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      She wed once for duty but will only wed again for love…

      For as long as she can remember, Eliza North’s heart has been in the possession of her older brother’s friend, Nicholas Emerson. But Nicholas has always been oblivious to Eliza, and when he bought a commission and sailed to war, she wed sensibly instead. Returned to her brother’s house a widow, she meets Lieutenant Emerson again and realizes neither of their feelings have changed. She accepts his request to chaperone his younger sister, Helena, hoping she might win his attention yet, with the assistance of the mysterious Mrs. Oliver and her guide for seduction.

      Nicholas Emerson could never aspire to wed the daughter of a duke, especially one so pragmatic as Eliza has always been. That she married for the whimsy love makes him wonder how well he knew Eliza after all. She is still the only woman who captures his attention, but he knows his injuries mean he can never marry. Still, he cannot resist the chance to request Eliza’s assistance with Helena’s second season, and the chance to share her company.

      Neither of them anticipate Helena’s wild behavior or their necessary alliance to defend her reputation. Entrusted with the manuscript of Mrs. Oliver’s advice on the seductive arts, Eliza puts its counsel to use, much to Nicholas’ delighted astonishment. How can he refuse the woman he loves, even knowing that he can never ensure her happiness? Caught between honor and love, Nicholas must accept his legacy from the war for this pair to have a future—is Eliza the woman who can heal his wounds forever?
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        London, England - March 5, 1817

      

      

      On this particular Wednesday afternoon, Brisbane’s Emporium was remarkably crowded. Catherine Bettencourt, Baroness Trevelaine and daughter of one partner of Carruthers & Carruthers’ Publishers and Booksellers, appreciated the bustle even as she made her way to the back counter. Business was brisk, perhaps because ladies felt the need for the cheering activity of shopping for oneself, perhaps because many were returning to town from their country estates and yearned for diversions. Either way, Catherine knew that the proprietress, Sophia de Roye, had to be pleased by the influx of clients.

      She saw Mrs. de Roye at the back counter, her tall figure distinctive even at a distance. To Catherine’s relief, Eurydice Montgomery, Countess Rockmorton, was chatting with Mrs. de Roye. Catherine would not have to wait upon Eurydice, a most reassuring detail for she had many errands to fulfill on this day. She smiled when she heard Eurydice make a jest and Mrs. de Roye laugh—Sophia had once been Eurydice’s tutor and the pair were still close.

      Brisbane’s Emporium was a popular destination for ladies with a taste for fine fabrics. Their selection of silks was unrivaled and the vast array of ribbons and bonnet trimmings available in their haberdashery meant that even a lady with the most modest of budgets could find a delightful item to acquire. The previous autumn, the large shop had been divided into smaller rooms, in the style of the exchanges, and it was clear that the clients had embraced the transformation. A central corridor mimicked an arcade, with windows for the various departments on either side, their goods artfully displayed. Near the entry from the street were the silk shop on the left and the millinery on the right, followed by fans and hosiery on the left and haberdashery on the right—adjacent to the millinery, for convenience. Against the back wall was a display of jewelry, a space that appeared to be leased to a goldsmith, and a perfumery. In the middle of the rear wall, Mrs. de Roye reigned, organizing deliveries, orders, and gifts. Catherine knew that lady’s husband, Lucien de Roye, managed the books and ensured that payments were collected. On this day, Catherine had no doubt that the tea shop next door was also busy.

      Even though she was married to Rhys and a baroness now, Catherine would forever be the daughter of a man who had earned his way in trade and thus, an active shop always made her smile.

      Mrs. de Roye nodded a greeting to her and the countess turned to greet Catherine with characteristic enthusiasm. “Mrs. de Roye has arranged for us to have a private room to view the silks,” Eurydice said, winking rather broadly. “I know you prefer to be discrete about your opinions.”

      It was an excuse and Catherine knew it. In truth, the pair had met to discuss the future of the collection of intimate advice that both had used to advantage. They had need of privacy not only to ensure their plans remained secret, but also that no one realized they were meeting (and conspiring) with the notorious courtesan, Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne.

      “Irene will show you the way,” Mrs. de Roye said, gesturing to a young woman beside her.

      In that moment, a collective gasp echoed through the crowd of shoppers. Like everyone else, Catherine turned to look.

      Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne had entered the establishment. She wore a striking dress of striped silk in mint green with black accents. Droplets of rain glistened like diamonds on the shoulders of her deep green coat. Her hat was graced with no less than three ostrich plumes, her dark hair was elegantly arranged, and she wore a magnificent choker of pearls of so many strands that it covered her neck completely.

      But it was her presence alone that excited such a reaction.

      Her reputation had clearly preceded her.

      Miss Ballantyne surveyed the store and its occupants with a small smile, then strolled toward the perfume counter. The shoppers parted before her like the Red Sea, more than one lady whispering behind her hand to her companion. If they were scandalized, Miss Ballantyne was only amused.

      “Goodness,” Catherine said, because she felt she should say something that sounded as if she was shocked.

      “We must go immediately to the private room,” Eurydice whispered, as if she did not wish to encounter Miss Ballantyne. Irene quickly led them away and Catherine glanced back to see Miss Ballantyne surveying the wares.

      “I would not scent the entire store,” she said in the dulcet tones famed throughout England for their seductive allure. “But I must smell them all. I have need of a specific scent, you understand, to tempt a most discerning gentleman.” Then she smiled and the clerk, as Catherine might have anticipated, was incapable of doing anything other than ensuring Miss Ballantyne’s satisfaction.

      The door to the private chamber was secured behind Catherine and Eurydice, the table piled with striped silks of enthusiastic hues which neither had any intention of buying, and the two friends watched each other as they listened for approaching footsteps. Catherine smiled at the sound of Miss Ballantyne’s voice drawing near. Eurydice smiled when there was activity in the adjacent room. That door was audibly closed, then Esmeralda herself opened the adjoining door between the two viewing rooms.

      “We must be hasty,” she said, bustling into the room with the silks, her voice low. “I welcome your plan to publish the book for the education of other ladies. Indeed, it was my hope all along.”

      “I still must make a compelling argument to my father and uncle,” Catherine said. “I fear they will not be readily convinced to publish such a guide.”

      Eurydice made a dismissive sound but Esmeralda was studying Catherine. “It must have endorsements,” she said. She indicated one of the bottles of perfume surrendered to her and Catherine read that it was evidently a favorite of a crown princess in Europe.

      She nodded understanding. “But how?”

      “Who is the greater question,” Esmeralda said. “I have no suitable references, but you must know more dissatisfied wives.”

      Eurydice and Catherine exchanged glances. “None that would lend their names to such an endorsement, even if impressed,” Eurydice said.

      “Perhaps an advertisement?” Catherine suggested, dubious of its success.

      Esmeralda chuckled. “There is a notion. Leave the references to me.” She raised a finger. “Upon the matter of the book itself, I intend to add some chapters.”

      “Oh! Details,” Eurydice said with enthusiasm.

      “I am not certain there is a need,” Catherine objected.

      The courtesan’s famously green eyes gleamed. “How else would you have known that dear Rhys was not telling you all of the truth, if not for details?”

      “But that reference was a medical volume.”

      “Where else will women discover the truth?” Esmeralda demanded, seeming to take umbrage. “It is imperative that we include all the information they desire and require. The entire point is that women should be informed about matters of intimacy. That is the reason they will want the book. This is why it will sell.”

      Catherine frowned, knowing her father was conservative. “I cannot guarantee that it will be published in that case.”

      “And there is the injustice of this world laid bare,” Esmeralda said. She pulled a small volume from her purse. Catherine was surprised that it was a bound copy of Childe Harold, a book she thought unlikely to lend much to the courtesan’s argument. “Look at that,” she challenged, handing the book to Catherine with an imperious air.

      There was little to be done except open it as bidden.

      But it was not the poem of Lord Byron inside the covers of the book. A different book had been crudely sewn into the hard case binding, a book much smaller and printed on inferior paper. It looked disreputable even before Catherine read the title: Harris’s List of Covent Garden Ladies.

      “This is the reference available to men,” the courtesan said. “It was published from 1757 to 1795, a highly popular volume and one far more explicit than I would ever be. My descriptions would be poetic and tasteful.”

      Eurydice, meanwhile, had seized the book from Catherine. “It includes names and addresses!” she whispered, clearly both scandalized and fascinated. She changed her tone to read aloud. “‘She has a wonderful art in raising up those of her male friends who are inclined to droop while in her enchanting company.’”

      Catherine felt her eyes widen. “Oh!”

      Esmeralda merely smiled, reminding her of a contented cat.

      Eurydice read on. “‘She never wishes a gentleman to come a second time unless he proves himself to be a man of honour at the first visit; five pounds five shillings is the present this lady expects for the distribution of her private concerns.’” She looked up, her amazement clear.

      “It’s a guide to courtesans,” Catherine guessed softly.

      “With prices,” Eurydice added.

      “With details.” Esmeralda reached over and turned the pages for the book, tapping one with a fingertip.

      Eurydice obediently read. “‘She is celebrated for bush-fighting with a birchen rod, which she wields with dexterity to the uncommon gratification of many gentlemen who have occasion for this operation to rouse the Venus lurking in their veins.’”

      “Birchen rods?” Catherine echoed.

      “You see what an education can be found in such volumes.” The courtesan reached out and turned the pages again.

      Eurydice read with even greater enthusiasm. “‘She is perfectly mistress of all her actions and can proceed regularly from the dart of the tongue, and the soft tickle of her hand, to the ecstatic squeeze of her thighs; the enchanting twine of her legs; the elaborate suction of her lower lips and the melting flood of delight with which she constantly bedews the mossy root of the tree of life and washes the testimonies of manhood…’” Eurydice fell silent in apparent astonishment.

      “Goodness,” Catherine said again, feeling flustered.

      Eurydice smiled wickedly. “The ecstatic squeeze of her thighs,” she repeated, then raised her brows.

      Catherine had to avert her gaze for her cheeks were burning.

      “We are at a disadvantage,” Esmeralda insisted. “There must be additions to our text before publication to right the balance.” She offered a sheaf of pages to Catherine. “Here are my current suggestions. Take that book also, to show your father that such details are not unprecedented.” She smiled again. “I suspect he knows as much, but he may insist otherwise to his daughter.”

      Catherine could not imagine how she would even show the volume to him. Birchen rods! She busied herself in packing it all into a satchel she had brought in the expectation of new chapters from Esmeralda. It felt particularly heavy now.

      “I want to read it all,” Eurydice said, perhaps predictably. “Both the other book and your additions.”

      “I am certain you do,” Esmeralda purred.

      “Let me talk to my father first,” Catherine said. “I will return the book to Miss Ballantyne afterward.”

      “Then I will lend it to you,” Esmeralda promised Eurydice in a whisper. “Ask Sebastian about anything you do not understand. I recall that he was rather adventurous.”

      “Oh! The fiend!” Eurydice did not look as appalled as she sounded.

      In fact, she looked to be anticipating the discussion with her husband.

      Countess and courtesan smiled at each other, then Esmeralda retreated to the other room, closing the door behind herself. Immediately, the scent of various perfumes crept beneath the door, a combination of musk and floral scents that was sufficient to make Catherine blink.

      “The jasmine with vanilla,” Esmeralda informed the clerk who had apparently returned to that chamber. “It will suit admirably.”

      “I cannot persuade the baroness to indulge in the crimson stripe,” Eurydice told Irene when she appeared. “Though I favor this silk of two hues of blue.”

      Catherine could not even think of making an acquisition. It was upon her to win her father’s favor for this change in the scope of this project, and wondered how best it might be done.

      Birchen rods. Did she dare to ask Rhys about that?
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      Damien DeVries, the Duke of Haynesdale, waited impatiently in his carriage outside the house of Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne. He had not seen the lady since she had set him on the trail of Jacques Desjardins, the jewel thief who had been deported and banned from Britain for a year. He knew he had done his duty but he was restless with the implications of his choice. His agitation grew with every passing moment that he and the magistrate—in his own carriage—awaited the return of Miss Ballantyne.

      But there was naught for it. A criminal had to pay the price of his or her crimes. That was the law.

      His leg ached, though, as if his old wound would protest the very idea of having any part in the persecution of Miss Ballantyne, a woman whose wit and humor had surprised Damien on more than one occasion, a woman who had given him the clue to apprehend the real thief.

      Who had then implicated her.

      If she had been attempting to rid herself of an accomplice, the scheme had not been planned well.

      Damien suspected that Miss Ballantyne always planned well.

      If that was true, then the search of her home would reveal nothing at all, and all would end well. Even that assurance did little to reassure Damien and he rubbed his aching thigh as he sat impatiently, waiting.

      It was late afternoon when a hackney cab stopped in front of the magistrate’s carriage and the rain had finally stopped. Miss Ballantyne alighted from the cab, attired in green and black. She looked both delightfully feminine, to Damien’s view, and in dire need of the protection of a man like himself.

      Save that he had been the one to bring the authorities to her door.

      He descended from his own carriage as she halted before the magistrate. Something flickered in her glorious eyes, something that might have been trepidation, but it was gone before Damien could be certain of it. The magistrate explained the need to search her home and Damien knew he did not imagine that she paled slightly.

      But she stood a little taller when she replied. “Of course. Your Grace, it is an unexpected pleasure to see you again. Shall I assume that you are involved with this expedition?”

      He bowed, feeling like a lowly cur. “You may indeed, Miss Ballantyne. It was the evidence I gathered from Jacques Desjardins that brought the magistrate to your door.”

      She definitely paled at that, but did not falter. “I see. Perhaps you would care for a cup of tea while this investigation is pursued. I find myself in rather great need of one.” She did not wait for his reply but led the way to her door, which was swept open by the older butler Damien recalled. That man hid his uncertainty well but not completely, but was as efficient as previously.

      The magistrate and his men headed into the house with purpose.

      By the time Miss Ballantyne had shed her gloves and jacket, proceeding into the front room, the butler appeared with a laden tray of tea. Damien smelled the fresh scones and his stomach responded with enthusiasm. He saw that Miss Ballantyne’s hand shook slightly as she offered him the cup of tea.

      “You appear to be distressed, Miss Ballantyne,” Damien dared to say.

      She flicked a glance his way, which he might have called poisonous if it had lasted longer than a heartbeat. As it was, he wondered whether he had imagined it, for it was banished so quickly. “You anticipated that I would welcome the arrival of a magistrate to search my home?”

      “Perhaps you experience distress, as a result of guilt.”

      The look she granted him at that was searing in its ferocity. “I fear only that my life has been stolen by a lie,” she said, biting off the words with vigor. “And worse, one that I should have anticipated.”

      Damien was startled by the vigor of her claim. In that moment, he had absolutely no doubt of her innocence, but it was too late for such a realization.

      The magistrate was at the door, a necklace of rubies carved in the shape of berries in his hand. “I must insist that you accompany me, Miss Ballantyne,” he said.

      She looked at the gems and inhaled deeply. Damien was certain he heard her swear under her breath with an earthiness that made him blink. Then she stood and beckoned to her butler for her coat. “Of course,” she said, leaving the room and her house without a backward glance.

      Damien put down his tea, convinced to his very marrow that he had erred in bringing the law to her home.

      One way or the other, he had to set this matter to rights. His honor demanded no less.
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      In the end, Catherine had no opportunity to present her argument to her father, at least not with the book. She returned to Carruthers & Carruthers specifically to speak with him, only to find that the shop was as deluged with clients as Brisbane’s had been. Her younger sister, Patricia, was nigh overwhelmed, to the point that the youngest of the three sisters, Prudence, had joined Patricia behind the desk. Both were slender and blond like Catherine, and both adored books as much as Catherine did. Patricia, content that she would remain unwed now that she had reached twenty-one years of age, had a tendency to sound knowing. The family jest remained that Prudence was not. The youngest sister was eighteen and flitted from one fascination to another with dizzying speed. As Catherine had helped in the shop for years before her marriage, she took a place behind the great circular counter, as well.

      By the time the crowd had thinned and it became clear that her father was in no mood for a discussion, Catherine was more than ready to return home to Rhys and dinner. She could not find Esmeralda’s book, however. She had removed it from her satchel while approaching the shop, steeling her confidence to address her father, then placed both satchel and book beneath the counter on the back side. Now, only her satchel was there.

      “Whatever happened to the book?” she demanded of Patience.

      “Which book?” Patience asked, sparing a meaningful glance at the full bookshelves surrounding them.

      “There was a copy of, um, Childe Harold on my satchel.”

      “That was packed with Lady Beckham’s order,” Prudence contributed, even as she strode past them with an armload of books to return to the shelves. “She had requested it, so she said, but it was not in her order.”

      Catherine felt herself pale. Lady Beckham was a great patroness of the shop but also an opinionated dowager of conservative views. She had a rakehell of a son and a much younger daughter whose sweetness Catherine did not wish to be responsible for despoiling.

      As if the gods meant to mock her, Prudence pivoted to smile at her, pushing up her glasses as she did so. “She said it was for Amelia.”

      Catherine gripped the counter. “But that was my book.”

      Prudence laughed. “That cannot be. You have never liked Byron’s poems. It just ended up on your satchel instead of in the order. Fear not—I set all to rights.”

      “You set all awry,” Catherine said, knowing she sounded stern. “The book must be retrieved at once.”

      “What difference?” Patricia asked. “We have several copies of Childe Harold in circulation and one is much like the other.”

      “This one is different,” Catherine insisted.

      “Because it was yours?” Patricia asked archly. “Take another, Catherine, and cease to make such a fuss.”

      “That book must be retrieved with all haste,” Catherine said, seeing her return to Trevelaine House delayed.

      “If you insist upon it,” Patricia said with forbearance. “I will send word to Lady Beckham, explain the confusion and request the return of the book.”

      “No, someone must go there and see the book exchanged immediately.”

      “Do you have love notes in the margin?” Prudence asked with delight. “Shall I tell Papa that you now write in books like a wretched heathen?” She did a reasonable mimicry of their father, who called all those who abused books ‘wretched heathens’. Prudence frowned. “Why does he say that? There is nothing particularly Christian about taking care of one’s books. Why, I’ve heard that…”

      “The book,” Catherine said with force, interrupting her sister. “It must be retrieved immediately.” She eyed Prudence. “You put it in the wrong package so you should see the matter repaired.”

      “There is nothing of import that cannot wait until the morning,” Prudence said with a confidence Catherine did not share. “Oh, do not scowl! Amelia is unlikely to race to read that volume tonight. I wager it might even be returned unread. I will send word in the morning, and all will be well.”

      “You should return home to your lord husband,” Patience advised. “You would not wish for dinner to be delayed at Trevelaine House on your account.”

      Catherine looked between the two of them, then at her father’s stern countenance as he chastised a new worker beside the printing presses. It had been a long day, and somehow she would ensure the book was collected in the morning.

      

      But it became clear the following day that Esmeralda’s volume, hidden within the case of Lord Byron’s book, would not be retrieved soon. Lady Beckham, her son and daughter, had left England for sunny Italy and their return was not anticipated for three months.

      There was far worse news than that, however. By midday, Catherine learned that Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne had been imprisoned for the theft of a ruby necklace, one with gems carved in the shape of fruit.

      Everything had gone awry and Catherine had no notion of where to begin to repair the situation.
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        London, England - March 12, 1817

      

      

      Mrs. Eliza North was vexed.

      She had told one lie in all her life and that single falsehood had returned to haunt her with vigor, precisely as she had been warned by her childhood governess. In fact, the untruth plagued Eliza in such inconvenient fashion that Mrs. Whittemore might well have ensured as much from beyond the grave, simply to prove herself right.

      It was most annoying.

      It had been precisely ten years since Nicholas Emerson—the love of Eliza’s life and closest friend of her older brother Damien—had bought a commission and left for Europe without a single word of farewell. It had been almost ten years—one day less, in fact—since she had accepted the persistent suit of Reverend Frederick North, a decision wrought of despair. It had also been ten-years-less-a-day since Eliza had lied to her father and insisted that she loved Frederick beyond all men, in order that her father would permit her to wed a country parson some twenty years older than herself.

      It had seemed to be a solid choice at the time, when she had wanted nothing other than to be far beyond any place Captain Nicholas Emerson might ever show his handsome visage.

      But now the war was over and Frederick was dead. Eliza had heard from Damien that Nicholas had returned finally to London, but it would have been vulgar to admit her comparative lack of feelings for Frederick at this point. She had been fond of him, to be sure, and his had been a comforting presence, but love? No. It was Nicholas who had always held Eliza’s heart captive, Nicholas who had gone abroad with that token firmly in his possession, Nicholas who was utterly unaware of its burden and apparently oblivious to Eliza herself.

      And now that Frederick was gone, Eliza’s lie stood barrier between herself and her desire.

      Eliza did not doubt that Mrs. Whittemore was laughing at her, wherever that good lady had discovered her place in the hereafter to be.

      Alone in the pale yellow breakfast room of Damien’s London house, Eliza did not find that her own disposition matched the sunny hue of the room.

      She had come to London with high hopes, but thus far, there had not been a single opportunity to speak to Nicholas since his arrival in town the week before. In fact, her brother had shown a shocking return to the dissolute behavior of his youth in the past week, perhaps due to Nicholas’ influence. It seemed to Eliza that the two men were determined to visit every establishment of dubious repute in London. No decent woman could follow the pair on such a course and she had little opportunity to speak with even her brother, given that he was either out with Nicholas or sound asleep when home.

      Why were men so obsessed with pleasure, even at the risk of their own welfare? These two had survived a war, though certainly Damien had sustained an injury to his leg that would never heal. Even so, she could not understand why they were so determined to drown their sorrows. They were home, alive, and more fortunate than most.

      She knew that voicing any objection would only make her sound like the prim widow of a parson, but Eliza was concerned by their indulgences. Their mother, also in residence, remained blithely disinterested in her son’s habits or disposition. There was nothing of import in the dowager’s world beyond the cultivation of roses. It was a marvel that she had come to town at all, and Eliza could only assume that a quest for a clipping from a rare breed of rose was behind her mother’s choice.

      Eliza read her brother’s newspaper while she lingered over her tea, a habit of which Damien was aware but disapproved. The dowager duchess did not know that Eliza read the newspaper and would have disapproved much more vehemently if she had. There was little chance of that lady discovering the truth, though, since she never left her rooms before noon. Eliza could not imagine why anyone would be concerned: the political news was sufficiently dull that it could not be unseemly for her to read about it.

      She was just about to put the paper aside when her gaze fell upon an advertisement.

      
        
        Ladies! Does your husband prefer his mistress’s bed to yours? Is your betrothed to be found with actresses and widows? The Ladies’ Essential Guide to the Arts of Seduction can teach you the skills your governess, your mother and your sisters never shared. Be assured that all enquiries after this volume are treated with the greatest discretion.

        

      

      Eliza could well imagine that it would be intriguing to know secrets such as these. Why, a woman with such skills would never be overlooked by a man whom she held in affection.

      Eliza’s own amorous experiences with her late husband had been less than idyllic and certainly not particularly informative. Not only had Frederick been a man of the cloth but he had possessed a moral adversity to pleasure: their couplings had been few and of short duration. Rendering the marital debt had felt to Eliza like a chore Frederick was obliged to perform, and thus it had become one to her.

      They had met abed so infrequently that it was no surprise they had never had children. Though Eliza had always wanted a family, she had come to doubt that Frederick shared her ambition. If she wed again, she desired it all: love, a family and a secure future.

      At this juncture, it seemed likely that she would never marry again.

      Intrigued, Eliza read the advertisement again. It was only logical that there might be more to the deed than she knew. It also made sense that those who knew the secrets found pleasure in it. Why else did people so often indulge? Eliza did not doubt that the ladies who frequented the same establishments that her brother and his friend had taken to patronizing would know all such details.

      She wanted to know them herself.

      Oddly, there was no address in the advertisement.

      How peculiar.

      Eliza did like a good puzzle. She supposed the advertisement could be a hoax or a jest, but hoped it was genuine. She read the short paragraph again. It appeared that it was a book she sought. She wagered the volume did not appear in any library, so it must be the author she had to find. Sadly, there were no hints as to that person’s identity.

      Eliza had to assume that the author was a woman. What kind of woman would know of such matters? While the author could be any woman of a certain age with knowledge of intimacy, this last detail—that she had written them down to share with others—hinted at an uncommon measure of audacity.

      Could the author be a courtesan? Eliza felt a little thrill at even the daring possibility of conferring with one. She had never spoken to one of the Cyprians who flitted through society, though she had seen them at a distance in her debut year and knew something of them. Frederick had been scathing about their immorality—Jezebel appeared regularly in his sermons, almost inevitably after they made a rare visit to London—but Eliza had never been so convinced of their evil. It seemed to her that the transaction took two parties, one male and one female, and it was unclear to her which bore the greater blame for any resulting sinfulness. Courtesans were reputed to be educated and clever, which would make one precisely the kind of woman capable of writing not only a book but this particular reference.

      Did she dare to ask her brother for a list of potential candidates?

      The dowager’s bell rang, summoning Hastings upstairs. The girl was always prompt in responding and sure enough, Eliza heard her brisk footsteps in the upstairs corridor. The front bell sounded and Higgins moved crisply to respond. Doubtless some other soul intended to leave a card. The silver salver was thick with them each morning since their arrival in town, evidence aplenty that the Duke of Haynesdale’s eligibility was tempting to many an ambitious mama, and this despite his injured leg and his rediscovered tendency to be a wastrel. Doubtless, some even declared his limp and cane to be dashing, though Eliza guessed her brother’s fortune was the true lure.

      While Higgins dealt with the caller, Eliza studied the newspaper from front to back once again, but found no further references to this mysterious Essential Guide.

      If her brother did know more—he knew everything, it often seemed—he might not share his knowledge with Eliza. She was fairly certain he would disapprove of her question.

      There was altogether too much disapproval at the current time, her own notwithstanding.

      “Of course, he is at home,” declared a man firmly in that moment, interrupting Eliza’s thoughts. Her heart leapt at the familiar deep tones. “I carried him here myself not four hours ago. His Grace may not be awake, but he is most assuredly at home. Fetch him, if you please, Higgins. I will not tolerate his excuses after my assistance to him just hours ago.”

      Nicholas!

      “But, sir, I must insist,” Higgins protested, to no avail. Eliza often thought the man should have despaired long ago at the herculean task of securing protocol in Damien’s house. Such established habits had disappeared completely with her father’s demise.

      The dining room door swung open before she could feel more sympathy for Damien’s loyal butler.

      Caught, Eliza hastened to arrange Damien’s newspaper as if it had been untouched. She spilled tea into her saucer in her haste, then froze when a man laughed. She looked up and was snared with a single glance.

      Captain Nicholas Emerson was leaning in the doorway.

      Eliza’s heart stopped, and then it raced. He was as tall and handsome as he had always been, but worse, the effect of his presence upon her was as potent as ever. Her mouth went dry and she could not summon a coherent word to her lips. She had always become a stammering idiot in this man’s presence and hated that absence only made her reaction worse.

      Nicholas’ tawny hair was a bit longer than she recalled and it appeared to have more curl as a result. His necktie was loosened and there was stubble upon his chin. The combination gave him a rakish air that made her heart flutter. Indeed, there was a daredevil glint in his eyes, making him seem less honorable than she knew him to be. He was also more tanned than she remembered, and it seemed that his shoulders had become more broad. His eyes were as blue as ever, but there were shadows lurking in their depths when she looked, and a grim edge to his familiar smile.

      Indeed, there was a good bit different about Nicholas when she studied him more closely. He seemed larger and more dangerous than he once had been, less predictable and perhaps more volatile. He had been wounded, she knew that from Damien, but she could not discern where he had been hurt. He appeared to be as vital as ever and if anything, his presence made Eliza tingle with greater vigor.

      She doubted that Nicholas regarded lovemaking as a chore to be completed at regular intervals.

      She would have wagered that those intervals would be far more frequent than Frederick had decreed they should be.

      A part of her wanted desperately to know for certain—regardless of the price.

      “Mrs. Eliza North,” Nicholas chided. “Surely you, a paragon of the feminine gender, are not reading a newspaper like a bluestocking?” As ever, he teased her and prompted her smile, treating her like a second sister.

      “Whyever not, Captain Emerson?” Eliza managed to say, even if her voice was not as even as she would have liked it to be. “I was curious this morning and in need of its distraction.”

      Nicholas’ smile broadened an increment, prompting Eliza’s heart to leap. She had always thought him strikingly attractive but had his smile always been so wicked? “Curious? I should not have expected curiosity to be numbered among your many attributes.”

      “Oh?” Eliza silently chided herself for such a feeble attempt at conversation.

      “Practical, sensible, clear-thinking, reliable—these are the traits I associate with Mrs. Eliza North and surely no others are more appropriate for a parson’s wife. But curiosity? No, no, that is the stuff of temptresses like Pandora and Eve.”

      Eliza straightened, finding the litany of her qualities less satisfying than she might have done. “You have been absent for ten years, Captain Emerson. People change.” She sounded prim, precisely as she did not want to sound, but the words were out and the damage was done.

      Her companion sobered immediately. “Indeed, they do,” he said and inclined his head politely. “I was sorry to hear of your loss,” he said softly, his gaze searching hers for a heart-stopping moment before he crossed the room to the sideboard.

      Eliza thanked him for his kindness, then grit her teeth. All she had wanted was a moment to speak with him, and in less time than that, she had managed to secure his conviction that she was a sensible woman in mourning. She would rather have been a temptress, though she had no idea how to embark upon such an endeavor.

      If only that ad had contained an address…

      “My lady?” Higgins hovered in the doorway, exuding disfavor as only he could do. Higgins was not easily surprised, not in this household, but his eyes fair fell out of his head as he watched Nicholas help himself to Damien’s brandy.

      Eliza protested. “A brandy for breakfast? Captain Emerson, you are intemperate!”

      His eyes widened slightly as he turned to regard her, but the merry twinkle she expected to find in his eye was not there. Instead, he seemed predatory, a man who should not be challenged over his choice of indulgence.

      “It is true,” he admitted, then added another increment to the glass. “And me, custodian of my sister Helena’s chastity. Appalling, is it not? Someone should do something about my lack of wholesome attributes. Someone sensible and responsible.” He cast her a glance, then turned and raised a brow. He looked positively diabolical and something deep within Eliza began to hum. “Perhaps someone, Mrs. North, like you.” Then he saluted her with his glass and took a long sip, his gaze unswerving.

      His was a dare, Eliza did not doubt it, and she began to rise to her feet to accept it.

      Then Nicholas smiled a small knowing smile that made Eliza reconsider. He gestured to the decanter. “Would you care for one? You might become intemperate with me, Mrs. North. We could be two drunken wastrels by the time Haynesdale makes his appearance, and all this before the stroke of noon.”

      “No, thank you.” Eliza sat down hard and shook her head. “Although I am not certain that I should be thanking you for your offer to share Damien’s brandy.”

      Nicholas chuckled darkly. “Probably not.” He sipped the brandy again as he took a seat at the other end of the table. He had already consumed half of what he had poured. Even with the expanse of mahogany between them, Eliza could feel the heat of his gaze upon her. He had carried the scent of wind and sunshine and horseflesh into the dining room with him, and she yearned suddenly to ride alongside him and hear his laughter.

      Although Nicholas did not look as if he laughed often these days.

      “You smile,” he fairly purred.

      “I was recalling the morning you took the horses from the stables at Haynesdale and we rode out together.”

      Nicholas laughed. “The squire’s son and the duke’s daughter, and unescorted!” His eyes widened in mock horror. “I could not sit down for a week after that thrashing.” He pretended to wince as he moved in his chair. “Perhaps there is much to be said for good behaviour.”

      “Tell me your father did not do as much,” Eliza protested.

      “It is the same with horses,” he said readily. “The right lesson delivered at the right moment is never forgotten.”

      “But what was the lesson?”

      “The most obvious one. Though your brother and I were friends, our situations would never be comparable, and I should never be so fool as to forget it.” Their gazes locked for a potent moment and Eliza averted hers first.

      “You could not have known then that he would inherit the dukedom.”

      “Even if he had not, the disparity would have remained great.” Nicholas did not appear to resent this, but presented it as a known fact.

      It was on Eliza’s lips to ask if their adventure had been worth it, but she had no chance to do as much.

      “My lady?” Higgins fairly squeaked.

      “Perhaps you might see if His Grace is home, Higgins, as Captain Emerson seems inclined to wait upon him.”

      “Very good, my lady.” The butler did not let his gaze stray from their visitor and Eliza could fairly taste his distrust. “Shall I send Phipps for another pot of tea, my lady?”

      “An excellent idea. Thank you, Higgins.”

      Higgins spared Nicholas one last grim glance then departed, pointedly leaving the dining room door open behind him. There were maids in the hall, tending the fire in the foyer and cleaning the floor, so Eliza knew their conversation was being observed. She might be a widow, but she still had a reputation to protect. She appreciated Higgins’ thoughtfulness, though she thought his worries misplaced.

      Nicholas was no more interested in seducing her than in, well, kissing his young sister. Eliza felt a surge of dissatisfaction and wished heartily that she could become the kind of woman with whom men liked to dally.

      Eliza North: temptress.

      No, she would have to use her maiden name, if anyone was to believe the appellation.

      Eliza DeVries: temptress.

      She liked the sound of that. That lady would have read the volume advertised in this morning’s newspaper and done so unflinchingly.

      A temptress might have composed such a work.

      Perhaps it was time Eliza was less demure and predictable.

      Nicholas watched her as he drank, his expression enigmatic. “You smile again,” he fairly purred.

      Eliza chose to provoke him a little. “I was considering the merit of becoming a temptress. The choice must have its advantages.”

      He laughed in surprise, leaning back in his chair. His eyes gleamed as he watched her. “I should think you would need a tutor, Mrs. North, given the respectability of your nature.”

      “You may be right, Captain Emerson,” she replied mildly, feeling that she had found her footing. “Have you a candidate to recommend?”

      “I already offered to lead you astray.”

      Eliza held his gaze. “And what would you do, Captain Emerson, if I agreed?”

      “I believe I should fall off my chair in shock, and then I would realize that you were teasing me.” He gestured to the open door with his brandy. “Is that a comment upon my reputation or your own?”

      “I could not begin to speculate upon
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