear right now, or he could endure the unpleasant, but inevitable, discussion of their financial status and have it over and done. He decided on the latter route. Though not as satisfying, it would prove less aggravating in the long run. Circling to the front of the chair, he sat down.

The family has a situation? he asked in a murmur as he leaned back. Elbows on the arms of his chair, he steepled his fingers together, his head tilted to one side, his pose deceptively relaxed. How ominous that sounds.


Lets not waste time beating about the bush. I know youve already been to see Mr. Hodges and that he made you aware of where things stand.

Astonishing how you ferret things out, Mama. Since you already know Ive seen the family solicitor and youre aware of what he told me, your purpose in coming here was obviously not to apprise me of the family situation. He gave her his most provoking smile. Come for a touch, have you?

Must you be vulgar?

Your efforts are in vain, he was delighted to inform her. You carted all those trunks over here to no purpose. My dear, I havent a bean.

She made a sound of contempt. You are such a liar.

Yes, so youve told me before. Rhys pressed his fingers tighter together, so tight his hands began to ache. His smile, however, did not falter. But in this case, Im not making any attempt to deceive you. Im absolutely flat.

She gave him a hard stare, as if to determine the verity of that statement. The money from your father is gone, then? Youve squandered it all?

Every shilling, he confessed with cheer. Had jolly good fun doing it, too, shameless libertine that I am.

She paled, seeming to grow older right before his eyes. The debts incurred by the estates are enormous, and our credit is already extended as far as it can be. You have to do something.


What would you suggest? I thought about earning a living, but I decided I simply couldnt subject you to that. It would shame you beyond belief if I took on a profession. Besides, I should have to work. He shuddered. A very bad habit. I try never to engage in it.

Dont be absurd! she snapped. Youre the Duke of St. Cyres. Of course a profession is out of the question.

You and I in agreement about something? The warm climes of Italy have made me far too easygoing and amenable, I see. But to return to the matter at hand, we have very few options. I could appeal to the Salvation Army to come to our aid, I suppose, though I doubt theyd help a family of bankrupt aristocrats. Awfully uncharitable of a charity to be so stingy, but

Everything is mortgaged to the hilt, his mother interrupted, reiterating the material point as if he were too dim-witted to appreciate its significance. Interest payments take what little income we have from the land rents, and the creditors have been circling like vultures for several years. Theyll be hovering over you as well before the week is out.

He didnt tell her they already were.

Unless you act, and quickly, they will call our loans and take what little we have left. We will be destitute.

Rhys did not respond. Perhaps it was his innate laziness, but hed never seen the point of beating dead horses.

In the wake of his silence, his mother stirred with impatience. Well? she prompted. What are you going to do?

What I always do when faced with a crisis, he answered, then rose to his feet and walked to the liquor cabinet. Im going to have a drink.

A drink? she repeated with contempt. You think a drink is an appropriate response to our difficulties?

No, he answered as he poured himself a stiff measure of whiskey. Its an appropriate response to my difficulties. Turning, he met her gaze and smiled. About your difficulties, dear Mama, I couldnt care shit.

They stared at each other for a long time. He kept his stance relaxed. His mouth kept smiling. Letitia was the one who looked away. Rhys, your uncle hasnt paid my jointure for four years.

He flicked a glance over her, noting her luxurious fur-trimmed cape and the jeweled pin that held it closed at her collar. Yes, you appear awfully down-at-heel.

She looked at him again, and when she saw the direction of his gaze, she lifted her hand to her throat. Its paste. All my jewels are paste. Ive been selling the real ones, one by one. Now, there are none left to sell. I havent enough money to last the spring.


Hodges hadnt told him that. Rhys set his jaw and lifted his gaze to her face. Once again you are assuming I give a damn.

She stiffened in her chair, and her momentary attempt to play on his sympathy went to the wall. Still thinking only of yourself, I see, she said with the disdain he knew so well. You were always selfish, even as a boy.

Her voice was as sharp and cutting as a razor, but Rhys had developed his thick skin years ago. Terribly selfish, he agreed, and raised his glass. And a liar. Lets not forget that.

One elegant blond brow lifted, a sure sign that she was about to fire off the heavy guns. If Thomas were still alive, he would never have allowed this to happen to me, she said. Thomas was a good boy, always. Unlike you, he respected his mother. He would not have abandoned me and run away to Italy.

The reference to his younger brother shattered Rhyss carefully cultivated nonchalance in an instant. His smile vanished. He slammed down the glass, straightened away from the liquor cabinet, and took an involuntary step toward her. Satisfaction curved the corners of her lips, and he stopped. Some things never change, he thought, as angry with himself as he was with her. No one, no one, could flick him on the raw like Letitia.

He pasted his smile back on. Ah, but Thomas did run away, didnt he, Mama? he countered softly, watching her satisfaction fade. He ran as far as he could go. Heavens a pretty fair distance north of here, Id say.

She didnt answer. Rhys leaned back, flattening his palms on the polished marble top of the cabinet, striving to regain an easy, relaxed demeanor. I just love these family reunions, he drawled. So heartwarming. Since you are in a mood to reminisce, shall we talk about the day Thomas hanged himself?

She flushed a dull, deep red.

Shall I tell you how he looked when I found him? As he spoke, he worked to keep just the right note of careless indifference in his voice. I can describe the scene for you, if you like. His body was hanging over the stairwellneck broken, of course. Really, he looked like a marionette on a string, and his skin was the oddest shade of blue

Stop it.

Dont want the physical description? Then perhaps we should talk about the reason why he did it. Do you ever wonder about that, Mama?

The tip of her umbrella hit the floor and she jerked to her feet. I
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