


	
	











SUZANNE ENOCH


Sins OF A Duke

[image: ]











Dedication


For everyone whos been waiting,
 some patiently and some not,
 for Sebastians story.
 You know who you are.
 Enjoy.






Contents


Title Page



Dedication




Chapter 1

From the expressions on the faces of the soldiers who




Chapter 2
 
Sebastian climbed into the coach opposite his brother and sister-in-law.




Chapter 3
 
As Lady Elkins led Princess Josefina into the admiring crowd,




Chapter 4
 
Josefina lowered the magnifier and looked up at her father.




Chapter 5

Just why are you dragging me to Almacks? Valentine Corbett,




Chapter 6
 
How do you mean, odd? Eleanor, Lady Deverill asked, shading




Chapter 7
 
Willits, havent we had this conversation already? Sebastian asked over




Chapter 8
 
Papa, I would like to go to the theater.




Chapter 9
 
Sebastian closed the privacy curtain again as Josefina and her




Chapter 10
 
Josefina signaled Colonel Branburys butler. Grimm, please turn any additional




Chapter 11
 
I assume youll be sneaking out the window or something,




Chapter 12
 
Josefina hurried downstairs as the pair of muddy coaches stopped




Chapter 13
 
Josefina hurried downstairs as the pair of muddy coaches stopped




Chapter 14
 
The hordes that surrounded the small building, hastily labeled Costa




Chapter 15
 
Sebastian stood in the downstairs sitting room at Colonel Branburys




Chapter 16
 
Sebastian scarcely heard what Josefina was shrieking, but the kiss




Chapter 17
 
Zachary wolfed down his seventh cucumber sandwich. A knife? he




Chapter 18
 
Josefina groaned when Conchita flung open the bedchamber curtains Close




Chapter 19
 
Ten thousand pounds, Your Grace? his finance man stumbled. Of




Chapter 20
 
Josefina stared at him, her exquisite brown eyes wide and




Chapter 21
 
Good morning, Your Grace, Stanton said, as Sebastian came downstairs.




Chapter 22
 
Do you have any idea what time it is? Valentine,




Chapter 23
 
You know who that fellow is, Miss Grimm? Tim asked.




Chapter 24
 
Sebastian handed Josefina to the ground one street away from




Chapter 25
 
Sebastian glanced at his pocket watch as their waltz ended







Authors Note




About the Author




Other Books by Suzanne Enoch





Copyright




About the Publisher











Chapter 1





June 1813


From the expressions on the faces of the soldiers who marched up from the Horse Guards, someone was in for a bloodbath. With a silent curse Sebastian Griffin, the Duke of Melbourne, galloped past them, reaching his destination a half mile in front of the soldiers. Not much distance, and not much time.


He pulled his bay stallion to a halt and swung to the ground. Whos in charge here? he yelled into the wall of noise before him, scarcely noting his two younger brothers and his brother-in-law riding up behind him.


That would be me, a guttural voice came from the front of the angry crowd. A stout man dressed as most of his fellows were in the worn clothing of farmers and other members of the working class pushed his way through to Sebastian on one side of the crowd. What dyou want, boy?


Boy. No one had called him a boy in seventeen years, since hed inherited the dukedom at the age of seventeen. He lifted an eyebrow. I want to know why you think that battering down the gates of Carlton House will gain any of you either food or sympathy for your cause.


And who the bloody hell are you, to ride up on your fancy horse with your fancy friends? the fellow demanded.


Sebastian ignored the question, instead turning to face the second group of riders just arriving. Buy every food item in the market at Picadilly, he instructed his secretary. Have it delivered to Westminster Abbey.


Rivers nodded, turning his gelding. Right away, Your Grace.


Jennings, go with him. I want blankets and a selection of clothing for any who might need them.


Fast as the wind, Your Grace.


When he faced the large fellow again, a portion of his belligerent expression had been replaced by confusion. So you think you can give us some bread and a shirt and well go away? That is not


There are what, three hundred of you? Sebastian broke in, taking a moment to look at the dirty, hungry, desperate faces in the crowd and resisting the urge to check over his shoulder for the soldiers. Go to Westminster, and Ill meet you there. We will sit down like gentlemen and discuss how to keep your people well and fed until your fields can be replanted and the irrigation situation improved.


I dont


If you persist in attacking the Prince Regents residence, he will be forced to summon soldiers for his own protection. He held the mans gaze for a moment. You have children here, sir. Do not make this worse. Not when I give you my word to help you make it better.


I still dont have your name, sirYour Grace. Dont know that I trust a nobleman.


I am the Duke of Melbourne. If you know anything about me, you know that when I give my word, I do not break it.


The fellow took an abrupt step forward. Both Shay and Zachary moved in, but Sebastian motioned his brothers back. These people were desperate, and looking for someone on whom to take out a seasons worth of frustrations. Damn Kesling for ignoring the plight of people whose farms bordered his estate. With a measured breath he held out his hand.


The muscles of his jaw jumping, the farmer shook it. Im Brown, Your Grace. Nathan Brown. And I have heard of you.


I will meet you in the Abbey in two hours, Mr. Brown.


Brown nodded. Ill be there.


At Mr. Browns encouragement, the crowd began to move east, in the direction of Westminster Abbey. Several of them grabbed his hands, and he smiled and nodded at them as they passed. As the last of them left the Carlton House gates, he took a deep breath.


Well done, Seb, his youngest brother, Lord Zachary Griffin, commented. Considering that I only had one pistol with me, that might have been a bit sticky.


Mm-hm. Shay, go tell the Rector of St. Margarets that the Abbey will have guests for a day or two.


His middle brother turned for the Abbey. On my way.


Sebastian swung back up onto Merlin. So am I. I have a meeting in two hours.


His brother-in-law, Valentine Corbett, Lord Deverill, flashed him a grin. What do you do on mornings when youre not rescuing the monarchy and feeding the poor and the destitute?


I feed Zachary, which can be nearly as perilous, he returned, trotting over to have a word with a shaken-looking secretary of Prinnys as the man appeared on the far side of the gate, flanked by a half dozen equally unnerved royal guards. The rest of you go back to whatever you were doing. Green will stay with me.


His groomsman nodded, and the rest of his group departed, Zach and Valentine last. Though he pretended not to, he could hear their muttering about the chances he took and what might have happened if Mr. Brown had been armed with more than righteous indignation. As far as he was concerned, though, as a duke, and in particular as the Duke of Melbourne, he was doing no more and no less than his duty to the Crown, and to the people of England. And that was how he spent every morning. And afternoon. And evening.


Once he left Carlton House, passing the soldiers less than a street away from the Regents residence, he slowed the bay to a civilized trot more suitable for navigating Mayfair. Three streets down they turned onto Grosvenor Square and then up the gated drive of Griffin House. Sliding out of the saddle, Sebastian flipped the reins to Green and strode up the front steps as the groom took Merlin around the house to the stable.


As he reached the front door it opened. I trust you were successful, Your Grace? the butler asked, stepping back to allow Sebastian entry.


Thankfully, Stanton. Is my daughter awake yet?


I dont believe so, Your Grace. Shall I send for her?


Yes. I want to see her before I leave for Parliament. When Rivers returns, please inform him that well have to reschedule our luncheon meeting for tomorrow. Ill need to be at Westminster Abbey for a good part of the day.


Very good, Your Grace.


Handing over his hat, gloves, and caped greatcoat, Sebastian strolled into the breakfast room. On the sideboard generous piles of bread, fruit, and sliced meats awaited his selection, while the London Times had already been ironed flat and set by his place at the head of the table. He chose his meal and then seated himself to read about the latest tariff agreements reached between Britain and the United States, averting any possible renewal of hostilities between the two countries. According to the news writers, apparently His Grace, the Duke of Melbourne, had pressed the government until it came to its senses.


For the moment, at least, he murmured to himself, gesturing for coffee. One of the pair of footmen hurried forward to pour a steaming cup. Sebastian inhaled deeply before he took a sip. Thank God for the Americas.


I was awake, Papa, a lilting young voice came from the doorway, and he looked up.


Good morning, Peep, he said, grinning. You look very pretty.


At nearly eight years of age, Lady Penelope Griffin had begun to develop her own sense of fashion, and this morning she wore a bright yellow muslin dress dotted with white flowers, and a matching yellow hat covered with a profusion of white daisies. She curtsied to him before she pranced up for a kiss. I am very fetching, arent I? she returned, adjusting her hat.


I take it you and Mrs. Beacham are attending Mary Haleys birthday party, then?


Yes. Im giving Mary a matching white hat with yellow daffodils.


You will be the loveliest young ladies in London, then.


She took a peach and two toasted slices of bread from the sideboard, then sat at his elbow. I think we will be. Might I invite Mary over to tea tomorrow?


I thought you were having luncheon with your aunties tomorrow, he said, covering his slight frown.


Oh, yes. I forgot. My schedule is frightfully busy these days, you know.


For a moment Sebastian gazed at his dark-haired, gray-eyed daughter. It physically hurt to think that in ten years or so her schedule would include outings with beaux and evenings at soirees where he would watch her dance with eager young men.


Vauxhall has acrobats tomorrow evening, he said a little abruptly. Why not ask Mary and Lord and Lady Bernard if theyd care to join us there?


Peep bounced in her chair. Acrobats? And jugglers?


I believe so.


Yes, please! She took a large bite of peach, then looked at him sideways. But you know that Marys aunt is visiting, and shell want to join us, and then shell want to marry you.


Wonderful. Well, in that case, perhaps we


The breakfast room door opened. Good morning, all, his youngest brother, Zachary, said, sauntering into the room and heading directly for the sideboard.


When I said you should go home, I meant your home, Sebastian observed, smiling at his brothers back. Obviously Zach had been designated to make certain the family patriarch had returned home in one piece.


Caroline has a morning sitting with the Duke of York. She said my presence would remind him of you, which would remind him that hes not very well liked in the House of Lords.


Is that because he had favors from that chit, and she made him promote all those soldiers?


Good God. What do you know of that, Peep? Sebastian asked his daughter, sending an annoyed glance at Zachary as his brother took the seat opposite her.


Uncle Shay said that the Duke should learn to keep his trousers buttoned, and he wouldnt owe women favors. Did she sew up his trousers for him?


Exactly, Zach put in, chuckling. The end result of all this being that I get to come to Griffin House and have breakfast with my favorite niece.


She shook her dark curls. You shouldnt say that. What if Aunt Nell and Uncle Valentine heard you? They would be hurt that you dont like Rose as much as you like me.


Yes, Zachary, how would you ever explain to your sister that her daughter is inferior to mine? Sebastian prompted, lifting an eyebrow and for the moment pretending that he wasnt supremely grateful to have a bit of adult company about for other than preventing riots. Since Shay had married and left Griffin House last summer, things had beenHe shook himself. None of that, now.


Well, Rose is lovely, of course, but shes only five months old. You have to admit that her conversation isnt terribly sparkling.


Penelope laughed. Thats because she doesnt have any teeth yet. She reached across the table and patted her uncles hand. Dont worry. Im sure youll like her better when she gets a bit older.


Zachary smiled back at her. Im sure I will. And I appreciate your discretion.


Of course. I dont want Uncle Valentine to punch you in the head.


Thank you. Neither do I.


They chatted about nonsense until Sebastian pushed away from the table. Do you have a moment, Zach? he asked.


His brother stood. Certainly. Peep, Ill give you a shilling if you put marmalade on that slice of bread for me.


Two shillings, she said, reaching for the jar.


Done.


Sebastian stepped across the hallway to the morning room and half-closed the door as Zachary joined him. Peep wishes to ask Mary Haley to Vauxhall tomorrow night. Her aunt, Lady Margaret Trent, will likely be joining us.


Zach made a face. I thought you were going to ask me to help you with Mr. Brown and his very annoyed friends. Of course Caro and I will join you at Vauxhall.


Sighing in relief, Sebastian clapped his brother on the shoulder. Mr. Brown is simple. Lady Margaret I want to keep my distance from.


As if any of us want old pinch face added to the family.


Hm. He lifted an eyebrow. Not likely to happen regardless of your chaperoning services.


His brother reached back to close the door the rest of the way. Are you well, Seb? I meanaside from your occasional morning acts of heroics, with just you and Peep living here now, its


I am not having this conversation. Sebastian clenched his jaw. So whatever youre implying, dont trouble yourself.


I see. My apologies. Are you still bringing Caro and me to the Elkins soiree, then, or shall we fend for ourselves?


Ill be by with the carriage at eight. Sebastian studied the view out the front window. And Im well. Im adjusting to a smaller household. Again. To anyone outside of his family, he never would have admitted that much.


Zachary cleared his throat. Its justDont bite my head off, but within the past two years Nell, Shay, and I have all married. YouI dont wish to see you sad when weve all found such happiness. He shrugged. I know Im not saying it well, but I do remember, you know. I remember you four years ago when Charlotte died. Just because weve moved out doesnt mean weve abandoned you. The


For Gods sake, Zachary, Sebastian retorted, using every ounce of his infamous self-control to keep his voice cool and level, Im not an invalid. And dont try to put yourself in my boots. Ive been the head of this family for the past seventeen years. Once youve held that responsibility for even a day, then you can empathize. Until then, youll have to take me at my word. He took a step closer. Now, if youll excuse me, I have to leave for Parliament, then take luncheon with three hundred angry farmers and their families.


Without another word he brushed past his brother, pulled open the door, and returned to the breakfast room. Peep, my love, he drawled, putting a smile back on his face, promise me that youll tell me all about the party today when I return.


She stood up, and he squatted down to hug her. I promise. Youll be home for dinner?


I should be home well before that.


And then youre going to that ball with Uncle Zachary and everyone.


I have to, Penelope. He hugged her tighter. When I give my word to be somewhere and then dont make an appearance, it hurts peoples feelings. That didnt even begin to explain it, but his daughter still had plenty of time to learn the nuances of being a Griffin and a dukes daughter.


Very well, she said with a deep sigh, releasing him. I love you, Papa.


And I love you, sweetling. Be good.


I will try.





Bloody, short-sighted, penny-pinching


Melbourne!


Drawing his frayed temper back under hard control, Sebastian slowed his exit from the hallway outside the House of Lords. In all the years hed been attending Parliamentary sessions, he could only recall a handful of times hed escaped the building without being hounded for some reason or other. After the way hed spent the luncheon break, though, he was almost eager for this encounter. Yes, Kesling?


The viscount trundled up the hallway, stopping two feet in front of Sebastian and reeking of some kind of French cologne that did little to disguise his overripe body odor. He tightened his control further to keep from taking a step backward.


Melbourne, I thought you were more progressive-minded than that.


Than what?


You claim to care about the welfare of the common people, and yet every time Prinny asks for funds for one of his follies, you vote to support him. I dont underst


This conversation again. Perhaps you could explain to me, Kesling, why it is that every time a vote arises which places a tax on property, the resulting government income to be used for public relief, you vote it down. And that doesnt even begin to explain the callousness with which you treat the people who live on your own land.


Why should the burden be placed on us, simply because of an accident of birth? Its hardly


Ah, thats the problem, then, Sebastian cut in. My birth wasnt an accident. Ill explain it to youonce. In order for the United Kingdom to remain a power in this growing world, we must be able to progress. For that we need citizens who are educated and content. And in order for the rest of the world to see us as a power, our government must appear to be healthy. This government, therefore, supports its monarch and its people. Or it will, for as long as a Griffin remains in the House of Lords. Good day, Kesling. He turned on his heel.



The front door of Griffin House opened the moment his coach stopped on the drive. Stanton, he said, stepping to the ground, has Lady Peep returned yet?


Not yet, Your Grace. But you have a note from Carlton House.


The duke lifted it off the silver salver and opened it in the doorway. When did this arrive?


Twenty minutes ago, Your Grace.


He turned around again. Tollins, wait there, he called, stopping the coach before it could head around to the stables. Sticking the note in his pocket, he reclaimed his hat and gloves. Please let my daughter know where Ive gone, and that Ill return as soon as I can.


The butler inclined his head. Of course, Your Grace.


With a sigh Sebastian headed back into the streets of Mayfair. He had a good idea what Prinny wanted; whatever the events of the morning, the Regent continued to be obsessed with finishing his pavilion at Brighton regardless of how empty his coffer might be. And today had been the preliminary vote in the House of Lords.


Somewhere along the way Sebastian had moved from being a staunch supporter of the monarchy to being Prince Georges confidante and advisor. Despite the occasional inconvenience, it did give him some additional control over the course of the country. And it let him into what seemed to have become a secret: If one could overlook his occasional tantrums and frequent, theatrical dramatics, Prinny was a bright fellow with exquisite taste.


As soon as he arrived at Carlton House one of the attendants ushered him into the formal white room, which was odd. The white room was for guests, and hed long since ceased being anything that formal. Obviously Prinny had something in mind, though, so Sebastian walked to the window that overlooked the garden and waited.



He was still standing there five minutes later when the door opened again. Melbourne! Prinnys familiar voice came, I hadnt realized you were here. No doubt you have some pressing matters to discuss with me.


Sebastian faced the Regent, masking his confusion with a smile as he realized Prinny had a dozen people following him into the room. Ah, so now he was an ornament for tourists. I do, Your Highness, he agreed, bowing.


Ill be with you in just a moment, then, Prinny returned. First, I would like to present His Majesty Stephen Embry, Rey of Costa Habichuela. Also his wife, Queen Maria. Your Majesties, His Grace, the Duke of Melbourne, one of my closest advisors.


The man standing at the forefront of the entourage stepped forward and offered his hand. Very pleased, Your Grace, he said, in an accent that sounded distinctly Cornish.


Hm. As far as Sebastian knew, Cornwall had not seceded from England and altered its name. Your Majesty, he returned, shaking hands.


In addition to his accent, the rey was tall with yellow hair, a golden moustache, and decidedly English features despite his Hispanic title. He wore a striking black military-looking uniform, as did the four men who surrounded the group. His was differentiated by a narrow white sash over his left shoulder and tassled at his right hip. Several obvious military decorations adorned the sash, all of them dominated by a simple green cross at his breast.


Unlike her escort, the lady with her hand on the reys arm was clearly of Spanish decenttall, black-haired, olive-skinned, and brown-eyed. Queen Maria, undoubtedly.


May I ask where Costa Habichuela is located? he asked after a moment, focusing on the rey.


Ah, glad you asked, Embry returned, smiling. Were on the eastern coast of Central America. A wondrous place, really. I was greatly honored when the Mosquito King deeded it to me and my heirs.


This was the third country to be formed in South or Central America over the past year and a half, then. The Mosquito King, he repeated. That would put your territory along the Mosquito Coast.


Yes, very good, Your Grace. You know your geography.


Its a much less well-known fact, however, a soft, feminine voice slid in from the left of the rey, that the area is named after a group of small islands known as the Mosquitos rather than after the insect.


Sebastian turned his head. Brown eyes gazed into his. Deep brown, like rich, newly turned soil in the springtime, set into a face the color of fresh cream, smooth and flawless. And her hair, long and loose with a hint of curl, the flowing mass as black as a ravens wings.


Your Grace, the reys voice broke in, my daughter, Princess Josefina Katarina Embry.


Blinking, Sebastian mentally pulled himself back. He felt distant, off balance, as though hed been staring for an hourbut it must have been less than a minute. Your Highness, he intoned, bowing.


She returned a shallow curtsy, her eyes glittering as though she knew precisely the effect shed had on him. Your Grace.


The rey and his family are here to secure some loans, Prinny put in. He clapped his beefy hands together. You know, Melbourne, you would be the perfect contact for that. Im appointing you British liaison to Costa Habichuela. How do you like that?


Not much at all. Im honored, Your Highness, Sebastian said aloud, setting a cool smile on his face. Im not certain how much actual assistance Ill be able to provide, but Im happy to lend my advicesuch as it is.



Splendid. Youre attending the Elkins soiree tonight, are you not?


I had planned to.


Then youll escort our new friends there. Unfortunately, I have a previous engagement, or I would do so, myself.


For a moment Sebastian wondered whether Prinny considered just how much legitimacy he was granting this new country by involving the Duke of Melbourne in the reys introduction to London Society, but in almost the same instant he knew the answer. What Prince George saw was an opportunity to impress a few foreigners with his generosity and influence.


It would be my pleasure, he said, because at the moment he didnt have any alternative.


Im afraid Queen Maria and I also have a previous obligation, the rey said with an apologetic look.


Thank God. Im sorry to hear th


Princess Josefina, however, will do a fine job of representing Costa Habichuela in our stead.


Yes, it would be my pleasure, the rich voice came again.


A responding shiver ran down Sebastians spine. Then tell me where youre staying, and I shall be by at eight oclock.


Josefina, please see to it, the rey said, turning to ask Prinny about one of the many white marble figures lining the room.


Were presently lodging at the home of Colonel Winston Branbury, until we find a suitable consulate, the princess said, taking Sebastians arm.


Branbury. I know it. He didnt want to stand still, so he walked them away from the others, toward the nearest window.


Good. I would be incapable of providing directions, she continued with a smile, being a stranger to London, myself.


He found himself staring at her mouth, at her full lips with their slight Spanish pout. Dont worry yourself, he forced out. My coach will arrive at Branbury House promptly at eight.


Her smile deepened. I do like a prompt gentleman. Rumor has it, Your Grace, that you performed some heroics this morning.


Sebastian shook his head. I performed my duty. Thats all.


Ah. Gallant and modest.


Attractivemesmerizingas she was, Princess Josefina conversed in the same way, and seemed impressed by the same things, as any other woman of his acquaintance. But those eyesMy gallantry has yet to be proven, he said, freeing his arm from her fingers and glad she wore gloves. He had the distinct feeling that her flesh would burn his. He backed to the door. Until this evening.


Out in the corridor, Sebastian leaned back against the wall to catch his breath. He felt abruptly as though hed run all the way from Marathon. What the devil was wrong with him?


Firstly, he should have realized what Prinnys intentions were and excused himself from participating. Secondly, he was not some fresh-faced schoolboy. He was four-and-thirty, for Gods sake. And hed set eyes on pretty chits before. Hed married one. And he hadnt felt asoff-kilter since then. Even ordinary conversation with her felt unique.


Shaking himself, he pushed upright and headed for the front entrance of Carlton House. Hed been put in an unfortunate position, but he would deal with it in the same way he did everything else in his lifeswiftly and efficiently. As for the rest, hed turned ignoring anything other than family and business into an art form. Putting Josefina Katarina Embry aside would be no challenge at all. He wouldnt allow it to be.











Chapter 2





Sebastian climbed into the coach opposite his brother and sister-in-law. Shall we?


Zachary rapped on the ceiling, and the coach jolted into motion. Are you going to tell us? he prodded after a moment of silence.


Tell you what?


Why were in my coach tonight. Peeps not eloping in yours, is she?


I sent it to bring someone to the soiree.


Who?


Zachary, his wife, Lady Caroline, chastised.


As far as Sebastian was concerned, the less said about any of this, the better. His brother, however, was more curious than a cat, and possessed the tenacity of a bulldog. He would have to tell them something. Im doing a favor for Prinny.


I thought you already did one of those this morning.


Sebastian ignored the comment. He asked me to escort a foreign dignitary to the party.



And again, why are you in my coach?


Because it wouldnt be seemly for me to be in mine. And because he didnt care for a repeat of the oddness that had come over him earlier, the feeling of being supremely focused and completely scattered all at the same time, heat burrowing into his skin.


Its a female someone, then.


Sebastian yanked himself back to the conversation in time to lift an eyebrow. Your mental acuity continues to amaze me.


Doesnt the chit have a maid or something? That would remove any appearance of impro


Im sure she does, the duke countered. I opted to share a ride with the two of you, though now Im beginning to think your wife and I might have done very well without you.


Zach scowled. I only asked a question.


Caroline patted him on the knee. You were prying.


You cant pry when its family. He shifted on the leather seat. So how ugly is this chit?


Zachary!


Flashing a quick grin at his wife, Zachary sat back again. Thats it, isnt it? A foreign dignitary that Prinny pawned off on you for the evening. She must be an absolute rotten sack of potatoes. You dont have to dance with her, do you? Or is she gouty? Probably. The


Caroline, how goes your portrait of the Duke of York? Sebastian broke in.


Quite well, thank you. As long as no one reminds him that Im now part of the Griffin family, we get on famously.


I dont know why youre avoiding the subject, Seb, Zachary attempted again. Were going to see her at the party. And I am going to stick to you like spots on a leopard until you introduce me.



A shiver ran down Sebastians spine. Reluctance? Dread? Anticipation? He didnt know. But the sensation wasnt a pleasant one, regardless. Do as you will, he said coolly. Just know that Willits and Fennerton will be dogging me as well, so youll all have to stand there together.


Zachary wrinkled his nose. Fennerton?


Fennerton.


As they disembarked from the coach, Sebastian put the dark-eyed image of Princess Josefina away from his thoughts again. Hopefully being the liaison to Costa Habichuela would involve nothing more than introducing the rey to Sir Henry Sparks at the Bank of England. For tonight, as a matter of courtesy he was providing transportation and an arm to hang on. Nothing more. And the unsettled feeling in his gut was purely due to something hed eaten. Most likely it had been the fricandos of veal Cook had served up at dinner.


Shay and Sarala are here, Zachary noted, raising an arm as the middle Griffin brother and his wife approached.


Did you hear, Charlemagne said without preamble, that Prinnys been named something called an honorary Knight of the Green Cross? Hes apparently over the moon about the royals from some new South American countryCosta something. Even appointed one of his minions their translator or some such nonsense.


Damnation. Liaison, Sebastian corrected stiffly. Of course the more politically active Shay would have a better idea of what was going on than Zach. To Costa Habichuela.


You? Zachary choked.


Yes, me. I dont expect it will entail much, and Prinny requested it of me.


Still, Seb, Shay countered, his expression a combination of amusement and surprise, appointing the Duke of Melbourne any kind of liaison towhat? Ive never even heard of it. He stepped closer, lowering his voice. Is Prinny angry with you for stepping in this morning?


Usually Sebastian would never have tolerated anyone speculating about his duties and motives. Tonight, though, Shay was probably only echoing what the rest of his peers were or would be saying once they heard the news. If he wanted to stop any unflattering comments, he needed to know what they were likely to be.


No, Prinnys not angry with me, he returned. A new, apparently stable regime in the southern Americas is a rarity, and especially one that favors England. I dont know all that much about it yet, but I do know that if England doesnt provide what they need, they may go elsewhereFrance, for example. Besides, if the rey gets his loan here, it could be a potentially lucrative opportunity for trade and even settlement.


Lucrative? Shay repeated, his light gray eyes beginning to gleam.


Beside him, Sarala grinned. Potentially lucrative, she corrected. I believe that means wait and see, does it not, Sebastian?


He nodded. I am glad you two have married ladies with sense, as you clearly have none on your own. A ripple of movement by the ballroom doors drew his attention, and he caught a glimpse of raven-black hair.


Thats hardly fair, when y


Excuse me, he said, cutting Zachary off.


Princess Josefina, a maid and one of the black-uniformed men flanking her, faced him as he approached. Tonight she wore a rich yellow gown, low cut enough that the creamy mounds of her breasts heaved as she drew a breath. God, she was spectacular. Of course that didnt signify anyth


She slapped him.



Sebastian blinked, clenching his rising hands against the immediate instinct to retaliate. The blow stung, but of more concern was the responding roar from the onlookers in the Elkins ballroom. He looked directly into her dark brown eyes. Never do that again, he murmured, curving his lips in a smile that felt more like a snarl.


My father and your Regent made a very simple request of you, she snapped, no trace of the soft-spoken flirt of this afternoon in either her voice or her expression. If you are incapable of meeting even such low expectations, I will see you relieved of your duties to Costa Habichuela immediately, before you can do any harm with your incompetence.


It took every ounce of his hard-earned self-control to remain standing there, unmoving. No oneno onehad ever spoken to him like that. As for hitting himHe clenched his jaw. If you would care to accompany me off the dance floor, he said in a low voice, unable to stop the slight shake of his words, I believe I can correct your misapprehension.


My misapprehension? I, sir, am a royal princess. You are only a duke. And I am most displeased.


The circle of the audience that surrounded them drew closer, the ranks swelling until it seemed that now people were coming in off the streets to gawk. Sebastian drew a deep breath in through his nose. Come with me, he repeated, no longer requesting, and we will resolve our differences in a civilized manner.


First you will apologize to me, the princess retorted, her chin lifting further.


All he needed to do was turn his back and walk away. The crowd would speculate, rumors would spread, but in the end his reputation and power would win the argument for him. As far as he was concerned, though, that would be cheating. And he wanted the victory here. He wanted her apology, her surrender, her mouth, her body. Slowly he straightened his fingers. I apologize for upsetting you, Your Highness. Please join me in the library so we may converse. He reached for her wrist.


The princess drew back, turning her shoulder to him. I did not give you permission to touch me.


At the moment he wanted to do so much more than touch her wrist. God. It was as though when she hit him, shed seared his flesh down to the bone. Then we are at an impasse, he returned, still keeping his voice low and even, not letting anyone see what coursed beneath his skin, because I am not going to continue this conversation in the middle of a ballroom.


She looked directly into his eyes. Despite his anger, the analytical part of him noted that very few people ever met him straight on. Whatever she saw there, her expression eased a little. Perhaps then instead of conversing, we should dance.


Dance. He wanted to strangle her, and she wanted to dance. It did admittedly provide the best way out of this with the fewest rumors flying. The rumors it would begin, though, he didnt like. Was she aware that she was making this look like some sort of lovers quarrel? He couldnt very well ask her. Instead he turned his head to find Lord Elkins. Could you manage us a waltz, Thomas? he asked, giving an indulgent smile. Princess Josefina would like to dance.


Of course, Your Grace. The viscount waved at the orchestra hanging over the balcony to gawk at the scene below. Play a waltz!


Stumbling over one another, the players sat and after one false start, struck up a waltz. That would solve the yelling, but not the spectacle. May I? Sebastian intoned, holding out his hand again.


After a deliberate hesitation, the princess reached out and placed her gloved fingers into his bare ones. For this dance only.


With her now in his grasp, the urge to show her just who was in command nearly overpowered him. Mentally steeling himself, he slid a hand around her waist, in the same moment sending a glance over his shoulder at Shay. Dance, he mouthed. Not for all of heaven and earth would he prance about the floor alone.


Are you going to explain to me why you sent a carriage without bothering to attend me yourself? Princess Josefina asked.


Your English is surprisingly good for a foreigner, he said deliberately. As a native, allow me to give you a little advice. No matter who


I will not


you may be elsewhere, he continued in a low voice, tightening his grip on her as she tried to pull away, you should consider that in England you do not strike a nobleman in public.


For your information, she returned in the same tone, my English is perfect because until two years ago I was English, raised mostly in Jamaica. And I will strike anyone who insults me.


That settled it. She was a lunatic. Youre mad, he said aloud. I can conceive of no other explanation as to why you would speak to me in such a manner.


She lifted an elegant eyebrow. If I am the only one who tells you the truth, that does not make me mad. It makes everyone else around you cowards.


The muscles of his jaw were clenched so tightly they ached. I should


You should what, Melbourne? she cut in, her gaze unexpectedly lowering to his mouth. Arguing with me excites you, doesnt it? She drew a breath closer in his arms. And there is nothing you can do about it, is there? she whispered, lifting her eyes to his again. Abruptly the smooth-voiced seductress of earlier swayed gracefully in his arms.


She felt the attraction between them as strongly as he did. That realization should have made the dance, the conversation, the looking at her easier, but it didnt. Just the opposite. As Sebastian spun her about the polished dance floor, his focus narrowed until all he could think of, all he could imagine, was Princess Josefina naked and spread beneath him, begging for him, begging for mercy, begging for release. Hed never felt so close to the edge of his famous control as he did at that moment.


Come now, duke, she cajoled, do you have nothing to say at all?


I prefer action to words, he ground out.


Do you, now? What sort of action?


Princess Josefina Embry just barely kept herself from wetting her lips. Only the look in Melbournes eyes, and the suspicion that he would jump on her right there in the middle of the ballroom kept her from doing so. The stays on her gown felt so confining that she could barely breathe. All afternoon shed anticipatedhim. The touch of his fingers as he handed her into his coach, the witty banter they would exchange on the way to the ballthe kind of banter shed missed and longed for while spending the last three weeks crossing the Atlantic Ocean in a very cramped ship with only sailors and her fathers people for company.


And then his carriage had arrivedwithout him inside.


I dont wish to further offend Your Highness by describing the action Im imagining, Melbourne returned in a low, sensual growl.


A tremor ran down her spine. Did he have any idea how his mere presence must affect women? Dark brown hair just curling where it brushed his collar, that tall, lean, hard figure, those high cheekbones and that Roman aristocrats chiseled nose and jaw, and especially those glittering, storm-gray eyeshow could he not know? He could have any female he wanted. He probably did, whenever he chose.


Youve already offended me, she goaded, trying to keep her voice steady. Answering my question couldnt possibly make matters worse. What action would you take against me?


He lowered his head toward her, so she could feel his breath warm against her skin, their mouths only inches apart. Youre panting for it, arent you, Princess? he murmured.


The music crashed to a crescendo and stopped. Everyone began applauding.


Youll have to imagine, he whispered, brushing her ear with his mouth as he released her. Because next time, youll have to ask my permission for a touch. Straightening and stepping back in the same motion, he gestured her toward the side of the room where Conchita and Lieutenant May stood waiting.


Blast him, the devil. You are still my escort for this evening, Melbourne, she countered before he could vanish somewhere. Pray do try to remember that.


The duke sketched a bow, just deep enough to avoid insult, and shallow enough to make clear that he was doing no more and no less than custom dictated. Of course. He gestured to someone out of her line of sight. Allow me to introduce you to our host and hostess for the evening, Lord and Lady Elkins. Thomas, Mary, Princess Josefina of Costa Habichuela.


You do us great honor, Your Highness, the viscountess gushed, sinking into a deep, reverential curtsy.


That was more like it. Im very pleased to meet you, she said, putting into her tone all of the graciousness she refused to grant Melbourne. Every fiber of her seemed aware of him, and the angrier and less controlled he became, the more she liked it. Not quite the course of action her mother had recomended, but she couldnt deny that the results excited and aroused her. He aroused her.


You must meet everyone, Lady Elkins continued, reaching out as if to take Josefinas arm and then obviously reconsidering. If youll join me, Your Highness?


Yes, of course, Josefina replied, and snapped her fingers at Melbourne. Dont wander too far, Duke.


He favored her with a hard smile. I wouldnt dream of it, Princess.


Good. Deliberately holding himself in check or not, at least the Duke of Melbourne understood his place. As for who would ask permission to touch whom, she would see about that.










Chapter 3





As Lady Elkins led Princess Josefina into the admiring crowd, Sebastian turned his back and headed for the nearest floor-length window that opened onto the grounds. It was closed, but he shoved it open and stepped outside onto the stone terrace. Shaking, he clenched the granite balustrade in front of him so hard his knuckles showed white.


Seb?


He closed his eyes, trying to slow his breathing and the beat of his heart. Go away, he grunted.


Instead he heard the crunch of boots on old leaves as Charlemagne walked closer. Apologies. People are talking, and Im having a bit of trouble coming up with an explanation as to why Her Highness would hit you. Any suggestions?


Let it be.


Shay cleared his throat. Are you certain about that? The look you gave her when you were dan


Sebastian whipped around to face his younger brother. What look? he snapped. If he couldnt rid himself of this frustration, he was going to burst.


Christ, Melbourne. Nothing.


What look, Shay? he pressed. Angry, frustrated, arousedwhatever the devil shed done to him, he couldnt think straight. He advanced on his brother. What?


Fine. Lust. Youyou looked like you wanted to throw her on the floor andI know thats not you, but half a hundred people saw


Lust, Sebastian interrupted again. Heat burned just beneath his skin. Lust made sense. Let them say what they will. My reputation can withstand the charge that I had a lustful look on my face.


With a nod, Shay stepped backward. Dont kill me, but are you well? How about a whiskey? Ill fetch you one.


The duke looked at his brother for a long moment. It may surprise you, but on rare occasion I do have baser thoughts.


Youre human, Seb. I know youd like us all to forget that sometimes, but you are.


If this chaos was being human, he didnt like it. Whatever thoughts I might entertain, I have no intention of acting on them. So go back inside with me, and laugh.


Laugh?


Yes. Were highly amused by the eccentricities of Princess Josefina. Putting his usual calm expression back on his face, he threw an arm across Charlemagnes shoulders and steered him back in the direction of the ballroom. So laugh, dammit.


Whatever the devil the princess thought to accomplish by attacking and baiting him, she would learn that shed just engaged in battle with a master. If she knew what was best, she would immediately surrender. Of course, considering how close hed been to physical embarrassment earlier, the wisest course of action for himself would be to call the meeting a draw and stay as far away from her as possible.


However strong his resolve to be untouched by any of this, the rest of the Griffin clan remained annoyingly attentive. The moment he convinced Shay to go away, Zachary and Caroline appeared. At least they served to distract him from the damned princess.


Its as bloody hot as Hades in here, Zachary complained, tugging on his elegant white cravat and clearly doing his damnedest to avoid talking about anything significant.


Of course it is, Sebastian returned, keeping his back to the dance floor and whomever Princess Josefina might be dancing with. You know how Lady Elkins feels about air from out-of-doors.


At least you could have the good grace to sweat, Seb.


It was his internal temperature that troubled him tonight. Im a duke; I dont sweat, he offered. Go dance with your wife.


Im keeping you company.


Youre keeping an eye on me, you mean.


All Im saying is that Shay and I wrestled for it, and I lost.


Beyond Zacharys shoulder a pair of cabinet ministers hovered, red-faced and sweating. Sebastian swiftly hid a frown of his own before it could alter his expression. Truthfully, after that slap hed thought he would be mobbed with members of Parliament, all of them convinced that he must be weakening and that the Elkins ball was the time and place to attack. He only hoped one of them would anger himhe had a great deal of ire bottled up and waiting to explode.


Your Grace, a sweet, feminine voice cooed behind him, surely you might take pity on a poor miss without a partner for the quadrille.



Setting an amiable expression on his face, he turned around. Lady Frederica. You look lovely this evening.


The young lady curtsied, all burgundy gown and coiled blonde hair and impossibly long eyelashes. Thank you, Your Grace. Thats very kind of you.


I would be pleased to escort you to the refreshment table, my lady, but I wont be dancing again this evening.


He knew the rules, and he knew how to use them to his advantage. Hed danced with the princess, but that could be seen as a clear exception. If he danced with Lady Frederica, however, every other lady present would with good reason assume he would be just as willing to partner with them. By refusing the first request he received, they should likewise all understand that he wished to be left alone.


He knew why they pursued him, but for Gods sake, after four years they should realize he had no intention of remarrying. The only way he could make it more clear was to hang a sign around his neck, and that would ruin his cravat.


Lady Frederica reddened. Of course, Your Grace. An escort would be welcome.


Very well, so now he would have to chat with a few of the other stubborn, marriage-hunting females prowling about tonight. It was still better than having to dance with themand far easier to conclude.


And that was a good thing. He had enough on his plate this evening. As he looked up, he caught Princess Josefina gazing at him. Their eyes met, and she swiftly turned away. If she knew what was good for her, she wouldnt protest when he sent her home all by herself. Because calm as he might look now on the outside, inside he felt just short of a predatory lion. And this lion intended to keep his pride intact.





How was your evening, daughter?


Josefina handed her cloak to her maid, Conchita, and made her way into the room her father had commandeered for his office. It was abysmal, she said, sinking into the chair across the desk from him. I dont know where you heard that the Duke of Melbourne would be able to help you forward the development of Costa Habichuela, but I found him to be aloof, rude, and arrogant. Well, not aloof, perhaps, but definitely the other two.


She still fairly shook with unreleased tension, but except for blasted Melbourne, shed done Costa Habichuela proud this evening, if she did say so herself. And shed meant to be nicer to him. If he hadnt surprised her by not appearing in person to escort her and then by simply walking up as though he owned the world, she would have reacted differently.


Or she thought she would have. Something about him justsent her off-kilter. Insulting as his parting words were, perhaps it would be for the best if they simply avoided one another from now on. She certainly had enough to do without battling dastards.


His assistance could mean the difference between success and failure, the rey replied on the tail of her thoughts. And I doubt well find a more worthy spouse for you anywhere in England.


That may be a bit much to expect. He makes me uncomfortable.


He looked up from the map that covered the desk between them. Thats good. It will keep you on your toes. Complacency never led to anything but failure. The rey smiled. And just remember, though our royal ascension may be recent, we are royalty. And however arrogant he may be or how uncomfortable he makes you, your blood is bluer than his.



I think ice runs in his veins and not blood at all, but yes, I remember.


Her father nodded. Thats all I ask. Now get some sleep. We have a very full day planned for tomorrow.


Rising, Josefina stepped around the table to kiss her father on the cheek. After three weeks on a ship from Jamaica, two days in a bumpy coach from Brighton, and one very long day in London, she could use some sleep. And she hoped that whatever her father had planned for tomorrow did include Melbourne. Perhaps they didnt like one another, but she would not be the one to concede defeat. That would be for him to do.




No. I wont pay a penny more than four shillings a sack, Sebastian said, reaching for a paper at his elbow.


Its rumored to be a very high-quality crop. Shay made a note in the ledger book in front of him. We paid three shillings eight last year.


Its coffee beans, Shay. Not gold dust. Four shillings. I doubt theyll find a better price elsewhere. Let them look.


The middle Griffin brother nodded. Thats all I have for now, then. Slowly he closed the ledger. So are we ever going to discuss last night?


Sebastian cleared his throat. No, we are not. I was forced by duty to dance with a lunatic, and I did so. The end.


But you were attracted to her; that was obvious.


Was it? he asked sharply.


To me. To the family, I mean. Caro nearly slapped Zachary, his jaw was hanging open so far. No one else noticed a thing, Im certain.


Shes pretty. He stood, practically shoving Charlemagne out of the opposite chair and into the hallway. And a lunatic. I find the combination at first glance intriguing, and at second glance horrific.


All the same, Seb, its been a long


Stop it, Sebastian interrupted. I loved Charlotte. I still love her. With you and Zach and Eleanor married and procreating, and with Peep nearly eight, the Griffin bloodline is secure. That would be my only reason for pursuing anyone, and Im grateful to all three of you for saving me from being placed in that position.


Still, even if you arent interested in remarrying, there is still the fact that sex is fun. Charlemagne made a face. Not with the lunatic, I mean, but there are any number of


Have I ever given the impression that I require your advice or assistance with anything regarding women? For Gods sake, one slap from thatfemale and his own family thought hed lost his ability to reason. He could only imagine what the rest of his peers must be thinking. And that, unfortunately, could be a problem.


Of course not. But the thing is, you havent shown the slightest interest since Charlotte died.


I believe that to be my affair. To you Ill admit that Princess Josefina surprised me last night. From now on Ill stay out of slapping range. Sebastian forced a smile. And I wont be sorry to see her gone, something which will hopefully come about sooner rather than later.


Shay spent another moment gazing at him. Sebastian didnt know what he might be looking to seeregret? Evidence of prevarication?but he wouldnt see anything his older brother didnt wish him to.


Fine, Charlemagne finally said, walking down the hallway. Youre the one who can read minds, not me. You can hardly blame us for wanting to see you happy, though.


I am content, Sebastian returned diplomatically. And at any rate, bedding a mad woman would not be conducive to my continued peace of mind.


Ill write Prask with our offer. I imagine hell accept it, since youre right about the price.


Im always right.


As he walked Shay out the front door, he could feel the relative emptiness of Griffin House pushing against his shoulders. Peep was there, and servants aplenty, but it was a bloody large house for just Penelope and him to rattle around in.


Melbourne?


He started. Apologies, Shay. What were you saying?


I just asked if you were still going to Almacks tonight.


Prinny sent a note asking me to escort the Costa Habichuela contingent there, so yes, I suppose I am. I had to cancel my visit to Vauxhall with Peep. Lord and Lady Bernard are taking her and Mary Haley.


I wager it was a close choice, though, Lady Margaret Trent or Her Highness. Shay shot him a brief grin. You might want to put on Great-grandfather Harolds suit of armor before you go.


Ill consider it.


Chuckling, Shay clapped him on the shoulder and made his way down the front steps to his horse. A moment later he was gone down the street. Sebastian watched for a moment, then turned back inside.


Any letters, Stanton? he asked, as the butler closed the door behind him.


Yes, Your Grace. Stanton lifted the salver off the foyer table. A pile of hand-delivered missives and invitations and calling cards awaited his attention. His secretary, Rivers, would have taken the business correspondence, which meant all of these here were social.


He scooped up the lot of them. Thank you.



Very good. And Your Grace? I was instructed to inform you that Lady Penelope requests an audience at your earliest convenience.


Sebastian grinned. Where is she?


In the music room with Mrs. Beachamand an unnamed friend.


Unnamed?


At Lady Penelopes request, Your Grace.


Dropping his correspondence off in his office, Sebastian climbed the stairs to the first floor. Even from the far end of the house and
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