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        A Duke of many rules. A Lady of independence.

      

      

      

      
        
        Since her cheating husband created a scandal by dying beneath his whore, Darcy de Merle is determined to enjoy widowhood, and refuses to mourn a man she grew to loathe. Setting the ton ablaze, Darcy holds a ball to re-launch herself into Society on the anniversary of his death.

        

        Cameron, the Duke of Athelby plays by the rules. Always. He’s lived through the terrible consequences of what revelry, carelessness, and lack of respect for one’s social position can have on a family. So, when he sees Darcy de Merle skirting the boundaries of respectability, it is only right that he should remind her of the proper etiquette that she should adhere to.

        

        Darcy refuses to allow another man to tell her what to do. When the Duke of Athelby chastises her at every turn, reminding her of her social failures, well, there is only one thing to be done about it…seduce the duke and show him there is more to life than the proper conventions set by the ton.

        

        A battle of wills ensues where all bets are off, numerous rules are broken and love becomes the ultimate reward.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, 1805

      

      

      Lady Darcy de Merle was foxed. A most scandalous and terrible way to be at her own ball, but the ratafia was quite delicious this evening, and surely she could be excused for imbibing more than she ought when celebrating the one-year anniversary of her husband’s death and her relaunch into London Society.

      Darcy looked down at her golden silk gown with small puffed sleeves. The empire cut accentuated her small waist and ample bosom enough to garner many admiring glances from the opposite sex. Her dark locks were pulled up into an intricate motif atop her head, and small loose curls fell about her face, softening the look. The pairing of golden gown and dark hair complemented her, and for the first time in years, she felt attractive.

      Her departed husband, the Earl of Terrance, had never made her feel so. He was not missed, and it had taken all of Darcy’s good breeding to wait out the twelve months required for mourning. Especially when she would never mourn such a man. On his death, he’d left her nothing, which she had expected. Not that it impacted her very much. Her grandfather, having loved her most out of all his female grandchildren, had left her the London townhouse along with a very tidy sum should she ever require it. Darcy had been named for her grandfather, and had chosen to once again be known by his name from the day she’d placed her husband into the cold earth. Her father, the Earl de Merle, had supported her in her choice. Having been witness to her husband’s indiscretions, his vile temper and cutting tongue, he was happy she reverted to the name she was born with, not the one given to her upon marriage.

      It wasn’t to be borne for a de Merle to be treated so shabbily, and as such, Darcy had clasped her freedom upon his death and would not look back. Life was to be lived, and she would never exist again under the atrocious circumstances she’d endured with Terrance.

      The Viscountess Oliver and Darcy’s dearest friend, came to stand with her. “You look positively decadent in that golden gown Darcy, and you know it. Your husband would have a seizure if he knew you were holding one of London’s biggest balls in honor of the anniversary of his death, and your debut back into Society.”

      Darcy smiled in welcome. Fran was a tall, lithe woman with the most beautiful auburn hair, a trait from her Scottish roots. It amused Darcy that her husband, a man she should never have married in the first place, would be insulted by her actions. Oh, how she’d love to see his fat, ruddy cheeks blossom in annoyance and anger at her defiance of him. “How wonderful that sounds. But you know, as a woman renowned for scandal, I could not allow such an opportunity to pass. One must keep up the standard to which they intend to live. If I did not, that would be a scandal in itself.”

      Fran linked their arms and walked them along the outer edge of the ballroom floor. “You smell of wine. How much have you had this evening?”

      “Enough that I know I should have no more, and I promise I will not.” Although Darcy loved nothing more than scandalizing the ton, she would only ever go so far, and never crossed the invisible line that even her family’s name could not redeem her from. Two years into her marriage she’d decided that she would no longer live as a doormat to her husband, and had begun attending parties again, dancing and flirting her way about London. Her husband did not approve, would bellow and break furniture and valuables, but Darcy had had enough. If she could not divorce the man, she would at least live her own life, just as he did.

      “The last thing you want is to be compromised by a money-hungry rake, looking to catch you at your most vulnerable,” Fran said. “Unless of course you wish to be married again.”

      Darcy gasped. “Not in a million years, Lady Oliver. The last thing that I want is another husband. Although now that I’m free from Terrance, I may look for a lover.”

      It was her friend’s turn to gasp before she grinned, just as she used to when they were young women at Mrs. Dew’s Finishing School for Young Ladies in Bath, before they were about to sneak off and have some fun that the teachers were never aware of.

      “There are many gentlemen here this evening who’d be only too happy to oblige you, I’m sure.”

      Darcy looked about. There were a few gentlemen looking her way, some nodding slightly, others giving the best smouldering look they knew how to perform. And maybe one of these men would do. Certainly, Mr. Ambrose could prove useful. That he was a wealthy American and would not be staying long could be a point in his favour. A lover this Season was paramount for her happiness and sanity, if she were honest.

      Not that her friend Fran knew, but Darcy had attended a masked ball one evening that opened her eyes to the pleasures women could have. She hadn’t participated, merely skulked about drinking champagne, but many others were more than happy to explore, and become better acquainted with the opposite sex within only a matter of hours.

      As Darcy was fetching her cloak, ready to leave, she overheard a woman that sounded to be behind the cloak rooms’ door, making sounds unlike anything she’d ever heard before. It had been one of ecstasy, of begging and gasping, and she’d wanted to know what it was that the woman adored so. How did a man make a woman react in such a way? Her late husband had never fulfilled her needs, and by the time he passed away they’d not shared a bed for a year or more.

      “What do you think of Mr. Ambrose?” Darcy asked, taking two glasses of champagne from a passing footman, ignoring the fact she wasn’t supposed to be having any more to drink.

      “Delicious,” Fran said, giggling. “Although please do not tell Lord Oliver I said such a thing. You know how he can be.”

      Only too well. Viscount Oliver, Fran’s husband of two years, was devoted to her, and at times could be quite the jealous husband. Not that Fran would ever wish to leave him. They were, in Darcy’s estimation, quite a lovable couple. Perfectly made for each other.

      “I would never tease his lordship, so even if I wanted to I would never go against your word. But I do think you’re right. Mr. Ambrose would do very well pleasuring a woman, I think.”

      Fran barked out a scandalously unladylike laugh, which had those about them turn at the outburst. Darcy smiled as if she’d not shocked her friend into hysterics. “Do you not agree?”

      “Pleasuring a woman? Darcy, you are too wild. Wherever did you hear such a saying?”

      “I played whist with the stable hands yesterday evening, and after some beer, the men were quite free with their speech. I learnt quite a few sayings, if you wish to be enlightened?”

      “Enlightened may be the wrong word to use in this case,” Fran said, taking a sip of her champagne. “But in all truth, my dear, do you think you will take a lover?”

      Darcy shrugged. Oh yes, she wanted a lover. To find pleasure in the arms of a man without having to tie herself to him indefinitely. “Maybe, if I find a gentleman that I want to sleep with.” God knows her deceased husband Terrance had been terrible in bed, and she’d often been thankful he’d had his whores, if only to keep him away from her. He did not know anything about giving pleasure to a woman. It was like lying with a block of wood that grunted a lot and was finished within a minute.

      Fran sighed as she watched her husband chatting with some other guests across the room. “It is so very important that they know how to please. I could not bear my marriage if I did not find my husband attractive in that sense. I am certainly blessed that Papa allowed me to choose someone I loved to marry, not some gentleman who’d bring fortune and prestige to our name.”

      “Lucky that Lord Oliver brought those things in any case, along with his heart for you.”

      “He did,” Fran said, turning her gaze back to Darcy. “People will expect a de Merle to marry high, and many thought you did not marry to your station with the earl since his pockets were to let. What will you do?”

      “I will do as I please, although in hindsight I probably should have listened to Papa when he said the man was a dandy. How very accurate he was in his estimation.” Darcy sighed, thinking back on that time. “I feel for Papa, for he did not know Terrance was so deep in debt. As you know the man kept his money troubles well buried until after our marriage.”

      Not to mention her own blindness toward Terrance. To be so easily swayed by declarations of undying love, of a life that would be comfortable and happy, to believe whatever came out of his mouth as truth, was a mistake she’d not make again with another man. This time she would choose a man who shared her values, did not wish for marriage, and understood women’s needs behind closed doors. And one who did not expect her to finance his lifestyle.

      “Yes, indeed.” Fran smiled. “What about the Duke Athelby? Rumor has it he’s seriously searching for a wife, and he’s dreadfully handsome. Dark and brooding, tall, and with that slight air of aloofness to all that’s before him. I think he may pleasure you very well.”

      Darcy choked on her champagne at her friend’s use of her words. She directed her attention to the duke. A shame she had given up any thoughts pertaining to the man, but then it was his own fault. No longer did Darcy de Merle go out of her way to please any man, especially one that thought all women should be seen and not heard, relegated to the nursery to produce babies. He was severe, and his words were sharp enough to cut even the thickest-skinned person among her set if he disliked their appearance or manner. The duke was a towering terror that made most debutantes shudder in their silk slippers, and gentlemen walk with care.

      Not Darcy though.

      She’d merely dismissed him as a man who thought too much of himself, as he always had. Not a feature that was at all redeeming. That Darcy’s godmother—his grandmother and only surviving relative—thought he held qualities that would suit her and other women was an absurd notion. He might be a gentleman, a duke even, but his manners—his lack of knowing when to speak and when to hold one’s tongue—made it debatable. Women did not want to be chastised over what they wore, or how they ate, or who their friends were. The duke was only too willing to point out any little flaws if he deemed them so. Darcy shook her head. His grandmother seemed to think Athelby had a heart. How wrong she was.

      It was really quite unfortunate that the woman was so completely blind.

      “The duke is a no, I can promise you that. He’s a young, handsome man until he opens his mouth, and then a grumpy, middle-aged man appears. It is no surprise to me he’s not married, for who’d put up with such a displeasing creature?” Although he wasn’t displeasing to the eye, her words were not as true as she’d wanted them to sound. Sometimes when he laughed, which wasn’t often, she glimpsed the boy he’d once been in the man he’d become, and she longed to have him back.

      “Creature may be too harsh a term, Darcy. Maybe his grandmother is right, and he’s merely misunderstood.”

      Darcy shook her head, smiling at Fran. “You’ve always wanted to see the best of people, but sometimes it just isn’t there. And I for one did not escape a marriage, a husband who treated me like a piece of dirt beneath his hessian boots, to merely marry another who would do the same. God forbid that my gown be a little too low cut, or that if I sat before a fire my ankles showed. The duke would have an apoplectic fit! I couldn’t stand it, and you know papa would never survive seeing me married to another uptight prig.”

      Fran laughed just as her husband walked toward them, the grin on his face foretelling that he was here to claim his wife for the waltz that was due to start.

      He bowed to Darcy and then Fran, taking his wife’s hand before kissing it softly. “I believe the next dance is mine to claim, my dear.”

      Fran blushed. “I do believe you’re right, my lord.” Fran grinned over her shoulder as she walked away. “I will be back soon, my dear.”

      They walked off and joined the other couples that were congregating on the dance floor. Darcy watched them, and the others, as they started to glide through the graceful movements of the waltz. It was a dance she herself loved, but in her current situation, it was probably best that she hadn’t been asked to engage in it. No one wanted to see a woman fall over due to her decidedly unstable foxed feet.

      “I see you’ve consumed too much wine this evening,” the Duke of Athelby said, startling her.

      She smiled up at him, knowing just how well that would annoy him. “I have, and how liberating it is. And you should probably consider yourself fortunate that I am a little foxed.”

      “And why is that, Lady de Merle…if that is what you’re calling yourself these days.”

      “Why yes, it is. And you do know, Duke, that you’re standing next to a widowed woman, someone who has been used, and is not as perfect as we all know you’re fond of. Maybe it wouldn’t be wise for a man with such stellar manners and an impeccable reputation to be doing such a scandalous thing.”

      “I’m sure I shall survive, even though your vulgar ball, which is being held exactly twelve months to the day since your husband’s funeral, is far from appropriate. I fear such a move will limit the time my grandmother may spend with you in the foreseeable future. I cannot have her reputation tarnished in such a way.”

      Darcy narrowed her eyes. “Tarnished? You are trying to make me laugh, yes? How absurd that a woman of your grandmother’s age would even be worried about her reputation. Are you sure that the real reason you don’t want her around me is due to your narrowed views on life?”

      The muscle in his jaw worked, always a sign he was fighting to remain civil. Keeping his temper was not something the Duke of Athelby was famous for. Darcy studied his profile, his strong jaw and straight nose. The man was devastatingly handsome, his features severe and powerful. There was a time, when they were both still children, that she had been determined to marry him. He’d been carefree then, as wild and boisterous as herself, and for the month-long house party that their parents had attended, to which they had been brought along, they had been inseparable. It was years before they met again, and by then Cameron had come into his title and the fun-loving, incorrigible, laughing boy that she’d known was gone.

      “It is my wish for the connection to be severed somewhat. It is for the best. You must see that,” he said with an arrogant lift of his head.

      Darcy spotted his grandmother strolling their way and smiled in welcome. “Ah, I see Lady Ainsworth is here. Maybe we can ask her about your new rules.”

      Athelby sputtered but didn’t have time to divert his grandmother before Darcy took the older woman’s arm and led her over to a settee near an unlit hearth. The duke followed, and Darcy did her best to ignore his black scowl. The viscountess kissed Darcy on the cheek and kept her hands firmly clasped in her own.

      “How is my dear, dear goddaughter? I hope you’re enjoying yourself this evening?”

      “I am, my lady, very much so, but I’ve just had the most distressing news.” Darcy looked up at Athelby, his steely gaze locked on her. It did odd things to her stomach having his attention in such a way. She turned her attention back to Lady Ainsworth to escape it.

      “Your grandson has just informed me tonight that our association must come to an end.”

      “Now, those were not my exact words⁠—”

      Her ladyship held up her hand, halting her grandson’s explanation. “What did he say, my dear? You have my full attention,” she said, casting an irritated glance at Athelby.

      “Due to my husband’s death, and holding this ball twelve months to the day since we laid Terrance to rest, the duke believes that I would only bring shame and ruination to your family should we be seen together. This ball is a garish act and one that casts me in the light of a woman who did not love her husband.” Not that she had at all, but her ladyship didn’t need to know that. “And so, we must part from this night on. Never to be seen together again, I’m afraid.”

      “Your sarcasm is not lost on me, Lady de Merle,” the duke said, glaring to the point that his brows almost joined, and not caring who in the upper ten-thousand saw it.

      Darcy wanted him to be aware of her annoyance, and although she smiled sweetly at Lady Ainsworth, what the duke had said earlier was not to be borne. How dare he make her feel like she was the one who’d done something wrong. That her conduct was somehow worse than her husband’s whoring and gambling, most of which was with her money. Another little prickle in her soul was that she’d had to walk away from Terrance’s London home, a house she’d rightfully saved from being taken back by the bank upon his death. How could she not celebrate being rid of a complete fool? She would not pretend to have a broken heart, or to be a sad little widow.

      “Well, that is absurd, and I can assure you, my dear,” Lady Ainsworth said, her jowls shaking a little in wrath, “I will be spending just as much time with you as I always have. Your mama was one of my closest friends, no matter the twenty-year difference between us. I promised her that I would care for you until the day I died, and I will not, no matter what my grandson has to say about it, deviate from the honor.”

      “Thank you, Your Ladyship.”

      “Grandmother, see sense. If I’m to find a wife of similar standards to my own, surely you can see that our family being associated with a renowned hellion, a woman who flaunts her freedom from the marriage state with little care for her reputation, would not show us in a favourable light,” he said, beyond frustrated.

      Lady Ainsworth sighed, looking down her nose at her grandson. Not the easiest of feats considering his grace was standing, and both Darcy and her ladyship were sitting. “I will not hear of such stupidity again. Really, Cameron, do step off that high horse you seem so acquainted with these days and return to our level.”

      Darcy’s lips twitched, and she fought not to giggle at the reddening of his grace’s cheeks. Really, he was being silly looking down on her so. “What if I promise that whenever I’m around her ladyship, and yourself for that matter, I will be on my best behavior?” she said, taking pity on the man. If it meant she could continue socializing with Lady Ainsworth, she would take care. When she decided to enjoy her Season and all the opportunities this and others might bring, she never meant to inadvertently hurt others. If his association with her would hurt his chances of making a match, then she would behave herself while around him.

      “You’re around us tonight, and yet you’re foxed. Not that my grandmother has noticed such a thing.”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, it is a ball, and one that is being hosted by me. I may drink if I wish, and I’ll not have even a duke tell me what to do.”

      “That is enough, both of you,” her ladyship said, casting them both a dark glance. “Anyone listening would think you’re a bickering married couple already, like so many around us. Your Grace, you do not have the right to be so opinionated about someone who has been a family friend for many years. You need to remember that if you cannot say anything nice, you do not say anything at all.”

      “I think, Grandmother, that is the first logical thing you’ve said this evening. It is also my cue to leave.” He bowed. “Good evening, ladies,” he said, heading in the direction of the ballroom doors.

      Darcy growled, throwing daggers at his back as he made his way through the ton. Argh, the man was infuriating and so high and mighty. She had equally good breeding—she was a de Merle. How dare he look down his nose at her.

      “Darcy, my dear. I know your mind is no doubt coming up with multiple ways of getting back at my grandson, but please let him be. I’m hoping that when he gets a wife, his emotional wall and his rather cutting opinions may abate a little.”

      “I doubt that they will, but I promise I shall not cause trouble for him,” Darcy said. “We differ in opinions, and no doubt will again. I will not stop inviting him to events or talking to him should our paths cross.”

      “Thank you, my dear.”

      Her ladyship paused, a small frown line between her brows the only indication that she was concerned about the duke. Otherwise Lady Ainsworth was a very attractive woman for her age. Of course she had smile lines, and her hair was grey, but otherwise, time had been very kind to her.

      “I think my grandson is lonely. And I do believe that is why he’s so angry at the world. He spent his formative years with no one to argue, play, and share secrets with. The brothers had an age gap of over ten years, they hardly knew one another. He’s grown so used to his own company that I think he finds it hard to socialize. As was demonstrated this evening.”

      A pang of sadness tweaked inside Darcy at the memory of the carriage accident that had taken the life of the duke’s elder brother. But remembering his ungentlemanly words, she tried to push aside any inclination to feel sorry for the duke. Not very successfully, however. “I’m sure you’re right, Lady Ainsworth. A happy union is just what his grace needs, and maybe this will be the Season that he finds a woman to warm his bed.”

      “Sometimes I think you’re the perfect person for Cameron. You both certainly have a wicked tongue,” her ladyship said, a calculating twinkle in her blue orbs.

      Darcy chuckled, waving a footman over to bring them champagne. “We would not suit, and I’m not looking to marry anyone. Marriage to Lord Terrance was quite enough for one lifetime.”

      Her ladyship sighed, taking a small sip of her champagne. “Well, that is a shame, for I would love to have you as a granddaughter as well as my goddaughter. But,” she said, a sad tilt to her lips, “one cannot have everything that they wish. I often fret that I shall never see the two people I care for most happy and settled in the world.”

      Darcy took her ladyship’s hand and squeezed. She was not immune to her words, that often sparked guilt within her. And knowing it was completely on purpose on her ladyship’s behalf made her smile. “Do behave, Godmother. I know what game you’re playing, and once again, his grace and myself do not suit. My only connection to the gentleman is through you, and that is where it shall stay. As stated previously tonight, and many times at previous events, if you recall.”

      “One must try to make you understand, my dear. It never hurts to plant a suggestion in someone’s mind, for it to germinate and possibly make them wonder if it has merit.”

      “You’re incorrigible,” Darcy said, laughing.

      “I know,” her ladyship replied, no remorse whatsoever in her tone.

      Darcy looked back at the duke and tried to imagine him in her bed. He was certainly one of the most striking, powerful men in London. In the throes of passion, wild and wicked, maybe he would look even more so. He turned and looked down at Miss Watson, whom he was currently conversing with, frowning and looking as though he was chastising the poor woman. Darcy shook her head. No, he would never do.

      His grace looked up and their gazes smashed together. The pit of her stomach clenched and her cheeks flushed from the inspection he bestowed on her. What a shame she disliked him so much. Or was he like his grandmother said—merely misunderstood?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Cameron, Duke of Athelby strolled down Bond Street, his cane tapping a beat on the cobbled footpath as he went. People moved out of his way, a common occurrence for him and a helpful one. A few debutants that he’d seen the previous evening at Almacks tittered as their mama bade him a good day. Without stopping and only giving the slightest bow, Athelby continued. Weston’s, his tailor, was not much further, and he didn’t have time to stop. The new cravats he had ordered last week were not to his standard and became limp halfway through events, and it was not to be borne. He would need to speak with Weston himself, to have the situation remedied. His clothes, along with his reputation, must always be of the highest standard.

      No one would ever describe the Duke of Athelby as a man without respect for himself or his name. Never would he allow scandal to tarnish his title again. If his late brother had taught him anything, it was that the family name and what the ducal title meant to people must never be taken for granted. Never used or abused for a life of reckless follies.

      His step faltered and he almost dropped his cane when Lady Darcy de Merle, as she was calling herself these days, stepped out of a fabric emporium laughing at something her ladies’ maid said. He frowned. Who laughed with their servants? Really, the woman had no shame.

      He studied her as she continued her conversation. Darcy was striking, with ebony locks and the darkest, longest lashes he’d ever seen on a woman. Her lips were full, but not overly so. On her coming out she’d been married before the Season’s end, and his one regret was never having danced with her. They had been friends once, a long time ago, but a lot had happened since then.

      She caught sight of him, and her features shuttered. He ignored the pang of regret that darted through him. It was such a pity to see the smile that had lit her beautiful face fall from view. She curtsied—the shallowest he’d ever seen—as he bowed.

      “Your Grace,” she said. Or spat more like, as if the word was toxic on her tongue.

      “Lady de Merle. I see you’re quite recovered from your exertions last evening.”

      She stared at him a moment, and he had the oddest urge to shift on his feet. An absurd notion, since he’d done nothing wrong. He’d merely pointed out that it was she who had been foxed last evening and made a fool of herself. And after such inebriation, it was quite common for the person inflicted to be ill the following day. Or so he’d heard. He never partook in such pastimes. On top of being morally well-behaved, he also did not drink. Just the thought of having to cast up his accounts was enough to halt any such thoughts, if he had any. Which he had not.

      “I am, and what wonderful exertions they were, Your Grace. But I’m sure, with your stoic way of life, you would not know what I’m talking about.”

      He clamped his jaw as annoyance tinged her tone, trying to curb his irritation that she’d made a total fool of herself the previous evening. Women should not be foxed—it wasn’t becoming, and certainly not for an earl’s daughter. She would never fit his mould of duchess. No wife of his would indulge to excess, gossip, or act without decorum. No matter how beautiful she may be, even now looking up at him with eyes that could bewitch the strongest man, Darcy de Merle would not do. Ever.

      “I do not, no.” He glanced toward the shop from which Darcy had exited and quickly looked away when he spied a woman inside twirling before mirrors and her admirers. They really ought to put up curtains to stop the passing public from seeing such a thing.

      “What a shame, Your Grace,” Darcy said, waving down a hackney cab like a commoner. “For if you tried a little fun, you might just have some. Good day.”

      Athelby gaped at her but shut his mouth with a snap when he realized Darcy and her maid were laughing at him.

      He walked on, not bothering to wait for her hackney to pull away. To think that his grandmother would like that piece of muslin to be his wife was an absurd notion. And she’d had many absurd notions over the years when trying to matchmake him with some preening miss new to town.

      No one so far had met his exacting standards, and in all honesty, it was becoming a problem. He was no longer the young man he had been—within a few months he would turn nine and twenty. He was well due to settle down and beget some heirs.

      He didn’t want to lower his expectations, and yet…a wife was proving hard to acquire. His brother, God rest his soul, never had trouble with women, and it was a carriage race over a woman, his betrothed no less, that had taken his life. Although Athelby had only been young when his brother had passed away, the pain of his death had wrecked his mother and father, which was something he would never have inflicted on them.

      There were women who’d turned their gazes his way, but he’d simply directed his in the opposite direction. None of them had been suitable. The ones he had courted always proved, eventually, that they would not suit. Their laughs were grating, or they were too skittish around a duke, or not skittish enough. They gossiped too much or hung about him with an air of desperation he could never abide.

      He wanted a woman similar to him. One who played by the rules, spoke only when required, and did not enter into the games of the ton. Surely such a woman was not impossible to find.

      The image of Darcy laughing at him, her mischievous nature that had once been the sole focus of his life—at least for the month-long house party they had attended as children—taunted him. He’d thought her perfect, and fun, not something he thought a girl could be. She’d not lost that love of life, but instead of admiring her for such a view, all it did was vex him.

      Disregarding his cravats entirely, he went to White’s and was soon ensconced in the first-floor sitting room. He accepted a copy of the Times from a footman and started to read the latest political dramas to keep his mind from wandering to the vexing Darcy who aggravated him to no end.

      The leather chair across from him groaned as someone sat down, and Athelby wanted to growl at the interruption. He was not of the mind to have another conversation that would probably be as annoying as the last one he’d had on Bond Street.

      “Your Grace,” a deep, familiar voice said from behind his paper.

      Hunter, or the Marquess of Aaron as the ton knew him, was probably the only gentleman in the ton Athelby called a friend. “Aaron, I did not think Thursday was your day for White’s.”

      “It is not, but there is a thousand pounds up for grabs due to a bet which I could not pass up.”

      Aaron loved gambling, and no matter how many times Athelby lectured his friend on the pitfalls, the stupidity and dangers of gambling, he chose not to listen and continued to squander his family’s fortune. Not that the man didn’t have more than enough to last him ten lifetimes. However any such waste was really not appropriate.

      “Are you not going to ask me what the bet is about?”

      Athelby lowered his paper and gave his friend his full attention. “Even though I do not care, I’m sure you’re going to tell me in any case.”

      “I thought the bet would interest you since it involves your family.”

      “My family!” Athelby sat up, closed his paper, and placed it on the table before him. “What on earth could a bet here at White’s have to do with us?” His mind raced as to what it could possibly be about.

      Aaron laughed, sitting back in his chair as if it was a lark to see him so addled.

      “Well, not really your family, but certainly a close friend of yours and your grandmother’s goddaughter,” he grinned.

      Darcy. “What are they betting on her ladyship this time?” Not that he wanted to know, but still, with the knowledge of what was happening here, he had reason to speak to Lady de Merle and try to correct her manners so that not one of these gentlemen would win such a sum. It was not to be borne.

      “They’re betting that sweet piece of muslin will be married before the end of the Season. Or have a lover. I should say there are two bets, five hundred pounds apiece—one for marriage, one for a lover.”

      The notion of Darcy taking a lover made him want to be physically ill. He blinked to clear his vision of her enjoying a man using the carnal knowledge she had gained from marriage. He’d never admit it to anyone, but the day she’d announced her betrothal to the Earl of Terrance something had died within Athelby, curled up and rotted away. Not that she had ever been meant for him. It had never been that way between them. Friends yes, lovers never. It was simply irritation that she had managed to accomplish something that he had not.

      That was all it was. Nothing more.

      The little devil now sitting on his shoulder snickered and whispered liar in his ear, and he flicked a piece of lint from his coat.

      “And you’re going to add your name to this bet?” Athelby met his friend’s amused glance with a narrowed gaze.

      “I am and so should you. You know her better than most. I bet should you ask her she may even tell you her choice. For it is rumored she’s looking for a lover, and it would be a fool indeed who turned down that little fox.”

      Athelby clenched his fists and reminded himself that Lord Aaron was his friend. “If she asks you to be her lover, I would hope you would turn her down.”

      Ire flashed in his eyes before he crossed his long legs before the table between them. “Absolutely not! I’m not a simpleton.”

      The words hit Athelby, another blow to his gut or possibly a little higher. What was wrong with him? It was certainly not jealousy, although the emotion he was experiencing was eerily similar to it. Whatever it was, he would mention it to his doctor at his next appointment, which occurred weekly. One should not ignore their health, and being a duke without an heir, keeping healthy was paramount.

      The thought of being jealous of who took Darcy de Merle to her bed was a ridiculous notion and not something any sane man would consider.

      “As she’s my grandmother’s goddaughter, I would hope because of our friendship you would indeed say no to an affair with the lady, and help prevent any trouble she could find herself in should she sleep with a man not her husband.”

      Aaron sighed, nodding slowly. “I see your predicament, and it’s to your credit that you’re worried about her. But men of our ilk know how to ensure no unexpected gift is bestowed and delivered several months later.”

      “You cannot guarantee that, and she would indeed be ruined if that befell her. I ask again, as your friend, do not try to seduce Darcy. She is not for you.”

      “Who is she for then, shall I ask?” His friend steepled his fingers before his chin and watched him with eyes that could read a blank page, Athelby was certain. “You, by chance?”

      “Certainly not,” he protested with a laugh, but the sound came out hollow, and that little devil again whispered liar in his ear. “I cannot tolerate her wayward manners or flagrant disregard for rules and manners within our society. Sometimes I despair that she is even of noble blood.”

      “Oh, but you forget who her family is and their strong-willed, proud heritage. The de Merles are not people who can be told what to do. They make the rules that the rest of us should follow. If we don’t, we’re left out in the cold and soon forgotten.”

      How very true. It had always surprised Athelby that Darcy seemed to be able to do and say whatever she pleased without ever receiving censure from society. It was almost as if the family were immune to the repercussions of their scandalous pursuits.

      “Well, I would be quite happy to be left behind if it meant not living the life that Darcy de Merle seems determined to inhabit.” Athelby stood, and straightened his jacket. “I bid you good day.”

      “Shall I see you at my sister’s ball this evening? You know it’s her first since marrying the Earl of Glenn, and Sara has always been fond of you.”

      “I sent my response directly after receiving the invitation. I shall be in attendance.”

      Aaron grinned. “Very good. See you this evening then, Your Grace.”

      Athelby left White’s. Thankfully his coachman had followed him on his jaunt and was parked out front, so he was able to leave directly. He tapped on the roof with his cane and stared sightlessly out the window. Why did the thought of Darcy moving on with her life, loving someone else and possibly marrying another gentleman, annoy him so much?

      He called out the window for his coachman to take him to the residence of Dr. Duncan, his physician. He needed to see his doctor posthaste. There wasn’t a moment to lose, for there was certainly something wrong with him. And the name of this disease was Darcy de Merle.
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        * * *

      

      Darcy, and her friend Lady Oliver, had enjoyed their evening so far at the Earl and Countess of Glenn’s first official ball since being married at the end of last Season. Darcy had always been fond of Sara and was delighted she’d made a love match with Lord Glenn, who’d always been kind and amiable to others.

      One person Darcy didn’t particularly wish to see was unfortunately across the room, although tonight he seemed a little out of sorts.

      She studied the Duke of Athelby as he spoke to the hosts and the countess’ brother, the Marquess of Aaron. The duke held a tumbler of what looked to be brandy, and the notion he would consume such a beverage gave her pause.

      “I can see who you’re looking at, and I can also see the clock within your mind ticking over as to why he’s drinking,” Fran said.

      “Do you think it’s whisky he’s drinking?” Darcy had to admit that seeing him throw it back and ask for a refill left her positively astounded.

      “It is a little odd, to say the least. Maybe he’s trying to be more like his peers, although I doubt that would be the case. Everyone knows how much he detests gambling, drunkenness, and inappropriate behavior.”

      Hmm. Darcy watched him for a little while longer before a throng of beaux bowed before her during the next few hours and she was swept away into waltzing and cotillions, and all thoughts of the duke were forgotten.

      That was until some hours later, when she walked out onto the terrace to find the Duke of Athelby bent over the balustrade, groaning.

      “Athelby, can I be of assistance? You do not look very well, your grace.”

      He cringed noting her presence. “I’m mortified to say that you’ve come across me, Lady de Merle, in a state of inebriation. What a hypocrite you must think me.”

      Darcy smiled, and even though she was certainly thinking it, she wouldn’t tease him about the fact right now. He really did seem quite ill. “It’s actually a relief to see you such. I had thought for some time that you weren’t human.”

      He barked out a laugh and then groaned. “I’m human, I promise you.” His words were slurred, and the duke looked anything but ducal right at this moment. “I know you think I’m a pompous fool. A man who thinks too highly of himself.”

      Darcy met his gaze. “I won’t lie to you since we were friends as children, but yes, I do think that sometimes. But I also wonder why. You never used to be like that, Cameron.”

      It seemed that her use of his given name wasn’t missed by him, even in his foxed condition. Surprisingly he took her hand, idly playing with her fingers. “If anyone saw me now they’d think I was my brother. The drunken fool who couldn’t hold his liquor.”

      “You don’t talk of Marcus very often. And you do yourself a discredit, Your Grace. You’re nothing like your brother.”

      He sighed, running his other hand through his hair. “I fear that with only the smallest coaxing I could turn into him. And where would that leave the title, my home, and tenants who rely on me?”

      “You are foxed. That will not make you your brother. And anyway,” she said, placing her hand over his that continued to clasp hers. “What was so wrong with being like your sibling? I only vaguely remember him, but the times we did meet I never thought him an ogre.”

      “He was my brother, and I loved him, but I refuse to follow him into an early grave.” Cameron groaned and, turning toward the gardens, retched all over Lady Glenn’s roses.

      He waved her away, but instead of leaving, Darcy pulled his white handkerchief out of his coat pocket and handed it to him.

      The duke took it and wiped his mouth before groaning and dropping his head as he sat on the stone balustrade.

      “When I’m better I will kill the Marquess. Aaron stated it was merely a new punch that Lady Glenn’s cook had created. I will not forgive the man his duplicity.”

      Darcy rubbed along his grace’s shoulders and ignored the fact that beneath her hand was a very firm, muscular man, more so than she’d thought. She pushed aside the thought of what he’d look like without his shirt and instead said, “I shall fetch you some water. I will be right back.” After hearing his fears of turning out like his brother, she couldn’t help but feel for the man. In his quest to be the perfect duke, he’d become a man who never relaxed, who no longer knew how to live, even in moderation.

      She did as she promised and within a few minutes returned to where she had left his grace, only to find him missing.

      “I am here,” he said, the slurred voice sounding from behind her.

      She looked about then went and sat next to him in the small alcove that was situated between two windows. The rooms were not lit, and not in use this evening, so they were kept hidden. Probably a fortunate thing considering his grace was not very well. Should anyone catch him in such a state, the gossip that would befall him would not be easy for the man to take. Such a stickler for proper manners, he could not bear to be seen as anything other than what he preached. And after tonight, she understood a little as to why that was. His grandmother had tried to tell her in her way, but it wasn’t until Cameron had explained that Darcy understood him better.

      “Drink this, but only in sips. It should make you feel better.”

      He took the glass and did as she bade, not saying a word, merely sitting there like a lost little boy. Although he didn’t look like a boy at all. In fact, the disarray Darcy now saw him in—untied cravat, messy hair that was no longer suitably combed, and slightly bloodshot eyes—made him look wild, untamed, and nothing like she’d ever seen him before.

      In fact, the duke in this unkempt state was exceptionally handsome.

      “Please do not tell anyone of my state. I know we’re not friends, but please, if you can do this one thing for me I’ll be forever grateful.”

      Darcy turned her attention toward the garden, seemingly thinking over his grace’s question, though she knew she would never tell of his shame. She might be a woman who enjoyed parties, dancing, and revelry, but she was not a snitch or a gossiper. And she could never make fun of a man who’d had a cruel joke played upon him.

      She turned to look at him and a shiver stole over her when she found him staring at her. In this dark alcove, his grace seemed predatory, nothing like he normally was. It left her a little unsure and wary. Maybe it was she who’d had too much wine this evening.

      “I will not tell a soul, ever. You have my word.”

      His grace sighed and leaned back against the house. “I feel dreadful. Is this normal? If so, I wonder why so many people indulge in such pastimes.”

      “You drank quite a few glasses, Your Grace, and in quick succession. It is no wonder that you do not feel well.” Darcy stood, holding out her hand to him. He took it and stood.

      “Walk to the front of the house, and I shall have your carriage called at the same time as mine. Return home, keep drinking water, and get some sleep. You may have a megrim tomorrow, but you should start to feel better by the afternoon.”

      The duke took her hand, bending over it and kissing her gloved fingers lightly. “Thank you, Darcy.”

      It wasn’t often he used her name. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time—maybe it was when they were thrown together as children. Again a shiver of awareness flowed through her, and she stepped back to break whatever absurdness was taking over her body.

      “You’re welcome, but go. Wait in the shadows and you will see your carriage soon enough. And may I suggest in future not to listen to Lord Aaron. You know how much he loves to have a laugh at others’ expense.”

      “I do, and his lordship will have his comeuppance if it’s the last thing I do.”

      Darcy smiled and left, doing what she promised. While waiting for her own carriage, she watched as his grace came from beside the house and stepped up into his vehicle. Again, she was reminded of how tall he was, his athletic form that she’d not noticed until tonight.

      She sighed, wrapped her cloak tighter about her, stepped down the three steps from the house and climbed up into her own carriage, calling out the address for Sir Richard Walton’s card party that she’d also been invited to. With her good deed done for this evening, it was still early, and more fun was to be had. And maybe, just maybe, luck would be on her side tonight and she would win a few hands instead of always donating her funds to others’ deep pockets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Darcy did not see his grace at any events over the next several days. She put it down to the duke being embarrassed over what she’d seen him doing and the state of his dress and appearance. Not to mention what he’d told her of his brother, which in his inebriated state may not have been on purpose.

      Now, after too long a time, Darcy wanted to see him—something she’d never thought to imagine—if only to see for herself that he had survived his night of drunkenness and was well again. Back to his normal self, insulting matrons and scaring the breeches off young bucks who acted without decorum. This evening she’d not even seen her godmother, whom she’d been told had returned to the family’s country estate after coming down with a cold. Darcy would have to write her well on the morrow and wish for her speedy return.

      Darcy’s heart thumped when the master of ceremonies called out the Duke of Athelby. She turned to see his grace making his address to their hosts.

      He searched the crowd as he walked through the gathered throng before his gaze caught hers and did not shift. Darcy smiled at him, nodding slightly, and he in turn came toward her, the sea of people seemingly moving out of his way so his progress was swift and without incident.

      Darcy curtsied, holding out her hand as he bowed, kissing her fingers slightly. “Lady de Merle. I hope I find you well this evening?”

      “And I you, Your Grace.”

      Understanding dawned in his eyes and he laughed. Darcy stood mute for a moment. The duke had a wonderful, rich laugh. A laugh that lit up his eyes and changed his stoic look to one of animated delight.

      Damn it all to hell.

      “I am very well, and I promise to only drink non-spiked punch this evening.”

      She smiled. “You know, there is no crime in having whisky, champagne, or wine, Your Grace. As long as it is in moderation.”

      “And this from a woman who not a week ago was in her cups.”

      Disappointment stabbed at her that his grace’s attitude had not changed. Here he was, back to his cutting jibes within five minutes of arriving at the ball.

      “I may have been foxed, but I did not have the pleasure of regurgitating it like others are wont to do.”

      His jaw clenched. “Touché. I cede your point.”

      “I should think so.”

      Lord Aaron joined them and bowed before Darcy.

      “I believe this next set is mine, Lady de Merle.”

      Darcy dipped into a curtsy before the duke, not missing his flash of annoyance that the marquess had asked her to dance. It sparked a little devil inside of her to play up to his lordship and irritate Athelby more than she ought.

      “It is, my lord.” Darcy took his hand and let him lead her to the dance floor as others set up to join in a quadrille.

      The dance gave Darcy the opportunity to find out why the marquess had played such a trick on his friend. “Did you know that the punch you gave his grace last week was anything but punch, and was, in fact, some sort of beverage that made him foxed?”

      The marquess grinned, laughter in his eyes. “I did know, but my sister’s cook is very clever indeed, and anyone drinking the brew had no idea that too much of it would leave you in your cups.”

      “I thought you and the duke were friends. How could you let him get into such a state knowing he is against those sorts of vices?”

      “Because,” the marquess said, growing serious, “if he does not loosen up a little, see life for what it is, that it is to be lived and enjoyed, it will end with him a lonely, bitter old man. I do not want to see that for him. He deserves better.”

      “That, my lord, is something we at least agree on, but I would ask that you do not trick him in such a way again. It was not becoming of you.”

      The marquess seemed suitably chastised. “I promise I shall not. But what of you and your concern for him? I did not think you even liked Athelby.”

      What the marquess said was certainly true. They were not close, nor was she very fond of him up until the night she found him vomiting onto roses. But she had been associated with his family as a young girl and owed it to his grandmother to look out for him if she had to. “My love for his grandmother and our friendship as children make me say these things. Do not read anything further into that concern, my lord.”

      The dance took them from each other for a few steps before they were reunited. “Well, you may not be attentive toward the duke, but he’s certainly taking notice of you,” the marquess said. “Even now, he’s watching, probably trying to find fault with both our steps.”

      Darcy frowned. It was not very becoming of his lordship to laugh at his friend so. Having had enough of him, she stepped out of his hold and dipped a quick curtsy. “If you’ll excuse me. I find I do not wish to dance with you, my lord.”

      He raised his brows, clearly shocked. “You do not?”

      “No,” she said. “I think you’re a dolt.”

      The few people about them gasped and some of the gentlemen laughed before she walked over to the duke and took his hand, pulling him onto the dance floor. “Shall we?” she asked.

      With elegance and ease, Athelby guided her back into the steps. They were silent for a time before he said, “You seem displeased. Is anything the matter?”

      “Only that you have very strange friends, Your Grace. If I were you, I would watch what you say around the marquess. He does not seem true to me.”

      “If what has your feathers ruffled is solely due on my behalf—for my honor—do not tax yourself. Aaron is just as honest as I am, if not a little less cutting. If he teased me before you, and said something that seems beneath our friendship, you should not worry about it. For I shall not.”

      “He said that you have a concern in me, beyond that of a friend.”

      The duke looked down at her, and she was shocked to recognize desire in his grey orbs. Who would’ve thought the too-proper duke even had such emotions in his indifferent body and mind?

      “He is mistaken.”

      Really… Darcy narrowed her eyes, not believing that for a moment. “I’m relieved to hear it.”

      
      Athelby could see by the disbelieving lift of Darcy’s brows that she did not agree with his statement, and she would be right. After her help the other evening, and the lack of rumors concerning his embarrassing slip of etiquette, she’d proven to him that she was trustworthy. More so probably than his oldest friend Lord Aaron.

      “Do you know that there are two bets on me at White’s as to who I’ll take as a lover or even a husband?”

      He pulled her closer than he ought, blaming it on the crush of dancers around them. “I do, and I have stated to those who have placed a bet that they are vulgar and not gentlemanly in the least.”

      She smiled up at him, and the breath in his lungs seized. Blast it, she was so beautiful, so kissable, that it hurt to deny himself. But she was not for him. The de Merles were too wild, non-manageable, and certainly did not play by the rules by which he set his life.

      But to taste her, if only once, would surely sate him for the rest of his days.

      “How do you know of this bet in any case?”

      This time she laughed, a rich, intoxicating sound that almost undid his years of strict decorum and made him seize her here and now. Kiss those smiling lips until they were both lost to each other and noted nothing and no one else around them. He ripped his gaze from hers and stared steadfastly over her shoulder. Anywhere but at the temptation that was in his arms, which would lead him to ruination just like his brother.

      “I know everything that happens in your secret little White’s, and I may have at first been a little put out about the bet, but I now find it quite amusing.”

      He couldn’t see anything remotely comical about the bet. It was belittling to her and to anyone who partook in such scandalous behavior. Darcy did not deserve to be the butt of jokes and games of his fellow man. “I do not.”

      “I can tell by your face that you do not. But should I play the little game that all the gentlemen at White’s are betting on? Who would you suggest that I marry? Or, alternatively, who should I make my lover?”

      He stuttered, unable to respond straight away. “I wouldn’t know how to give such advice.”

      She harrumphed, and he refused to look at her. How could he when he didn’t want her thinking of any of the gentlemen of the ton in that way? Not that she was for him either, he reminded himself. He simply thought it best for Darcy to remain a spinster for the remainder of her days. Perhaps travel the continent and become an expert in embroidery. Anything but to marry again where he would have to watch her from afar.

      “So you’re not able to tell me which men I should consider and those I should keep well away from? You’re around the gentlemen when they’re ensconced in their little club. I should think you’d hear everything they really think and mean, certainly more than any woman would ever know.”

      “Even if I did know of a few gentlemen who’d be suitable, I could not in good conscience tell you of such things. It’s against my moral judgement.” He lost contact with her for a few steps before he pulled her out of the dance to stand beside a partially open window.

      “Tell me, Your Grace, do you think your high moral judgement will keep you warm in bed? Do you not yearn for the comfort of a woman, to have her love you in all ways that a man and woman should?”

      Athelby swallowed. This conversation was well beyond his knowledge. He tugged at his cravat that was suddenly too tight. “You should not say such things.”

      Darcy moved closer than she ought now that they were no longer dancing and yet, to his dismay and pleasure, he did not pull back or move away to where he was safe. Damn it, he was turning into his brother. A man who could not say no to a woman.

      “Would you, do you think Your Grace, be suitable as my lover?”

      He turned and looked at her, and blast, he could not hide what he’d tried to for so many months. To tell her that she was all that he thought of when alone. That when she’d been married to that coxcomb the Earl of Terrance, the thought of her with him in his bed, lying with him night after night, had tormented him. The stoic, cold man that he was could not wholly be blamed on his reckless sibling. A lot had to do with his jealousy of the earl and who he had as his wife.

      But as much as he longed to have Darcy, he would never succumb to the baser elements that haunted many fellow men, not just him. He was not a rake, a rogue who would have any woman he wished, only to discard her when he no longer had use for her. Or engage in stupid carriage races where you ended up dead.

      The woman he married would be an upstanding, well-connected virgin. A woman of impeccable manners. Not the bedevilling minx staring up at him right at this moment, daring him with her crystal blue eyes to bend down and kiss her before all the ton.

      “Never, Lady de Merle. We would not suit.” His words were cutting, and he tore his attention away to the gathered throng so as to ignore the flash of hurt and despair that had entered her eyes.

      “What about your friend the Marquess of Aaron? Maybe I should take him to my bed.”

      He clasped her arm, pulling her to look at him. “You will not, and nor will he.”

      She raised one brow in disbelief. “And you know this how?”

      “Because I told him to keep his filthy hands off you.” He turned on his heel and strode toward the supper room doors just as a footman announced the short repast was ready. He did not turn back, yet the burn of Darcy’s gaze at his back scolded him and did not abate for the remainder of the evening.

      ***

      Darcy found it hard to sleep that night, and many nights after, for thinking about what the Duke of Athelby had said to her before he scuttled off like an injured wolf.
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