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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Ten years ago, Miss Hillary Schools a Scoundrel marked my debut as an author, and what an exciting time it was. These last several months of revising and rewriting reminded me of how much I love this work. I enjoyed every minute I spent with Lana and Drew, and I hope you find them as entertaining as I do.

      

        

      
        Samantha  2022
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      After a daring heiress falls from the sky and interrupts bachelor Lord Andrew’s plans for a tryst in the gardens, his once exciting life feels dull. He will even brave the tedium of the country if it means seeing Lana Hillary again. When he arrives unannounced and learns his brother’s house guest is forbidden, he is even more determined to have her. But first, he must break through the walls Lana hides behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, England

        June 10, 1816

      

      

      Two types of men crowded the Eldridge ballroom this evening: the dashing gentlemen whose ardent but proper pursuit any debutante would welcome, and the ones who pursued Lana Hillary.

      While the demure ladies, like Miss Catherine Mitchell and her intimate circle, were busy capturing the hearts of the handsome Lord Gilfords of Town, Lana hid behind a potted fern. She’d managed to dodge Viscount Carrington once this evening, but the lout was proving to be persistent.

      She peeked around the massive plant. Where was her brother, and how long did it take to collect two glasses of punch?

      Lord Carrington’s calculated gaze locked on her. She froze, holding her breath.

      Go away. Go away.

      Her attempt at mind-control failed. He came straight toward her with a satisfied smirk accentuating his jowls. The viscount was nothing more than a destitute predator in expensive evening dress. And his prey of choice was heiresses.

      According to gossips, debt collectors circled his property like merry children around a maypole, eager to seize the tiniest luxuries he had left. The viscount was desperate, determined, but so was she—not to become the third Lady Carrington.

      Marriage to the viscount had transformed the sweetest of ladies into empty vessels with no will to live, and Lana rather liked her life. But if word of his interest reached her mother…

      She shuddered. Her mother would wrap her in gilded paper with bows and have her dropped on Carrington’s doorstep. A title was the icing on the wedding cake for Mama.

      The viscount was getting closer. Forget her brother; Lana would save herself.

      She zigzagged through the crush, throwing glances over her shoulder. The viscount followed, proving as skilled at tracking as the bloodhound he resembled. She reached the perimeter of the room. She was trapped between a wall of French doors that opened to the terrace and a doorway leading to the inner maze of the house.

      The first bars of a country dance rose in the air.

      Carrington bared his rotting teeth in a triumphant leer. She dry heaved and slapped a hand over her mouth. Heaven help her if she cast up her accounts in front of everyone.

      Lana darted into the deserted corridor to seek out the retiring room. If need be, she would stay there until Jake came looking for her.

      Oil lamps mounted on red damask walls spilled pools of light on the hardwood floor. The music faded as she hurried past landscape paintings in ornate frames, trying to stay in the shadows.

      After rounding the second corner with no sign of Carrington, she slowed her pace and exhaled. She hadn’t needed Jake after all. With a bounce to her step, she continued toward the retiring room to powder her nose.

      “Miss Hillary?”

      She squeaked, nearly jumping out of her skin.

      “Did you come this way, dear?” The viscount’s voice echoed from  another corridor. “I desire an audience.”

      Blasted parasite! Why was he so difficult to lose?

      Abandoning all regard for etiquette, she ran. The whisk of her slippers fell silent as she reached the Turkish carpets lining the corridor. She flew past closed doors, trying to recall where the retiring room was located.

      “Miss Hillary, answer me.” He sounded winded and much too close.

      She would never reach the retiring room in time.

      “I demand you speak with me, young lady.”

      If caught in his presence without a chaperone, her parents would force her to marry him, and Carrington could demand anything.

      “Miss Hillary!”

      He was even closer.

      Frantic, she tried a few doors before finding one unlocked. Slipping inside the dark room, she closed the door with an almost imperceptible click and leaned her ear against the panel. She listened for evidence of the vile man huffing past the door in his haste to catch her.

      Seconds ticked on a clock nearby, but the corridor was quiet. No more imperious demands. No heavy footfalls. Her eyes adjusted to the dark, and only the thundering of her heart filled the silence. She wilted against the door.

      She would never do anything foolish again. And she meant it this time. Brushing a hand over her skirts to set herself back to rights, she reached for the handle. A door slammed. She leapt back.

      “I know you are close, my dear.” Carrington’s voice came from the other side of the door.

      She scurried backward and banged her hip on the corner of a chest of drawers.  A soft cry of pain slipped from her lips.

      The floorboards in the corridor creaked. A shadow appeared beneath the door.

      Drat, drat, drat! She eased toward the window.

      “It is only a matter of time before you are mine.”

      Lifting the lower pane, she poked her head outside. A glow from the lanterns lining the garden pathway provided enough light to assess her situation. The twenty-foot drop presented an obstacle, but an escape was still possible, wasn’t it?

      She eyed the rose-laden trellis, looking for footholds. The thorns would rip her silk gown to shreds, necessitating her early exit from the ball when she had been looking forward to reuniting with her best friend all day.

      Carrington truly was a lout.

      A maple tree grew close to the house. Maybe if she sat on the window ledge and stretched, she could grab one of the branches. Her four older brothers had been happy to teach her all sorts of unladylike skills, and she’d learned to climb trees at a young age. Scaling a tree in a ball gown was a feat she’d never undertaken, though.

      Her parents would have her carted to Bedlam if they knew what she was thinking, which sounded more appealing than marrying the bloodhound. A nervous titter slipped from her.

      The door handle rattled.

      “Dear lord,” she murmured and tugged her blue skirts above her knees to sit on the ledge and reach one arm toward the nearest branch. Her fingers found purchase as the door swung inward.

      “Come out, come out, Miss Hillary.” Carrington’s hushed voice invaded the space. “I heard your laughter, you naughty temptress. Allow me to claim what is mine.”

      Of all the⁠—

      Lana slipped, barely catching the branch with her other hand before she tumbled from the window. She swung through the air and jerked to a stop with a loud ripping sound.

      She tossed a frantic glance over her shoulder. Her skirts were snagged. Worse, they were bunched around her waist, exposing her drawers for all God’s tiny garden creatures to see.

      She tightened her grip. If she fell, she would be lucky to escape with nothing worse than a tattered gown.
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        * * *

      

      Andrew Forest abandoned his whisky on the marble bench and sprang forward to rescue the young lady dangling from the tree. He’d been watching her ever since she leaned out the open window, her auburn hair catching his attention.

      What were ladies about these days, throwing themselves from windows? By some miracle, she’d saved herself from a nasty fall, but her position remained precarious.

      “Miss Hillary?” A perplexed male voice drifted out the window.

      Drew froze, not wishing to draw the man’s attention. Any young lady desperate enough to escape his company by means of a second-story window wouldn’t want her efforts to be for nothing.

      “Are you in here, dearest?” There was a loud bang from the room.  “God’s blood! It’s too bloody dark to see a bloody thing in this damned room.”

      Drew raised his eyebrows. Quite inappropriate language if the lady were in the room, but as luck would have it, she was hanging from a tree branch with her skirts tucked up around her middle.

      He glanced back and forth between her and the window, debating on whether he should give away her location to save her or trust her to hang on.

      Grumbling carried through the window, but Drew couldn’t make out the words. Dim light illuminated the window, and a door slammed, plunging the room into darkness. Whatever foul-mouthed blackguard had followed her was gone, and he hadn’t checked for her outside. But who knew a woman bold enough to climb out a window existed? His interest was piqued.

      He hurried to the dangling damsel. “This must be my lucky night. It’s raining ladies.”

      “Who’s there?” The young woman kicked her long legs, attempting to wrap them around the tree trunk.

      “Your knight in shining armor coming to your rescue.”

      “Very funny,” she said. “Will you please be quick about it? Don’t you see I’m in a compromised position?”

      The lady’s position revealed a great deal of shapely ankle and slender leg, a poor motivator to rush to assist her under normal circumstances. “Your skirts are caught on the trellis. Hold tight while I free you.”

      “Please hurry. I’m slipping.”

      He climbed the trellis, ignoring the thorns poking him through his gloves. Having experienced his own share of narrow escapes through windows, he was sympathetic toward her plight. But damned if he had ever landed in a pickle like this one.

      “Almost there.” Drew spoke to her as he would a spooked filly while he worked to release the hem of her gown. “Don’t let go yet.”

      He climbed halfway down and jumped, landing with a thud. “Looks like a trip to the retiring room will be in order, but otherwise, you appear unscathed. Miss Hillary, is it? I heard him calling for you.”

      She groaned under her breath.

      “You don’t want me to know your name. I cannot blame you, but I promise, I’m discreet.” He wrapped his arms around her thighs to control her descent. “You may let go.”

      They tottered but Drew held tight, unwilling to allow her to fall at this juncture.

      He’d heard her name mentioned earlier that day, too. What had Langdon been moaning about at the club? He didn’t know if his admiration for her could overcome his aversion to her mother? Drew rolled his eyes. Langdon had a tendency toward dramatics.

      “If you don’t mind my asking,” he said, “what manner of gentleman drives a lady out a window?”

      “Only the most despicable of curs; not a gentleman.” A violent tremor raced through her, despite her bravado.

      He loosened his hold once he regained his balance, and she slid down his front. His hands accidentally brushed her delectable backside on her descent. It was a fleeting reward for his gallant act.

      When her feet touched the ground, he left his arms draped around her slim waist. She felt nice in his embrace. Her perfume was reminiscent of lilies of the valley, sparking visions of a wild romp in a field. Perhaps he would keep her.

      Her delicate hands rested against his chest. “You may release me, sir. I’m steady.”

      A flicker from the lanterns behind him illuminated her plump lips. Damn, she had fine kissable lips. He urged her closer and sensed the quickening of her breath. “They say if a gentleman plucks a lady from a tree, he is allowed to take her home.”

      Her fingers curled against his waistcoat and sent blood rushing through his veins. Did she feel it, too, this intense heat between them? It was heady and unlike anything he had ever experienced. Inclining his head, he grazed his lips over hers, testing her receptivity.

      She gasped and drove her fists into his chest. “Release me, you scoundrel.”

      Her command brought a lazy smile to his face. He would have loved hearing her sultry voice issue orders in the bedchamber.

      “As you wish.” He dropped his hands to his sides but didn’t step away.

      Neither did she. Her scent enveloped him, urging him to abandon all semblances of manners and kiss her anyway.

      She huffed. “I have a good mind to⁠—”

      A twig snapped. Drew and the tempting miss startled, knocking heads.

      “Ouch,” she hissed and rubbed her forehead.

      “Drew,” Lady Whitshear called out in a hushed voice. “Did you come out here?”

      Bloody nuisance.

      Hazel wasn’t the widow he had hoped to meet in the gardens this evening, nor was he looking forward to another encounter with her.

      With a tiny push, he directed the alluring Miss Hillary toward safety.

      “Run along before we’re discovered,” he whispered.
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      Lana needed no further encouragement to run from the scoundrel or her humiliating reaction to his touch. She tingled all over. It was shameful.

      She flattened her back against the rough exterior of the house, hiding in the shadows, and took deep breaths to slow her accelerated heartbeat. The rogue had placed his hands on her bottom and kissed her, for heaven’s sake. An electrified zing shot to her belly.

      Stop it! Thrilling or not, his touch was scandalous. Men like her rescuer were the reason chaperones warned innocents away from dark, secluded gardens.

      Lesson learned.

      Lana would practice better judgment going forward, although the man had saved her life or, at the very least, a broken limb. Perhaps she should seek him out in the ballroom to offer her appreciation. Unfortunately, with the torchlight behind him, shadows had obliterated his facial features. She had no clue whose lips had turned her insides to mush.

      “Who is here with you?” the woman asked.

      Lana held her breath, fearful he would reveal her hiding place.

      “You are,” he answered.

      “I heard a lady speaking, Drew.”

      Odd. Lana thought she knew everyone who attended these events, but his name was unfamiliar.

      “As you can see, I’m alone. You must have heard the wind.”

      Lana rolled her eyes. Only a simpleton would believe that rubbish.

      “Is it Celeste?” The woman’s voice trembled. “Is she hiding in the bushes?”

      “Hell’s teeth, stay here. No one is in the bushes.” The scoundrel sighed. “I came outside to escape the crush. Nothing more.”

      “But there are other women, aren’t there?”

      Lana held her breath. She shouldn’t eavesdrop, but perhaps the couple should move to a private location before engaging in an intimate tête-à-tête. She inched along the perimeter of the house, attempting to escape unnoticed.

      “I never lied to you.” His tone was calm. “I made my intentions clear from the beginning. If you’re seeking a commitment, you need to search out another gentleman.”

      Lana clamped her lips together to keep from laughing aloud. He was no gentleman. This Drew character, with his wandering hands and callous discarding of ladies, was a rakehell like her deplorable former fiancé. He and Lord Paddock could go hang.

      Gentleman, indeed.

      Lana stole around the side of the house, dismissing the idea of seeking out her rescuer in the ballroom. She needed to focus on finding a respectable husband and banish fanciful thoughts of kissing that scoundrel.

      She re-entered the house through a servants’ door and paused in the dim corridor to determine which direction she should go. Two identical wigged footmen gaped at her from the kitchen doorway.

      “Is there an alternate route to the retiring room?” She lifted her head with as much dignity as she could muster. “I have lost my way.”

      They pointed in unison toward a staircase on her left.

      “Thank you.” She maintained decorum until she was out of sight, then dashed up the stairs.

      The retiring room attendant’s eyes bulged when she took in Lana’s rumpled appearance, but she mended the torn hem and secured Lana’s hair with pins without a word.

      Lana checked the palms of her gloves. They were scuffed, but the damage was not noticeable enough to warrant leaving the ball. She thanked the attendant and headed back to the great room.

      She needed the companionship of a good friend after the last few harrowing weeks. Phoebe had been abroad with her family when Lana’s mother fell ill again. Phoebe’s note suggesting they reunite at the Eldridge ball had buoyed her spirits.

      She took a cleansing breath and walked into the great hall, squinting against the glare.

      “I found you,” a gentleman said in her ear.

      She gasped and spun on her heel. “Gil!”

      Her neighbor’s dark brown eyebrows veered toward each other. “Are you ill? You look flushed.”

      Her hand rested over her pounding heart. “You truly know how to flatter a lady, my lord.”

      He returned her smile with a frown. “Where’s your brother?”

      “Standing in a long queue, I assume. He left to retrieve refreshment ages ago.”

      “I see.” Gil extended his arm to offer his escort. “Dance with me so we may speak without stirring gossip.”

      Lana hooked their arms and allowed him to direct her to the floor. It was no surprise Lord Gilford didn’t want others to think him enamored of her, but the snub still hurt. She had no desire to be linked with him either, but it would have been nice if a decent gentleman wished to court her for once. Evading opportunists and scoundrels was exhausting.

      The string quartet struck up a lively quadrille. It was not a dance conducive to conversation. After the requisite hops and heel taps, she and Gil joined hands and traveled in a circle with the other dancers.

      “Did you speak to her?” he asked, but they switched partners before she answered.

      A few more steps brought them back together, twirling around the polished floor.

      “Send flowers and call on Miss Mitchell tomorrow.” She skipped away as required and came back. “Lord Bagley is courting her, too, and his intentions are clear. Yesterday, a large bouquet of white roses arrived with an invitation to accompany him on a carriage ride.”

      Lord Gilford looked stricken as they parted for yet another round of hops.

      Lana relieved his anxiety as soon as they rejoined hands. “Catherine prefers you, but she must accept an offer. Do not allow Lord Bagley to propose before you.”

      “She prefers me?” Lord Gilford puffed his chest, and a broad smile broke across his face. The music ended, and he escorted Lana from the dance floor.

      Catherine, a soft-spoken debutante, had two additional admirers vying for her attention across the room. Neither gentleman was as amiable as Gil.

      “She is especially fond of orchids and rowing on the Serpentine,” Lana said.

      Gil squeezed her hand and whispered his appreciation. “If it were proper, I would kiss you.”

      Memories of her improper near kiss in the garden caused her insides to quiver. “Go win her heart, my lord. You two are a perfect match.”

      Her dance partner smiled before dashing off to woo the lady of his dreams.

      “Are you here to play matchmaker or find a husband of your own?”

      “Jake.” Her brother had come up behind her, and she was surprised once more. “Where have you been?”

      “I’ve circled the room several times, but you were nowhere to be found. I assume you were gathering information from Miss Mitchell in the retiring room?”

      “Mm-hmm.” She accepted the glass of Negus and took a sip. The spicy drink was heavy for the summer evening, but she enjoyed the tingle on her tongue.

      Jake’s eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. “Do you expect Mother will be pleased when she hears of your successful matchmaking endeavors this Season? I’ve heard you are making a name for yourself.”

      She suspected nothing she did pleased their mother. It seemed to be the way of things between them.

      “Lord Busick said you helped him woo Lady Eleanor,” Jake said, “and the Oxley brothers’ betrothals would not have come about without your assistance. You’ve had an industrious Season.”

      Lana tapped her toes in time with the music. “Surely, you don’t envy the couples their happiness.”

      “Never, and your concern for their states of bliss is touching. If I didn't know you better, I might believe your charitable work serves as a means of deflecting marriage proposals aimed in your direction.”

      “Ridiculous,” she muttered.

      The men she helped were never interested in her. She wanted a man who desired her and only her, not one who wished to form a union with her inheritance, and certainly not a gentleman who pined for another lady. In her way of thinking, why should she withhold assistance if the gentleman wasn’t for her?

      “Were you listening to Mama this evening? If I fail to secure a husband this Season, I’ll be a huge disappointment.”

      The moment their mother had returned from Sussex last week, she began pestering Lana to catch the eye of a respectable gentleman and bring him up to scratch before Season’s end. Otherwise, she would be on the shelf and a burden to her brothers. She was four and twenty and surprised her mother hadn’t realized she had already missed her chance to marry.

      Jake lowered his voice, no longer smiling. “Forgive me for teasing. I dismissed our mother’s irritable mood as a symptom of her lingering illness, but I see it bothers you. She is disappointed in life, not you. You cannot take it personally.”

      Lana blinked back tears. She didn’t know how else to view her mother’s criticism.

      Her brother bumped against her shoulder affectionately. “She is wrong about Nicholas. He wouldn’t view you as a burden. None of us would.”

      She could support herself in six years, thanks to her maternal grandfather's inheritance, but she needed her family more than she liked to admit. It was because of her love for them that she could not bear to fail them.

      “Lifelong protection from one of you four wags is just what I need.” She bumped her shoulder into him to return his affection. “Now, do your part and assist in my search for a husband. Do you see anyone new?”

      Her curiosity demanded satisfaction despite her resolve to forget the scoundrel in the garden. One glimpse would suffice, a face to match the voice.

      “The usual dullards are in attendance,” Jake said. “Is it any wonder you’ve not chosen a husband from this lot?”

      “Put your height to use and look again. The hourglass is running out of sand, as Mama says.”

      “You have plenty of time. Pigs will fly before gentlemen stop pursuing you.”

      Or her inheritance, more to the point.

      “Oh, look there.” She flashed a cheeky smile. “You’re sprouting wings. The day has arrived.”

      He snorted like a pig.

      She laughed, grateful to be distracted from the grim truth of her situation.

      She caught a glimpse of Lord Carrington hovering nearby. “Isn’t it your duty as my older brother to keep gentlemen from chasing me?”

      “I’m responsible for ensuring they don’t catch you without a marriage proposal. However, I’m available to discourage certain ones if need be.”

      “I have a need.” She nodded in Carrington’s direction. “The viscount refuses to accept rejection.”

      Jake glanced at the blackguard. “I’m at your service, dear sister. Will you hold my glass?”

      Her brother drew himself up to his full height, glared at the lout, and walked toward him.

      Carrington scrambled to escape, tripped on Lady Eloise’s skirts, and careened into a pillar. Red flooded his face. He stalked from the great room as snickers spread through the crowd.

      Jake returned to her side; she handed back his glass.

      “It is lovely having an older brother,” she said.

      “I’ll remind you the next time I’ve angered you.” His smile slid from his face, and his Adam’s apple bobbed.

      She searched for the source of his mood change and spotted the Widow Audley. She had been married to Jake’s best friend.

      The classic beauty was too attractive to be a wallflower, but she stood alone by the same potted fern Lana had hidden behind earlier.

      “David’s widow looks lonely,” Lana said. “Perhaps you should go speak to her.”

      “Perhaps I will.” His surly tone was a confusing match to his words, but she knew better than to prod him for an explanation now.

      A gentleman entered the ball from the terrace. Spotting Lady Audley, he strolled in her direction.

      “Who is the new arrival?”

      Jake snarled. “No one I will allow near you.”

      Too late.

      In addition to the fact that he came from the gardens, something in the man's swagger answered her question. He was her rescuer, and he was too handsome by half.
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      Drew approached the gorgeous Lady Audley, expecting the usual chilly reception, and she didn’t disappoint. Amelia wrinkled her nose like she smelled something bad as he neared.

      Her frequent companion was nowhere to be seen. Knowing Bibi, another gentleman had caught her eye, and she’d forgotten Drew was waiting for her in the gardens.

      “Where did Lady Kennell hie off this evening?”

      “She came to her senses and left for another party,” Amelia said.

      He grinned. “Without her guard dog?”

      Stunning but hard, blue eyes froze him to the core. Amelia had never liked him, which only made him more determined to make her smile. “Is your bite as bad as your bark, angel?”

      “Go away.”

      “Ouch!” He jerked his hand back like he’d been bitten. “Question answered.”

      “I am uninterested, Forest.”

      He shrugged. The lady was lovely, but he wasn’t interested in her either. At least not since he’d started having fun with her best friend. He had a rule against coming between sisters and friends. He followed several rules when it came to trysts. Life was easier when expectations were clear.

      “Enjoy your evening, Lady Audley.” He left the prickly lady to stare daggers into his back. Her friend’s whereabouts were none of his concern, and he had neglected his escort duties long enough.

      Stopping to lean against a pillar, he scanned the ballroom, searching for his sister-in-law. If his brother heard he’d ventured from Phoebe’s side for even a moment, he was in for a tirade of phenomenal proportions. Richard blustered with the best of them.

      Drew’s gaze snagged on a pair of shrewd brown eyes peering at him above the scalloped edge of a fan. Like many attendees, the fan's owner was engaged in a flurry of whispers with a companion. Both ladies studied him with unabashed interest.

      A twitching began at his temple. Mothers.

      Under normal circumstances, his position as the third-born son of a duke provided blissful invisibility, especially with two hearty brothers unlikely to meet their maker for years to come. It was the inheritance from his godfather that garnered attention. When combined with his allowance, the annuity resulted in a respectable yearly income many mothers of unmarried daughters found irresistible.

      The Earl of Overton, the last of his line, took a liking to Drew practically from birth. However, even Drew had been surprised by the contents of his godfather’s will. And grateful.

      His newfound wealth afforded him a leisurely existence. Still, his inheritance also placed burdens on him: an empty town house needing repairs, requests for loans, and unwanted attention from ambitious mothers.

      He moved on before either lady entertained ideas about him. In theory, he looked like a prize to be captured. In reality, he wanted nothing to do with the institution of marriage.

      “Phoebe is here.” The young woman’s  enthusiastic pronouncement rang through the great room and shattered his musings. The delectable Miss Hillary again. He would hear that honeyed voice in his dreams tonight.

      Across the room, she attempted to draw her brother in the other direction, but Jake Hillary wouldn’t budge. His murderous glower was locked on Drew, persuading him to look over his shoulder to see if someone disagreeable stood behind him. There was no one else.

      Hell’s teeth. Had Miss Hillary told her brother about their encounter in the garden?

      He hoped not. His plans did not include rising before noon tomorrow, and duels started too bloody early for his liking.

      When Jake Hillary didn’t surrender to his sister’s wishes, she marched away in a huff. Although he shouldn’t pay attention to her activities, Drew found Miss Hillary refreshingly amusing.

      She hurried across the room and captured his sister-in-law’s hands. “You are here at last.”

      Phoebe exclaimed with apparent delight. Neither lady paid attention to the rumble of disapproval generated by their public display of friendship.

      Miss Hillary’s carefree manner eased Drew’s guard. Surely, she would not behave with such cheerful abandon if her brother planned to issue a challenge to defend her honor. She had proven herself unique amongst her contemporaries, though. She surprised him, and he liked it. How providential that she was the friend Phoebe had come to see this evening.

      Jake Hillary’s frown hadn’t waned, but fate smiled on Drew when the man turned on his heel and stalked into the crowd. If that wasn’t an invitation to approach the tree-scaling damsel, he didn’t know what was.

      With her brother’s blessing and an eager grin, Drew started toward the ladies. Lord Hollister stepped into his path.

      “Lord Andrew, what a surprise. Tell me, how are the duke’s hounds?”

      Just what his evening had been lacking, a conversation with a canine-obsessed popinjay.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, how I’ve missed you,” Lana said, holding Phoebe at arm’s length. She shimmered naturally, but Lana had never seen her friend look more radiant. Travel must have agreed with her. “I was beginning to believe you and your husband decided to follow Lord Westin on one of his grand adventures.”

      Phoebe laughed. “Richard is too sensible to allow his older brother to lead him astray. Look at you. You’re as lively as ever. I cannot tell you how pleased I am that you didn’t change while I was away.”

      Lana might be the same, but something was different about Phoebe. “Where is Lord Richard? It’s unlike him to leave your side.”

      Phoebe brushed a strand of blonde hair from her forehead. “He stayed home with our Stefan. The poor child fell ill on board the ship the day before our return. Richard developed a chill this afternoon.”

      “I hope it’s nothing serious.”

      “Dr. Portier has assured me they will recover quickly, but I’ve been ordered to stay away until they are better.” Phoebe squeezed her hand. “Richard insisted I attend Lady Eldridge’s ball as planned, so I wouldn’t be deprived of your company another minute.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re the cause of my misery this evening,” a man said from behind her.

      She shivered, her body recognizing the baritone voice before her mind made the connection. She turned to face the scoundrel from the gardens.

      Double drat. He was even more handsome up close.

      When he smiled, he looked positively wicked. She straightened her spine, tossed an icy glance in his direction, and ignored his interruption. Perhaps his playful demeanor made others overlook his bad manners, but she refused to be charmed.

      As he sidled up to Phoebe, Phoebe flicked her closed fan against his chest. “For a moment, I thought you had deserted me.”

      “Desert you? Never.” The rogue flashed his dazzling smile again as his gaze settled on Lana. “Have I earned the privilege of an introduction to this charming young lady?”

      Phoebe discreetly touched his forearm. Lana’s eyes widened. Surely, Phoebe wasn’t one of his other women. She had a wonderful husband at home, and Lord Richard was mad for her.

      “An introduction in exchange for your services this evening seems fair,” Phoebe answered. “Lana, may I present my brother-in-law, Lord Andrew? Drew, this is Miss Hillary.”

      Heavens. Lana exhaled. She didn’t know whether to be relieved to have misjudged Phoebe or even more mortified by the garden encounter. It had been easier to think of him as a stranger she would never see again.

      She lowered her head and curtsied to hide her blazing cheeks. “My lord.”

      Lord Andrew captured her fingertips and bowed over her hand. Amusement sparked in his forget-me-not blue eyes as he touched his lips to her glove. “I believe we have met.”

      She swallowed wrong and launched into a coughing jag.

      “Oh, dear!” Phoebe stepped forward to pat her back. “Can you breathe?"

      Lana nodded and drew in a shaky breath. “You’re mistaken, my lord. We’ve never been introduced.”

      “No, no, I’m certain this is not our first encounter. Let me think. Now, where did I see you?” More dimples. The scoundrel was enjoying himself. He snapped his fingers. “Last Season your parents hosted a dinner party, a rare occasion when I wasn’t otherwise engaged.”

      She almost wilted on the floor. Lord Andrew was impossible to forget, but she corroborated his lie. “Yes, of course. How lovely to see you again.” She returned his smile with a weak one. “I apologize, my lord, but what were you saying a moment ago about misery?”

      “Drew has been complaining all evening about escorting me to the ball,” Phoebe said.

      He shrugged, employing the one shoulder, bashful head tilt move. It was a complete act on his part. There had been nothing shy about him in the garden.

      “Are you opposed to dancing?” Lana feigned naïveté, suspecting his reluctance to attend parties had more to do with jilted lovers ambushing him in the gardens.

      “If I may be frank, Miss Hillary, I oppose the marriage mart and avoid it at all costs.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Phoebe said. “No one forced him to come. He volunteered to escort me in Richard’s stead, though these affairs aren’t part of his usual repertoire.”

      “My brother’s wife insinuates I don’t enjoy an evening with a beautiful lady.” A sun-kissed lock of hair fell forward on his forehead, adding to his annoyingly boyish charm. “Nothing is further from the truth.”

      As Lana well knew.

      Her brother Jake joined their group and posted guard over her like he was protecting the crown jewels. “I doubt anyone would accuse you of disliking the company of ladies, Forest.”

      Lana usually frowned upon insulting a lord, but Jake’s observation matched her own.

      “Jake Hillary, long time.” Lord Andrew offered a magnanimous smile. “Was it Oxford? No, it couldn’t have been that long ago.”

      “It was last evening at The Den.” The word jackass was implied.

      Lord Andrew laughed. “How could I forget? You lost all but your waistcoat and boots to Sly’s card sharps.”

      Jake’s fist tightened as if he would relish thrashing him.

      Phoebe linked arms with Lana and attempted to direct her away from the men. “Shall we leave them to trade barbs without an audience?”

      “Must we?” Lana dragged her feet, curious to overhear their conversation. She hoped her brother challenged the rake to fisticuffs after his deplorable treatment of that poor woman in the garden. It might do Lord Andrew good to have a bit of smugness knocked out of him.

      “Still in a temper over the barmaid, Hillary? She was more my type.”

      Jake scoffed. “She met your minimum standards and had a pulse?”

      “Mm-hmm, a hot-blooded wench, that one.”

      “La,” Phoebe muttered and tugged Lana toward the refreshment room. They stopped in front of the punch bowl. Phoebe fanned her scarlet cheeks. “What was I saying before we were interrupted? Oh, yes. We’re retiring to the country as soon as my gentlemen are well enough to travel.”

      Phoebe’s round face grew softer whenever she spoke of her family. Longing hollowed out Lana’s heart. She had never hoped for a loving marriage herself—it wasn’t the Hillary way—but her friend seemed genuinely happy.

      Her brother Nicholas had followed in their parents’ footsteps and entered into an arranged marriage. Most of the time, Nicholas and his wife tolerated each other, but there was no genuine affection. And Lana’s parents were openly hostile toward one another.

      “I hate to hear you’re leaving London already,” she said. “The Season has been dull without you.”

      “I wish we could stay until the end, but Richard must collect the rents for his father before we travel north for hunting season. Might I persuade you to come to Shafer Hall instead to keep me company?”

      “For the hunt?”

      Phoebe nodded. Something was amiss.

      “You know I don’t condone the stalking of defenseless animals,” Lana said, “and you’ve never shied away from riding in the hunt. What is behind this invitation?”

      The pink blooming in Phoebe’s cheeks painted a lovely portrait. “Riding isn’t recommended for women in my condition,” she whispered.

      “Are you with child?” Lana matched Phoebe’s volume. “Will Stefan become an older brother?”

      “At last.”

      “What a blessing.” Lana gathered her friend’s hands and gave them a reassuring squeeze. “I’m happy for you.”

      “We are pleased,” Phoebe said. “Richard’s father believes Shafer Hall is better suited for lying-in. I know I should be grateful to have a home with no one else underfoot, but I fear I’ll be bored to tears.”

      “I understand.”

      Lana’s father and brothers spent most of the year in London, where more entertainment could be had. She always dreaded the end of the Season when she retired to the country with her mother.

      Phoebe retrieved two glasses of punch and handed one to Lana. “The duchess has planned a grand house party at Irvine Castle to alleviate the tedium. Richard promised I may enjoy some of the activities, but the company of a dear friend would be most welcome. Please say you will accept the invitation.”

      “I would be honored.” She glanced toward Lord Andrew, who was engaged in conversation with the Earl of Ellis a few paces away. “Will your brother-in-law be in residence at Irvine Castle?”

      “Drew? You’re more likely to see an elephant on the grounds. He prefers London to the family seat.”

      The tension in Lana’s shoulders melted away. “Splendid suggestion, traveling north, but why wait until autumn? My trunks will be packed within the hour, anything to escape the dullness of being marketed like horseflesh.”

      Lord Andrew reached the women in time to overhear Lana’s last comment. “I thought ladies enjoyed shopping and heard husbands are in fashion.”

      For the love of… Where was Jake now? Lana scanned the room and discovered her brother had been detained by an earnest young woman and her mother. His brows knit together, and he rubbed his forehead as if in pain. It appeared he needed someone to protect him.

      Pushing her amusement aside, she offered Lord Andrew a dispassionate stare. The man was too cheeky and must have known she was joking.

      Husband hunting was necessary if she ever wanted to leave home. Her grandfather’s will was clear. No husband, no access to her trust until she reached the age of thirty. She would continue to receive monthly pin money, but her independence would be a long time coming.

      “I’m not most ladies, my lord.”

      “Perhaps that’s your strategy,” Lord Andrew said with a self-satisfied smirk. “Pretending to run from gentlemen until you snare a husband is a wise tactic. Most men enjoy a good chase.”

      Oh, he thought himself so clever. Lana lifted her chin. “You would be the expert. I imagine chasing skirts is your forte.”

      Phoebe gasped, but Lord Andrew broke into warm laughter. The musical sound wrapped around her, soothing her temper despite her determination to be cross with him.

      He bowed, his eyes shining with merriment. “Touché, Miss Hillary.”
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      Drew’s routine returned to normal after the Eldridge ball, the party proving to be nothing more than a small bump on the otherwise smooth road to debauchery. In fact, he had banished the entire encounter with the fiery Miss Hillary from his mind.

      Almost.

      Memories of her plagued him more than usual this evening.

      Would she be at Lady Banner’s dinner party or attending the Duchess of Corbyn’s soiree? Neither engagement was lively enough for a younger crowd, much less someone as interesting as she.

      Drew had received invitations to both events, but his secretary sent his regrets as he’d been instructed at the start of the Season. Eventually, his mother’s friends would realize he was committed to bachelorhood and leave him be.

      Being a guest at any of Society’s events bored him.

      The musicales.

      Being on display at the theater.

      Parlor games. Damnation. Those were the worst.

      Unfortunately, he was just as bored at the club. Always the same scene, same faces. He considered and dismissed the idea of heading to the gaming hells or calling on the lovely new actress at Drury Lane.

      Drew had always relished his decadent existence: imbibing, gambling, and a different woman to bed whenever he wished. It was his calling. His father expected it of him.

      While Richard was the reliable one, and his eldest brother Luke’s globetrotting drove their father to madness, Drew’s exploits provided entertainment. It had been that way since he was a boy.

      But, as of late, his usual pursuits brought him little excitement. When did everything in his life become so mundane?

      “Down on your luck, Forest?” Anthony Keaton, Earl of Ellis, sauntered toward where Drew sat, nursing a drink. They had first become acquainted as young boys barely out of leading-strings, having grown up on neighboring estates.

      The prospect of challenging Ellis to a game of billiards and recalling old times cheered Drew a smidgen. “My luck is improving with your arrival.”

      Ellis collapsed into an adjacent chair. “My gambling days are over.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since I lost twenty pounds the last time I played faro with you. What are you drinking?”

      Drew jiggled his nearly empty tumbler. “Scotch.”

      “Allow me to order you another.” Ellis signaled for a footman. “Another scotch for my friend and a brandy for me.”

      The earl sank back in his chair when the man returned with the drinks. “How is your family?”

      “The same.”

      “And your mother and father? Are they well?”

      Drew raised an eyebrow. If he had hoped for sparkling conversation from Ellis, he was disappointed thus far. “Both are in excellent health. Thank you for inquiring.”

      “I suppose your sisters are fit as well. Gabrielle and… um, the other girls. What are the twins’ names?”

      Drew chuckled. “Damnation, man. Are you writing my biography?”

      His friend laughed as well. “I wouldn’t want to put readers into a sleeping trance.”

      “Then explain your line of questioning before you place me into one.”

      “It has been some time since I visited the Foxhaven brood,” Ellis said. “I’m curious. That is all. Have they departed for the country?”

      “Good God, man. Spit it out. What is it you wish to know?”

      The earl drained his glass before resting his forearms on his thighs. “I wish to inquire after Gabby.”

      Every muscle in Drew’s body tensed. “You’re curious about my sister?”

      “Yes.”

      “My sister.” Drew made a fist. “It’s Lady Gabrielle to you.”

      “I meant no disrespect, and you know it. She will always be Gabby to me.” Ellis chuckled, but it came out strained. “I suppose it’s difficult to think of her as a grown woman.”

      Drew banged his glass on the table. “She’s not a grown woman, and I don’t like how you are thinking about her.”

      “She isn’t a child either, my friend. Do your parents plan to present her in London soon?”

      “What has come over you, Anthony? Do you fancy yourself in love with my little sister?” Drew’s eyes narrowed on his friend as the magnitude of what the earl’s objectives might be dawned on him. “Don’t tell me your intentions with her are dishonorable unless you want to schedule a dawn appointment. Since we have history, I will only wing you, but you may lose the use of your arm.”

      The earl smirked, not intimidated despite his knowledge of Drew’s abilities with a firearm.

      “I have no intentions with Lady Gabrielle. As I said, I’m curious. She appeared to be of an age at the duke’s birthday celebration.”

      “You’re mistaken. It might be three years yet before Gabby is presented.” Drew hoped to discourage his friend because, despite his denial, Ellis wore a lovesick expression Drew recognized well. His brother Richard had adopted a similar smitten appearance after he met Phoebe.

      “She’ll be one and twenty,” Ellis muttered. “Three years it is.”

      Devil, be damned! The earl was making a mental note. What type of illness plagued Ellis and Richard? First, Drew’s brother leg-shackled himself to Phoebe, a lovely woman, to be sure, if one must select a spouse, and it appeared Ellis desired to follow his example. But Gabby? She was a mere girl. How could Ellis consider her otherwise?

      Listening to any more of his friend’s drivel would either drive Drew batty or compel him to issue a challenge to defend his sister’s honor. Neither prospect was pleasing, so he dragged his weary frame from the chair. “I am off to the gaming hells.”

      As Drew gathered his hat from the porter, Miss Hillary’s brother strolled into the Corinthian Club. He curled his lip when he caught sight of Drew. Although Drew would never claim to be friends, he hadn’t considered them enemies.

      “Jake Hillary, how goes your evening? Have you been released from escort duties, or did you leave that peach of a
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