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            Scandal & Scoundrel

         
         
            Scandal & SCOUNDREL

            Vol 3/Iss 113/August 1836

            DISAPPEARED DUCHESS DISCOVERED!

         

            
            GOSSIP PERFUMED Parliament today when Seraphina, the Disappeared DUCHESS OF HAVEN returned from her scandalous sojourn to surprise Society and spar with her spouse on the floor of the House of Lords.
            

               The Long Lost Lady’s parliamentary petition?

               DIVORCE!

               By all accounts, HOODWINKED HAVEN has hied home, ceding the floor (but not the war) to his once lady love, DANGEROUS DAUGHTER and disdained duchess . . . now unwilling wife! The lady will not be ignored, however. She follows furious, vowing to end the marriage by any means necessary.

               Is there anything more salacious than summer scandal?
            

         

         
            MORE TO COME.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Deserted Duke Disavowed!

         

         
            August 19, 1836

            House of Lords, Parliament

         

         She’d left him two years, seven months ago, exactly.

         
         Malcolm Marcus Bevingstoke, Duke of Haven, looked to the tiny wooden calendar wheels inlaid into the blotter on his desk in
            his private office above the House of Lords.
         

         
         August the nineteenth, 1836. The last day of the parliamentary session, filled with pomp and idle. And lingering memory. He
            spun the wheel with the six embossed upon it. Five. Four. He took a deep breath.
         

         
         Get out. He heard his own words, cold and angry with betrayal, echoing with quiet menace. Don’t ever return.

         
         He touched the wheel again. August became July. May. March.

         
         January the nineteenth, 1834. The day she left.

         
         His fingers moved without thought, finding comfort in the familiar click of the wheels.

         
         April the seventeenth, 1833.

         
         The way I feel about you . . . Her words now—soft and full of temptation. I’ve never felt anything like this.

         
         He hadn’t, either. As though light and breath and hope had flooded the room, filling all the dark spaces. Filling his lungs
            and heart. And all because of her.
         

         
         Until he’d discovered the truth. The truth, which had mattered so much until it hadn’t mattered at all. Where had she gone?

         
         The clock in the corner of the room ticked and tocked, counting the seconds until Haven was due in his seat in the hallowed
            main chamber of the House of Lords, where men of higher purpose and passion had sat before him for generations. His fingers
            played the little calendar like a virtuoso, as though they’d done this dance a hundred times before. A thousand.
         

         
         And they had.

         
         March the first, 1833. The day they met.

         
         So, they let simply anyone become a duke, do they? No deference. Teasing and charm and pure, unadulterated beauty.
         

         
         If you think dukes are bad, imagine what they accept from duchesses?

         
         That smile. As though she’d never met another man. As though she’d never wanted to. He’d been hers the moment he’d seen that
            smile. Before that. Imagine, indeed.

         
         And then it had fallen apart. He’d lost everything, and then lost her. Or perhaps it had been the reverse. Or perhaps it was
            all the same.
         

         
         Would there ever be a time when he stopped thinking of her? Ever a date that did not remind him of her? Of the time that had
            stretched like an eternity since she’d left?
         

         
         Where had she gone?

         
         The clock struck eleven, heavy chimes sounding in the room, echoed by a dozen others down the long, oaken corridor beyond,
            summoning men of longstanding name to the duty that had been theirs before they drew breath.
         

         
         Haven spun the calendar wheels with force, leaving them as they lay. November the thirty-seventh, 3842. A fine date—one on
            which he had absolutely no chance of thinking of her.
         

         
         He stood, heading for the place where his red robes hung—their thick, heavy burden meant to echo the weight of the responsibility
            they represented. He swung the garment over his shoulders, the red velvet’s heat overwhelming him almost immediately, cloying
            and suffocating. All this before he reached for his powdered wig, grimacing as he flipped it onto his head, the horsehair
            whipping his neck before lying flat and uncomfortable, like a punishment for past sins.
         

         
         Ignoring the sensation, the Duke of Haven ripped open the door to his offices and made his way through the now quiet corridors
            to the entrance of the main chamber of the House of Lords. Stepping inside, he inhaled deeply, immediately regretting it.
            It was August and hot as hell on the floor of Parliament, the air rank with sweat and perfume. The windows were open to allow
            a breeze into the room—a barely-there stirring that only exacerbated the stench, adding the reek of the Thames to the already
            horrendous smell within.
         

         
         At home, the river ran cool and crisp, unsullied by the filth of London. At home, the air was clean, promising summer idyll
            and hinting at more. At the future. At least, it had done. Until the pieces of home had peeled away and he’d been left alone,
            without it. Now, it felt like nothing but land. Home required more than a river and rolling hills. Home required her. And
            so he would do this summer what he had done every moment he’d been away from London for the past two years and seven months,
            exactly. He would search for her.
         

         
         She hadn’t been in France or in Spain, where he’d spent the summer prior, chasing down Englishwomen in search of excitement.
            She hadn’t been any of the false widows he’d found in Scotland, nor the governess at the imposing manor in Wales, nor the
            woman he’d tracked in Constantinople the month after she’d left, who had been a charlatan, playing at being an aristocrat.
            And then there’d been the woman in Boston—the one he’d been so sure of—the one they called The Dove.
         

         
         Not Sera. Never Sera. She had disappeared, as though she’d never existed. There one moment, gone the next, laden with enough
            funds to vanish. And just as he’d realized how much he wanted her. But her money would run out, eventually, and she would
            have no choice but to stop running. He, on the other hand, was a man with power and privilege and exorbitant wealth, enough
            to find her the moment she stopped.
         

         
         And he would find her.

         
         He slid into one of the long benches surrounding the speaker’s floor, where the Lord Chancellor had already begun. “My lords,
            if there is no more formal business, we will close this year’s parliamentary season.”
         

         
         A chorus of approval—fists pounding on seatbacks around the hall—echoed through the chamber.

         
         Haven exhaled and resisted the urge to scratch at his wig, knowing that if he gave in to the desire, he would become consumed
            with its rough discomfort. “My lords!” the Lord Chancellor called. “Is there, indeed, no additional formal business for the
            current session?”
         

         
         A rousing chorus of “Nay!” boomed through the room. One would think the House of Lords was filled with schoolboys desperate
            for an afternoon in the local swimming hole instead of nearly two hundred pompous aristocrats eager to get to their mistresses.
         

         
         The Lord Chancellor grinned, his ruddy face gleaming with sweat beneath his wig as he spread his wide hands over his ample
            girth. “Well then! It is His Majesty’s royal will and pleasure . . .”
         

         
         The enormous doors to the chamber burst open, the sound echoing through the quiet hall, competing with the chancellor’s voice.
            Heads turned, but not Haven’s; he was too eager to leave London and his wig behind to worry about whatever was going on beyond.
         

         
         The Lord Chancellor collected himself, cleared his throat, and said, “. . . that this Parliament be prorogued to Thursday,
            the seventh day of October next . . .”
         

         
         A collection of disapproving harrumphs began as the door shut with a powerful bang. Haven looked then, following the gazes
            of the men assembled to the now closed door to chambers. He couldn’t see anything amiss.
         

         
         “Ahem!” the Lord Chancellor said, the sound full of disapproval, before he redoubled his commitment to closing the session.
            Thank God for that. “. . . Thursday, the seventh day of October next . . .”
         

         
         “Before you finish, my Lord Chancellor?”

         
         Haven stiffened.

         
         The words were strong and somehow soft and lilting and beautifully feminine—so out of place in the House of Lords, off limits
            to the fairer sex. Surely that was why his breath caught. Surely that was why his heart began to pound. Why he was suddenly
            on his feet amid a chorus of masculine outrage.
         

         
         It was not because of the voice itself.

         
         “What is the meaning of this?” the Chancellor thundered.

         
         Haven could see it then, the cause of the commotion. A woman. Taller than any woman he’d ever known, in the most beautiful
            lavender dress he’d ever seen, perfectly turned out, as though she marched into parliamentary session on a regular basis.
            As though she were the prime minister himself. As though she were more than that. As though she were royalty.
         

         
         The only woman he’d ever loved. The only woman he’d ever hated.

         
         The same, and somehow entirely different.

         
         And Haven, frozen to the spot.

         
         “I confess,” she said, moving to the floor of the chamber with ease, as though she were at ladies’ tea, “I feared I would
            miss the session altogether. But I’m very happy that I might sneak in before you all escape to wherever it is that you gentlemen
            venture for . . . pleasure.” She grinned at an ancient earl, who blushed under the heat of her gaze and turned away. “However,
            I am told that what I seek requires an Act of Parliament. And you are . . . as you know . . . Parliament.”
         

         
         Her gaze found his, her eyes precisely as he remembered, blue as the summer sea, but now, somehow, different. Where they were
            once open and honest, they were now shuttered. Private.
         

         
         Christ. She was here.

         
         Here. Nearly three years searching for her, and here she was, as though she’d been gone mere hours. Shock warred with an anger
            he could not have imagined, but those two emotions were nothing compared to the third. The immense, unbearable pleasure.
         

         
         She was here.

         
         Finally.

         
         Again.

         
         It was all he could do not to move. To gather her up and carry her away. To hold her close. Win her back. Start fresh.

         
         Except she did not seem to be here for that.

         
         She watched him for a long moment, her gaze unblinking, before she declared, “I am Seraphina Bevingstoke, Duchess of Haven.
            And I require a divorce.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Duchess Disappears, Duke Devastated

         

         
            January 1834

            Two years, seven months earlier. Minus five days.

            Highley Manor

         

         If she did not knock, she would die.

         
         She should not have come. It had been irresponsible beyond measure. She’d made the decision in a fit of unbearable emotion,
            desperate for some kind of control in this, the most out-of-control time of her life.
         

         
         If she weren’t so cold, she would laugh at the madness of the idea that she might have any control over her world, ever again.

         
         But the only thing Seraphina Bevingstoke, Duchess of Haven, was able to do was curse her idiotic decision to hire a hack,
            pay the driver a fortune to bring her on a long, terrifying journey through the icy rain of a cold January night, and land
            herself here, at Highley, the manor house of which she was—by name—mistress. Name did not bestow rights, however. Not for
            women. And by rights, she was nothing but a visitor. Not even a guest. Not yet. Possibly not ever.
         

         
         The hack disappeared into the rain that threatened to become heavy, wet snow, and Sera looked up at the massive door, considering
            her next move. It was the dark of night—servants long abed, but she had no choice but to wake someone. She could not remain
            outside. If she did, she would be dead before morning.
         

         
         A wave of terrifying pain shot through her. She put a hand to her midsection.

         
         They would be dead.
         

         
         The pain ebbed, and she caught her breath once more, lifting the elaborate wrought-iron B affixed to the door. Letting it
            fall with a thud, the sound an executioner’s axe, dark and ominous, coming on a flood of worry. What if no one answered? What
            if she’d come all this way, against better judgment, to an empty house?
         

         
         The worries were unfounded. Highley was the seat of the Dukedom of Haven, and it was staffed to perfection. The door opened,
            a liveried young footman with tired eyes appearing, his curiosity immediately giving way to shock as pain racked Sera once
            more.
         

         
         Before he could speak, before he could shut her out, Sera stepped into the doorway, one hand at her heaving belly, the other
            on the jamb. “Haven.” The name was all she could speak before she doubled over.
         

         
         “He—” The boy stopped. “His Grace, that is—he is not in.”

         
         She looked up somehow, her eyes finding his in the dim light. “Do you know me?”

         
         His gaze flickered to her swollen midsection. Back.

         
         Her hand spread wide over the child there. “The heir.”

         
         He nodded, and relief flooded her, a wash of warmth. She swayed with it even as his young eyes widened, drawn to the floor
            beneath them.
         

         
         Not relief. Blood.

         
         “Oh—” he began, the remainder of his words stolen away by shock.

         
         Sera swayed in the doorway, reaching for him, this virtual child who had been so very unlucky in his post that evening. He
            took her hand. “He is here,” he whispered. “He is abovestairs.”
         

         
         He was there. Strong enough to bend the sun to his will.

         
         That might have been gratitude if not for the pain. It might have been happiness if not for the fear. And it might have been
            life if not for what she suddenly knew was to come.
         

         
         Get out. She heard the words. Saw his cold gaze when he’d banished her from his sight months earlier. And then, somehow . . .
         

         
         Come here. That gaze again, but this time heavy-lidded. Desperate. Hot as the sun. And then his whispers soft and beautiful at her
            ear. You were made for me. We were made for each other.

         
         Pain returned her to the present, sharp and stinging, marking something terribly wrong. As though the blood that covered her
            skirts and the marble floor weren’t enough of a herald. She cried out. Louder than she would have guessed, as there was suddenly
            someone else there; a woman.
         

         
         They spoke, but Sera could not hear the words. Then the woman was gone, and Sera was left in the darkness, with her mistakes
            and the boy, the dear, sweet boy, who clung to her. Or she to him. “She’s gone to fetch him.”
         

         
         It was too late, of course. In so many ways.

         
         She should not have come.

         
         Sera fell to her knees, gasping through the ache. Sorrow beyond ken. She would never know their child. Dark-haired and wide-smiled,
            and smart as his father. Lonely as him, too.
         

         
         If only she could live, she might love them enough.

         
         But she was to die here, in this place. Yards from the only man she’d ever loved. Without ever having told him. She wondered
            if he would care when she died, and the answer terrified her more than all the rest, because she knew, without doubt, that
            it would follow her into the afterlife.
         

         
         She clutched the boy’s hand. “Tell me your name.”

         
         “Your Grace?”

         
         She clutched his hand. “Sera,” she whispered. She was going to die, and she wanted someone to say her name, not her title.
            Something real. Something that felt like it belonged. “My name is Seraphina.”
         

         
         The dear boy clung to her. Nodded. The knot in his too-narrow throat bobbing with his nerves. “Daniel,” he said. “What shall
            I do?”
         

         
         “My child,” she whispered. “His.”

         
         The boy nodded, suddenly wise beyond his years. “Is there something you wish for?”

         
         “Mal,” she said, unable to keep the truth at bay. Unable to keep it from swallowing her whole. Just once more. Just long enough
            to put everything back to rights. “I wish for Malcolm.”
         

         
          

         The Duke of Haven threw open the door to the room where Sera lay, silent and still and pale, the force of the oak slab ricocheting
            off the wall startling those inside. A young maid gave a little cry of surprise, and the housekeeper looked up from where
            she held a cloth to Sera’s brow.
         

         
         But the Duke wanted nothing to do with the two women. He was too focused on the surgeon at his wife’s side.

         
         “She lives,” Haven growled, the words filled with emotion he did not know he could feel. But then, she had always made him
            feel. Even when he’d been desperate not to.
         

         
         The surgeon nodded. “By a thread, Your Grace. She will likely die before nightfall.”

         
         The words coursed through him, cold and simple, as though the doctor were discussing the weather or the morning news, and
            Malcolm stilled, the full weight of their assault threatening to bring him down. Not an hour earlier, he had held his lost
            child in his hands, so small she did not even fill them, so precious he could not bear to return her to the maid who had brought
            her to him.
         

         
         Instead, he’d sent the servant away, and sat in silence, holding the near-weightless body of his daughter, mourning her death.
            And her life. And all the things she might have been.
         

         
         Knowing that, despite his virtually limitless wealth and power and position, he could not bring her back. And when he had
            been able to think beyond grief, he’d found solace in fury.
         

         
         He would not lose them both.

         
         Malcolm’s gaze narrowed on the surgeon. “You misunderstand.” He reached for the doctor, unable to stop himself. Lifting him
            by the lapels of his coat, the duke rained thunder down on the older, smaller, weaker man. “Do you hear me? She lives.” The
            surgeon stuttered, and rage flooded Malcolm. He shook the doctor again. “My wife lives.”
         

         
         “I—I cannot save her if she will not be saved.”

         
         Malcolm let go, not caring that the surgeon stumbled when he hit the floor. He was already headed for Sera, coming to his
            knees at her bedside, taking her hand in his, loathing the cold in it, tightening his grip, willing her warm. He took a moment
            to look at her—she’d been gone for so long, and before that, he’d hated her too much. And before that, he’d been too desperate
            to notice what precisely he desired about her.
         

         
         How was it that it took until now—until she was pale and still and on the edge of death—for him to realize how beautiful she
            was? Her high cheekbones and her full lips, and those sooty black lashes, impossibly long where they lay on her porcelain
            skin.
         

         
         What would he give to have her lift those lashes? To look at him with those eyes that never failed to steal his breath, blue
            as the summer sky. He’d take them however they came—filled with happiness. With sorrow. With hatred.
         

         
         He’d already given so much. So had she. What more did he have? What meager sacrifice could he offer? None. And so, in this,
            he would take without payment. He closed his eyes and pressed his lips to her cold fingers, limp and unmoving. “You shall
            live, Sera. If I have to pull you back from heaven itself. You shall live.”
         

         
         “Your Grace.”

         
         He stilled at the words, clear and emotionless, spoken from the door to the chamber. He did not turn to face the woman who
            stood there; he could not find the patience for it.
         

         
         His mother’s skirts rustled as she drew closer. “Haven.”

         
         Fury threaded through him at the title here, in this moment. Always a duke, never a man. How often had she reminded him of
            his place? Of his purpose? Of the sacrifices she’d made to ensure it for him? Sacrifices that made her one of the most feared
            women in Britain. A cut from the Duchess of Haven could ruin a girl before she’d even had a chance.
         

         
         Not duchess. Dowager.

         
         Malcolm stood, turning to face his mother, blocking her view of Seraphina. Suddenly, keenly, wanting her out of this room.
            Away from his wife.
         

         
         He brushed past the older woman and the surgeon, pushing into the hallway beyond, sending maids scattering from their bent
            heads and hushed whispers. He swallowed the urge to bellow after them. To go against decades of training in title and position.
         

         
         “You are being dramatic,” she said. The greatest of all sins.

         
         His heart began to pound. “My child is dead. My wife nearly so.” Her gaze did not warm. He should not have been surprised
            by the fact, and yet it made him want to rage. But dukes did not rage. Instead, he met her cool blue gaze and said, “Your
            grandchild is dead.”
         

         
         “A girl.”

         
         Heat threaded through him. “A daughter.”

         
         “Not an heir,” she pointed out, with cool dismissal. “And now, if you are lucky, you can begin again.”

         
         The heat became fire, rioting through him. Clawing up his throat. Suffocating. “If I am lucky?”

         
         “If the Talbot girl dies. The doctor says that if she lives, she will be barren, and so she shall no longer be of use. You
            can find another. Produce an heir. One with better pedigree.”
         

         
         His gaze narrowed, the words difficult to understand over the roar in his ears. “She is Duchess of Haven.”

         
         “The title means nothing if she cannot produce the next duke. That’s why you married her, is it not? She and her mother set
            a trap. Caught you. Kept you with the promise of an heir. And now it’s gone. I would be less of a mother if I did not wish
            you free of such a cheap woman.”
         

         
         He chose his words carefully. “In this moment, you could not be less of a mother. You are a cold, heartless bitch. And I want
            you gone from this house when I return.”
         

         
         She raised one elegant brow. “Emotion does not become you.”

         
         He left his mother then, because he did not trust himself not to unleash every ounce of his unbecoming emotions upon her.

         
         He left his mother and went to bury his daughter in the cold January ground, all the while praying that his wife would live.

         
          

         When she woke, Sera was alone, in a room filled with blinding light. She ached everywhere—in bones and muscles and in places
            she could not name. In the place that had been so beautifully full of something more than hope, and was now so devastatingly
            empty of it.
         

         
         She moved her hand on the counterpane, her fingers tracing over the softly worked, pristine linen to her stomach, tender and
            swollen and vacant. A tear spilled, racing down her temple, leaving a trail of loneliness as it slipped into her hair and
            disappeared. She imagined that it carried the last shred of her happiness.
         

         
         Beyond the window, bright blue sky shimmered, clouded by nothing but the heavy glass panes. A bare tree branch in the distance
            appeared malformed, great black blotches upon it.
         

         
         Not malformation. Crows.

         
         One for sorrow. Two for mirth.

         
         Her breath hitched in her throat.

         
         “Tears won’t bring it back.”

         
         Sera turned toward the voice, dreading what she would find there. Not her husband, but her mother-in-law, who seemed to make
            a practice of inhabiting rooms in which she was not welcome. Indeed, the Dowager Duchess of Haven was regularly present in
            the worst of rooms. The ones that destroyed dreams. The woman was a harbinger of sorrow. Even if Sera hadn’t known in her
            soul that the child was gone, the presence of the dowager proved it.
         

         
         Sera looked away to the window, to the sky beyond, bright and full of stolen promise. To the crows.

         
         Three for a wedding. Four for a birth.

         
         She did not speak. She could not find the words, and even if she could, she was not interested in sharing them with the other
            woman.
         

         
         The dowager found enough words for both of them, however, drawing closer, speaking as though about the weather. “You might
            not like me, Seraphina, but you would do well to listen.”
         

         
         Sera did not move.

         
         “We are not that different, you and I,” the older woman said. “We both made a mistake trapping a man in marriage. The difference
            is that my child survived.” She paused, and Sera willed her to leave the room, suddenly exhausted by the dowager’s very presence.
            “If he hadn’t, I would have run.”
         

         
         Running was a glorious thought.

         
         Could she outrun it? The sorrow? The pain? Could she outrun him?

         
         “There was no love lost in our marriage. Just as there is none lost in yours.”

         
         She was wrong, of course. Sera’s marriage was all love lost. And now, as she lay alone in this blindingly white bed in this
            blindingly white room in this oppressively daunting home, she knew that her marriage would never be love regained.
         

         
         Because there would never be love again. Not for Malcolm. Not for their child. Not for herself. She was alone in this room
            and in this life.
         

         
         If only she could run. But he’d stolen her freedom just as well as he’d stolen her heart. And her happiness. And her future.

         
         “You are barren.”

         
         Sera felt nothing at the words, which held no meaning in the moment. She did not care for the news of future, fantasy children,
            only for that of the child she’d lost. The child they had lost.
         

         
         “He will need an heir.”

         
         He did not wish one. Hadn’t he made it clear?

         
         His mother either did not know, or did not care. “You cannot give it to him. Someone else can.”

         
         Sera looked away.

         
         “If you wished it, I could help you.”

         
         She looked to her mother-in-law, into grey-blue eyes cold as the woman’s soul. Sera did not pretend to misunderstand. She
            knew that her disappearance was all this hateful woman had ever wanted. The dowager had loathed Sera from the start—hated
            the circumstances of her birth, her father a commoner who had bought his way into the aristocracy and her mother, willing
            to do anything to climb, who had clawed her way up, crowing to all who would hear that her eldest had captured a duke.
         

         
         Of course, Sera had believed him caught. Believed him hers. Wished it beyond measure.

         
         But this woman—this cold, aging woman—had made sure that was never to be. In spite of the promise of a child. Because of it.

         
         Until this moment, Sera had planned to stay. To win her husband’s forgiveness. To defy the dowager’s fury. But that was before.
            That was when she thought they might one day be a family.
         

         
         When she had still harbored dreams of happiness.

         
         Now, she knew better.

         
         Thick skirts rustled as the other woman drew nearer. “You could run. Begin anew. Let him do the same.”

         
         It was madness. And still, she could not stop herself from saying, “What of our marriage?”

         
         A muscle twitched at the edge of the dowager’s lips. She sensed triumph. “Money buys everything. Including annulment.”

         
         Sera looked to the crows outside. Five for silver. Six for gold.

         
         The dowager continued. “The absence of children will ease the way.”

         
         The words were a cold, quiet torture.

         
         The absence of their child would never be easy.

         
         “Name your price,” the dowager whispered.

         
         Sera was silent, watching the door behind the older woman, willing it to open. Willing her husband to return, filled with
            the aching sadness that consumed her. Desperate to mourn their child. Their past. Their future.
         

         
         Willing to forgive her.

         
         Willing to ask for forgiveness.

         
         The mahogany door remained firmly shut.

         
         He didn’t wish it, and so why should she? Why shouldn’t she close a door herself? Why shouldn’t she choose a new path?

         
         How much to do it? How much for a future? How much to run? How much for a life, alone, pale in comparison to the one she’d
            been promised?
         

         
         Alone, but hers.
         

         
         She whispered the exorbitant number. Enough to leave. Never enough to forget.

         
         Seven for a secret never to be told.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Difficult Duchess Demands Divorce!

         

         
            August 19, 1836

            House of Lords, Parliament

         

         He was as handsome as he’d ever been. She didn’t know why she’d expected him to be otherwise—it had been three years, not
            thirty—but she had. Or perhaps not expected, but hoped. She’d harbored some small, secret dream that he’d be less perfect.
            Less handsome. Less, full stop.
         

         
         But he wasn’t less. If anything, he was more.

         
         His face more angular, his gaze more consuming, he was even taller than she remembered. And so handsome, even as he came toward
            her, dressed in ancient parliamentary robes and the inane powdered wig that should have made him look like a child playing
            at fancy dress and instead made him look a man with a purpose.
         

         
         Namely, removing her from the floor of the House of Lords.

         
         He parted the similarly garishly appointed members of Parliament like a red velvet sea, encouraged by the hoots and jeers
            of those assembled aristocrats whose disdain she knew all too well from her former life. Men who could ruin a woman in a heartbeat.
            Destroy a family and a future. And do it all without thinking twice.
         

         
         She’d loathed them all, and him the most.

         
         But not for long.

         
         She planned to put the loathing behind her now that she’d returned, ready to forget him. She’d imagined this moment for months,
            since before she’d returned to Britain, the entire plan designed to infuriate him to the point of agreeing to the dissolution
            of their marriage. For, if there was anything Haven loathed in the world, it was being played the fool.
         

         
         Had that not been their demise at the start?

         
         He approached, the massive chamber falling away along with the years. She’d been haunted by his eyes. Somehow not brown, not
            green, not gold, not grey, and somehow all of them at once. Fascinating and full of secrets. The kind of eyes that might steal
            a woman’s wits if she wasn’t careful.
         

         
         Sera was careful, now.

         
         Careful, and smart. She resisted the urge to back away from him, simultaneously afraid of what might happen if he touched
            her, and determined never to cow to him. Never to run from him again.
         

         
         She was not the woman she had been when she’d left. She was returned with a singular promise to herself; when she left him
            this time, she would do so with pride. With purpose. With a future.
         

         
         She had plans. And these men would not stop her.

         
         And so it was that London’s most powerful, assembled for the final day of the parliamentary session, witnessed Seraphina,
            Duchess of Haven’s winning smile as she faced the duke of the same name for the first time in two years and seven months.
            Exactly. “Husband.”
         

         
         Another woman might not have noticed the slight narrowing of his eyes, the barely-there flare of his nose, the nearly imperceptible
            clenching of his square jaw. But Sera had once spent the better part of a year fascinated by the way this proud, unflappable
            man revealed himself in the infinitesimal. He was angry. Good.

         
         “Then you remember me.” The words were quiet and sharp. Of course she remembered. No matter how well she tried, she seemed
            unable to forget.
         

         
         And she had tried.

         
         She lifted her chin, keenly aware of their audience, and slung her arrow. “Don’t fret, darling. I predict we shan’t need to
            remember each other for long.”
         

         
         “You are making a spectacle of yourself.”

         
         She allowed her smile to widen. “You say that as though it is a bad thing.”

         
         One brow rose, superior as ever. “You are making a spectacle of me.”

         
         She did not waver. “You say that as though you do not deserve it.”
         

         
         She didn’t expect him to reach for her, or she would have been prepared for what came when his fingers wrapped around her
            elbow, firm and warm and somehow unexpectedly gentle. Would have steeled herself for the assault of too long ago memories.
         

         
         I’ve never felt anything like this.

         
         She resisted the memory and slid her arm from his grip with a graceful force that he would feel and no one watching would
            ever notice. The duke had no choice but to let her go, even as he lowered his voice and spoke, the words barely there. “Who
            are you?”
         

         
         It was her brow that rose this time. “You do not recognize me?”

         
         “Not this incarnation, no.”

         
         Incarnation. It was not the wrong word, for she had been reincarnated. That was what happened to those who died and returned.
            It had felt like death, just as this morning, in this place, in all its heat and rancid stench made worse by the assembly
            of pompous masculinity, felt somehow, remarkably, like life once more.
         

         
         “I could not taste freedom then.”

         
         His lips flattened. Before he could reply, a man shouted from the assembly beyond. “Oi! Haven! The chit’s not allowed on the
            floor!”
         

         
         Sera turned to the man. “My Lord Earl, I believe you meant to address me as Duchess.”

         
         The men assembled harrumphed and grumbled as the earl in question—now sporting scarlet ears—spoke to Haven. “Control your
            female.”
         

         
         Sera returned her attention to her husband, but did not lower her voice. “It is impressive that he believes you are able to
            do such a thing.”
         

         
         Her husband’s eyes narrowed and Sera’s heart began to pound. She recognized the look. An animal, challenged.

         
         Let him come for her. She, too, had teeth.

         
         “My offices. Now.”

         
         “And if I refuse?” She saw him realize her power. How many other wives could stand here, before God and husband and the House
            of Lords, and hold sway without fear of repercussions?
         

         
         That was the secret, of course. If one did not fear ruin, one could not be threatened with it. As Sera had seen ruin in all
            its forms, had faced it and survived it, she did not fear it, and so he could not harm her. She’d been gone from London for
            nearly three years, her reputation in tatters long before she’d set foot in the carriage that had carried her away from the
            Haven estate on that long ago winter’s day. It was remarkable, the power one held when one had nothing to lose.
         

         
         At least, when one was thought to have nothing to lose.
         

         
         And so she stood before the most powerful assembly in Britain, toe-to-toe with her husband, who had always held sway over
            her. Over her heart, and her hand, and her body, and her identity. Equals at long last. And she waited for him to make his
            move.
         

         
         She did not expect him to smirk. “You shan’t refuse.”

         
         “Why not?” she asked, uncertainty flaring, though she’d be damned if she’d show it.

         
         “Because if you want a divorce, you will require my assistance to get it.”

         
         Her heart began to pound. Would he give it to her? The divorce? The freedom? Could it be so simple? Excitement flared. And
            triumph. And something else, something she did not wish to think on. Instead, she waved an arm in an exaggerated flourish.
            “By all means, Your Grace. Lead the way.”
         

         
         They left the main hall of the House of Lords to a cacophony of distaste and judgment. In the quiet hallway beyond, Haven
            came even with her and said, softly, “Was it worth the embarrassment? That scene?”
         

         
         “You misjudge me if you believe me embarrassed by the opinions of those men,” she replied. “I’ve suffered them before, and
            will again.”
         

         
         “And again and again if you get what you wish.”

         
         He meant the divorce. That she would never again receive social approval. He could not see that she did not care. “You mean,
            when I get it.”
         

         
         He stopped at a massive door, designed to loom and impress, and opened it, revealing the extravagant suite beyond, one reserved
            for the handful of dukes who chose to keep space at the House of Lords. The room was expansive and overwhelming, mahogany
            and leather and gilt, every surface inscribed with privilege and power.
         

         
         She stepped inside, unable to avoid brushing past him, hating the way the barely-there touch rioted through her. And that
            was before the memories came.
         

         
         She’d been here before. Sneaked in, cloaked and mysterious, to see him. To surprise him. Just as she’d surprised him today.

         
         No. That day was nothing like today. It had been the opposite of today.

         
         That day, she’d come for love.

         
         She ignored the thought and spun to face him, uneasy as the door closed, the quiet snick like a gunshot. He tore the wig from his head, tossing it to a nearby chair with enough disregard to betray his outward calm.
            He worked at the fastening of the heavy robes, and she found herself unable to look away from that large, sure hand, bronzed
            and corded with grace and strength. When his task was complete, he swung the garment from his shoulders, the wave of the deep
            scarlet fabric distracting her, pulling her gaze up to his, where one dark brow arched in unsettling knowledge.
         

         
         When the robes hung in their place by the door, he came farther into the room. “Where have you been?”

         
         She moved to the massive window that looked east, to where the dome of St. Paul’s gleamed in the distance. Crossing her arms
            over her chest with affected nonchalance, she replied, “Does it matter?”
         

         
         “As you ran from me, and half of London believes me guilty of some kind of nefarious plot, yes. It matters.”

         
         “They think me dead?”

         
         “They don’t say it, but I imagine so. Your sisters don’t help, glowering at me whenever we cross paths.”

         
         She inhaled sharply, hating the way her chest tightened at the reference to her four younger sisters. More loves lost. “And
            the other half of London? What do they think?”
         

         
         “Likely the same, but they don’t blame me for it.”

         
         “They think I deserved it. Of course.” He did not reply, but she heard the reason nonetheless. She deserved it for trapping
            the poor, eligible duke into marriage, and not even having the decency to deliver him an heir. Ignoring the pang of injustice
            that came with the thought, she said, “And here I am, very much alive. I imagine that shall set tongues wagging.”
         

         
         “Where did you go?” The question was soft and if she hadn’t known better, Sera would have thought it was filled with something
            other than frustration.
         

         
         Her attention fell to a row of black crows perched on the roof of the opposite wing of the building, shimmering in the August
            heat. She took a moment, counting them before she answered. Seven. “Away.”
         

         
         “And that is all the answer I am to receive? I—” The reply was clipped and angry, but the hesitation was the thing that drew
            her attention.
         

         
         She turned. “You?”

         
         For a moment, he looked as though he would say something more. Instead, he shook his head. “So. You are returned.”

         
         “Ever more troublesome, am I not?” He leaned against his great oak desk in shirtsleeves, waistcoat, and trousers, long, muscled
            legs crossed at the ankles, a crystal glass dangling from his fingers, as though he had not a care in the world. She ignored
            the way her chest tightened at the portrait he made, and raised a brow. “You do not offer your wife a drink?”
         

         
         His head tilted slightly, the only evidence of his surprise before he straightened and moved to a nearby table adorned with
            a decanter and three crystal glasses. She watched as he poured her two fingers of amber liquid—he moved in the same way he
            always had, all privilege and grace, lifting the glass and delivering it to her with an outstretched arm.
         

         
         She sipped, and they stood in silence for what seemed like an eternity, until she could bear it no longer. “You should be
            happy with my return.”
         

         
         “Should I?”

         
         She would have given everything she had to know what he was thinking. “Divorce will give you everything you ever wanted.”

         
         He drank. “How did you ever guess that I longed to be plastered across the newspapers of London?”

         
         “You married a Talbot sister, Your Grace.” Five girls, infamous in the London gossip rags that had named them the Soiled S’s,
            daughters of the Earl of Wight, once a coal miner with a skill for finding valuable stores of the fuel—skill enough to have
            bought himself a title. Earldom or no, the rest of the aristocracy could not stomach the family, loathing them for their remarkable
            ability to climb, labeling them celebrities for celebrity’s sake. The irony, of course, was that their father had worked for
            his money, not been born into prestige.
         

         
         How backward the world was.

         
         “My destiny, then, a Dangerous Daughter.”

         
         Sera held back the cringe at the moniker—the one she’d inherited for them all.

         
         You trapped me.

         
         I did.

         
         Get out.

         
         “Not just any,” she said, refusing to bend. “The most dangerous.”
         

         
         He watched her for a moment, as though he could see her thoughts. She resisted the urge to fidget. “If you won’t tell me where
            you went, perhaps you will tell me why you have returned?”
         

         
         She drank, considering the lie she would have to tell. “Did I not make myself clear?”

         
         “You think divorce so easily obtained?”

         
         “I know it is not, but you would prefer . . . this?”

         
         He did not look away, his gaze so unsettling, seeming to see so much even as it hid everything. “We would not be the first
            to suffer a loveless marriage.”
         

         
         They had not always been so loveless.

         
         “I’ve suffered enough.” She spread her hands wide. “And, unlike the rest of the aristocracy, I have no reason not to end our
            unhappy union. I have nothing to lose.”
         

         
         He leveled her with a look. “Everyone has something to lose.”

         
         She matched it with one of her own. “You forget, husband. I have already lost everything.”

         
         He looked away. “I don’t forget.” He drank, and she watched the muscles in his hand tighten and strain against the glass,
            a small, secret, locked-away part of her wondering at it.
         

         
         That part could remain locked away. She did not care what he remembered.

         
         She cared only that he was a powerful man, with remarkable resources, and that the dissolution of their marriage was essential
            to the life she had chosen for herself. The one she had built from the ashes of the life she had left. “Let me be entirely
            clear, Haven,” she said, forcing the formality. “This is our only chance to be rid of each other. To be rid of our past.”
            She paused. “Or did you have another plan to exorcise the demons of our marriage?”
         

         
         He exhaled, heading around the desk, as though he were through with the conversation. She watched him, considering the action.
            Imagining what he was thinking. “Did you?”
         

         
         “I did, as a matter of fact.”

         
         Surprise flared. There were only three ways to dissolve a marriage. Hers was one. The others—“Annulment is not possible,”
            she said, hating the thread of sadness that threatened at the words. At the idea that he might have pushed for it. There had
            been a—
         

         
         There had been a child.

         
         He met her gaze then. “Not annulment.”

         
         “Then you were intending to have me declared dead.” It had occurred to her, of course. At night, when she thought about the
            possibility that he might desire an heir. That he might have changed his mind. That he might have decided another woman and
            another family were desirable.
         

         
         There was only one way to clear the path to a new heir. With the exception of the fact that she was not dead. And one other
            minor issue.
         

         
         “Four years hence?” The law required seven to have passed before a person could be declared dead. He looked away. “Ah. But
            you’ve the funds and the power to circumvent a little thing like the passage of time, don’t you, Duke?”
         

         
         His gaze narrowed. “You say that as though you do not plan to use those same funds to convince Parliament to grant us a divorce—something
            so exorbitantly costly that there have been, what, two hundred and fifty authorized? Ever? In history?”
         

         
         “Three hundred and fourteen,” Sera answered. “And at least at the end of my plan we are both alive. Was I to die soon? Am
            I lucky I arrived before the summer recess and not after it? When Parliament returns from summer idyll, rested and ready to
            disappear one duchess and make room for another?”
         

         
         “It no longer matters, does it?” he said, the words calm enough to tempt her to rage.

         
         It shouldn’t have. She had one goal. The Singing Sparrow, her tavern. And with it funds, freedom, and future. None of which
            was hers until he cut her reins.
         

         
         “So get to it, Sera. What is the reason for the dissolution of our once legendary union? There are limited arguments for divorce.
            What, then? Shall you tell my colleagues that I was intolerably cruel? Declare to all London that I am a lunatic? Perhaps
            you were forced to marry me? No,” he scoffed. “Everyone knows you came quite willingly. Fairly tripping down the aisle to
            shackle yourself to me.”
         

         
         “What a silly girl I was,” she snapped. “That was before I knew the truth.”

         
         His gaze narrowed. “And what truth is that?”

         
         That you never wanted me. That you cared more for your title than for your future. That we would never be more than a passing,
               fleeting moment. That you wouldn’t care when our family became an impossibility.

         
         “It is no matter.”

         
         “I never lied,” he said.

         
         It was an echo of years earlier. You lied. She could still hear the words, as though he’d said them yesterday instead of three years ago, when he’d refused to listen.
            When he refused to believe.
         

         
         Because she hadn’t lied. Not when it was important. She raised her chin, defiant and defensive. “In this, husband, you do forget.”
         

         
         He set the weighted tumbler to his desk with an ominous thud, punctuating his movement as he came to her, a muscle twitching
            in his cheek the only indication of his irritation.
         

         
         Sera willed her breath steady, her heart calm. She’d intended to infuriate him. She’d wanted to set him on edge. To make him
            wish her gone. To give her what she wanted. To set her free. She’d planned to be here. Planned to irritate. To leave him for
            the summer with the sourest of tastes.
         

         
         She simply had not expected to be so trapped by the memory of him.

         
         “I don’t forget it, Seraphina. Not a moment of it. And neither do you.” He drew closer, and she could not stop the step she
            took backward, toward the windowsill overlooking all London—the city that bowed to him as she once had. She took a deep breath,
            refusing to let him intimidate her.
         

         
         And he did not intimidate. He did something much worse.

         
         He reached for her, his fingers playing gently down the column of her neck, barely there, a whisper that she should have been
            able to ignore. “You think I do not remember you well enough to see it? You think I did not see the memories assault you when
            you stepped through that door? Into this room? You think I did not recall those same memories? The last time you were here?
            In this room?”
         

         
         She swallowed, disliking the way he closed in upon her. “I don’t recall ever being here.”

         
         “Lie to the rest of the world, Sera,” he said, his fingers teasing over her shoulders. She would not pull away. Would not let him win. “Lie to me, even. About your past and your plans for the future. About where you have been and where you plan to go. But
            do not ever, ever imagine that I do not know the truth of your memories.”
         

         
         His touch reversed itself, returning to her neck, this time finding purchase, fingers curling warm and sure, his thumb stroking
            strong and familiar across her jaw, tilting her face up to his.
         

         
         Marking her with the past.

         
         With his words, soft as silk. “Do not ever, ever imagine that I do not know that you watched me remove those robes thinking
            all the while of the thickness of them. Of the softness of them against your skin. Of the way you once lay bare on them on
            this very floor. Of the way I lay there with you.”
         

         
         He was so close now, close enough to feel, to smell—leather and earth, as though he’d come in from the fields instead of the
            Houses of Parliament—intoxicating in his nearness even as his words stung.
         

         
         Even as she told herself she did not care.

         
         “I remember, Sera. I remember the taste of you, like sunshine and peace. I remember the feel of you, heat and silk. I remember
            the way you gasped, stealing my breath for yourself. Stealing me. The way you offered yourself as a prize. Making me believe
            in you. In us. Before I fell and you triumphed.”
         

         
         The insinuation that she had ruined them and what they might have had should not have surprised her, and still it did, moving
            her to find her words and strike her own blow. “It was never triumph. It was the worst mistake of my life.”
         

         
         Her aim was true. He released her. Thank heavens. “You received your title, did you not? And your sisters, the purchase they required to scale the walls of the aristocracy.
            And your mother, the voice to crow her triumph to the world. Her eldest trapped a duke.”
         

         
         Only because I never wanted anything like I wanted you.

         
         She shook her head, hating him for being so close. Hating herself for wanting him even as she wanted nothing to do with him.
            “I no longer want it.”
         

         
         He drew nearer, his eyes locked upon her, forcing her to tip her head back to remain his equal. “You should have considered
            that before you took it.” Closer still, until she could feel the soft warmth of his breath on her skin. On her lips. “You
            think you have not ruined this place for me? This place that is for men of purpose? For history? For order? You think I am
            not in constant reminder of you? Of the future we might have had?”
         

         
         It was a lie, of course. He didn’t think of their future. If he thought of her at all, it was in anger and nothing else. But
            even now he toyed with her, searching for emotion. She’d always been his toy. Never his equal. She shook her head, refusing
            to be swayed by him. Refusing to be deterred from her goal.
         

         
         “Enough,” she said. “It’s ancient past.”

         
         He gave a little laugh at that, devoid of humor. “Past is prologue, Angel. I think of it every day.”
         

         
         Sera’s lips parted on a silent gasp. He was close enough to kiss her, and suddenly she could remember, too. The feel of him.
            The taste of him. The way he had made her ache with want.
         

         
         Except she was no longer that silly, stupid girl. She placed her hands flat against his chest, the strong, muscled ridges
            beneath his shirt stiffening at the movement, rippling as she traced them to his shoulders, her fingers teasing at the warm
            skin of his neck, tempting him.
         

         
         He leaned in barely, nearly undetectable. Detected, nonetheless. Sera sensed victory. Her own whisper echoed in the room.
            “Your memory fails you if you think I have wreaked such havoc alone, husband. There were two of us on those robes. Two of
            us at Highley the day I trapped you. Two of us in London the day I begged you to release me—the day you swore you would take
            your vengeance for my sins by refusing me the only thing I ever wanted.” She was proud of the steel in her words. Of how she
            could speak without her voice cracking. Without summoning memory of the child she’d lost, and the hope she’d lost in the same
            instant.
         

         
         Proud enough to stand in her purpose and drive her point home. “But perhaps you do not recall the specifics as well as you
            think. Surely, it is difficult to remember all the times with me, as there have been so many other women since.”
         

         
         She reveled in his response, the way his head snapped up, his eyes—those beautiful, mysterious eyes—finding hers. He watched
            her, his anger clear, and she waited for his next move. Ached for it, even as she hated herself for doing so.
         

         
         It had always been like this. Intense and evenly matched. Tempting beyond measure, even when it hurt.

         
         “And so we get to it. Adultery.” He rubbed a hand along the back of his neck as he looked away, exhaling on a soft laugh.
            “Unfortunately, this is London in 1836, and while you might think yourself a veritable Boadicea, wife, the law does not. My
            actions beyond our bedchambers are not grounds for divorce. You shall have to keep searching.”
         

         
         She picked at an invisible speck on her sleeve, affecting boredom. “Never fear, Duke. There is always impotence.”

         
         His lips flattened into a thin, straight line as Sera pushed past him, toward the door to the chamber, her heart pounding
            from his proximity, from memory and panic and something else she did not care to name. She released the breath she had been
            holding in a long, slow exhale as she reached for the door handle.
         

         
         She turned back to find that he was now staring out the window, across the rooftops of London, the golden, liquid sunlight
            gleaming around him like a halo, marking his broad shoulders, his straight spine, his strong arms and narrow hips. She hated
            herself for noticing any of it. For remembering the feel of it. The warmth of him.
         

         
         “Malcolm,” she said, the handle already turning in her grasp. He stilled at the use of his given name, but did not look to
            her, not even when she said, proud and clear, “I feel I should point out that, while a husband’s infidelities may not be grounds
            for divorce, a wife’s are quite a different thing altogether.”
         

         
         And with her closing salvo, the Duchess of Haven left the Houses of Parliament, scandal in her wake.

         
         Scandal, and a husband so irate, she imagined her divorce would come swift and without hesitation.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            So-Fine Seraphina!

            Doe-Eyed Duke Meets His Match

         

         
            March 1, 1833

            Three years, five months, and two weeks earlier

            Mayfair, London

         

          “Surely there is nothing in the wide world worse than the first ball of the season.” Haven pushed his way onto a small balcony
            at Worthington House, grateful for the cold, crisp March air, a welcome respite from the cloying heat and stench of the rooms
            inside, packed with more aristocrats than he could have imagined—all desperate to resume city life after months in the country,
            consumed with boredom.
         

         
         “It’s not so very bad,” the Marquess of Mayweather replied, closing the door behind him.

         
         Haven cut his friend a skeptical look. “It’s impossible to move for all the debutantes and matchmakers within. They’re slavering
            after us, as though we are meat.”
         

         
         Mayweather smirked. “There are, what, a half-dozen titles up for grabs this season? That is, young and able-bodied titles.
            A marquess and a duke on the cusp of middle age are prime cuts, Haven.”
         

         
         “Thirty isn’t middle age.”

         
         The marquess moved to the balcony balustrade, setting his drink there and looking out over the extensive back gardens of Worthington
            House. “It’s old enough for marriage to be on our minds.”
         

         
         Half the men of the aristocracy waited until their thirties to marry. Many until their late thirties. Haven wasn’t a fool—he
            knew his bachelorhood was on borrowed time. He’d require a marriage and an heir soon enough, but Lord knew he wasn’t interested
            in balls and long walks through Hyde Park to find it.
         

         
         The idea was ridiculous. How many times had Haven heard Mayweather himself claim that heirs could be whelped any time? Unless . . .

         
         “Christ,” Haven said softly in the darkness. “You’re caught.” Was that a blush? “Someone has her pretty hooks in you.”
         

         
         The marquess looked away. “You needn’t make it sound so mercenary.”

         
         “You said yourself that our titles make us meat.”

         
         “She doesn’t think of it that way.”

         
         Haven would wager everything he had that the woman did just that. He raised a brow. “No, I’m sure not. I’m sure yours is a
            proper love match.”
         

         
         Mayweather scowled. “You needn’t make it sound so improbable.”

         
         Not improbable. Impossible. Perhaps it was reasonable for others to assume their wives came to them with feeling. With desire.
            With more. But if that were true at all, it was for luckier men. For men born beyond the yoke of title and fortune and responsibility.
            Hackney drivers and street sweepers and sailors could marry for passion and even love. But men such as he and Mayweather?
            Dukes and marquesses, young and rich and titled? There was no such thing as love.
         

         
         There was only duty, which required marriage, but if Haven knew anything, it was this: that men must enter marriage eyes wide
            open, aware of the disappointment the institution would no doubt set upon them.
         

         
         Malcolm, Duke of Haven, knew it without doubt, as he was the product of that disappointment. How many times had his father
            looked past him, failure and something worse in his gaze? Not regret, though that was there as well. Something like loathing,
            as though he’d happily erase his son from time and space if it would give him back the life he’d once had. Haven had always
            imagined his father had been grateful when death came, and with it, freedom from the horrid reality with which he’d been saddled.
         

         
         And then there had been the woman with whom the duke had been saddled. Haven’s mother. Born without title or fortune, climbed
            to the highest rank in the land. Duchess. And the way she looked at her son, cool and aloof, with a hint of pride—not for
            the child she’d borne or the way he’d grown, but for her great deception, her legendary triumph. The title she’d thieved.
         

         
         So, no. Haven knew his own life too well to believe that others might have it differently. And he faced his future knowing
            that if one expected disappointment, one could not be disappointed.
         

         
         He approached his friend, putting his back to the balustrade and watching the golden light in the building beyond. “I’m simply
            saying that love is a great fallacy,” he said. “Women are after certainty and comfort and nothing else. And if one is chasing
            after you, she is after your title, friend. Do not doubt it.”
         

         
         Mayweather turned to look at him. “It’s true what they say about you, you know.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “You’re a coldhearted bastard.”

         
         Haven nodded and drank deep. “It doesn’t make me wrong.”

         
         “No, but it does make you an ass.” The words came from the dark stone staircase leading down to the gardens, clear and certain,
            as though the woman who spoke them made a practice of lying in wait for aristocratic men to say something for which she might
            chastise them.
         

         
         Mayweather couldn’t contain his surprised laugh. “From darkness, truth.”

         
         She replied to the Marquess. “If one of my friends said such things to me, my lord, I should make myself another friend. One
            with better manners.”
         

         
         Mayweather smirked at Haven. “It’s not a terrible idea.”

         
         Haven squinted into the shadows, barely able to make out the female form there, paused halfway up the stairs, leaning against
            the exterior of the house. How long had she been listening? “Considering you’re skulking about and eavesdropping on conversations
            to which you are not invited, I’m not sure your assessment of the state of my manners can be trusted.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t eavesdropping.”

         
         “No?”

         
         “No. I was listening. And I wasn’t skulking. I was standing. The fact that you selected this precise moment to take refuge
            and deliver your—unsolicited, I might add—lecture on the wickedness of woman is a matter of my own terrible luck. I assure
            you, sir, I am witness to enough maligning of the female half of the population by virtue of being a living human. I did not
            need to eavesdrop for it.”
         

         
         Haven had to work to keep his jaw from dropping. When was the last time a woman had spoken to him like this? When was the
            last time anyone had spoken to him like this?
         

         
         Mayweather laughed. “Whoever you are, you’ve rendered him speechless. And I’ll be the first to say I thought that was an impossibility.”

         
         “A pity,” she drawled from the shadows. “I had hoped he would continue his edifying dissertation: Mercenary Manipulators, A Meditation on the Role of Women in the World. It’s positively Wollstonecraftian.”
         

         
         Finally, Haven found his tongue. “The men of London would be better off if they paid closer attention to my views on this
            particular issue.”
         

         
         “No doubt that’s true,” she teased, and he found he liked the warmth that flooded him at her words. “Do tell, good sir, how
            is it that you are such an expert on women’s—what did you call them—pretty hooks?”
         

         
         For a moment, he considered the idea of this woman’s pretty hooks . . . of nails on skin. Teeth on lips. He pushed the thoughts
            away. He had not even seen her. He had no need of fantasy for a woman in the darkness. He shot his most disdainful look in
            her direction. “Experience.”
         

         
         She laughed, the sound licking over him like sin. He straightened. Who was she? “You are so very desired, are you? That you
            can spot a title thief at thirty paces?”
         

         
         She moved as she spoke, ascending the steps. Coming closer. She wasn’t near thirty paces away. She was ten paces away at best.
            Five, if he lengthened his stride.
         

         
         His heart raced.

         
         And that was before she stepped into the light, gleaming like a damn goddess.

         
         He came off the balustrade without thinking, like a slavering dog on a lead. He did not recognize her, which seemed impossible,
            as she was dark-haired and pale-skinned, with eyes like sapphires. It was difficult to believe a woman this perfect—and this
            smart-mouthed—would go beneath Society’s notice.
         

         
         The mystery female hovered there, in the golden pool of candlelight, her gaze falling on Mayweather, making Haven wish his
            friend gone.
         

         
         Making him jealous as hell.

         
         “My lord, if I may, you should not listen to your callous friend. If the lady says she cares for you, believe her.”

         
         Mayweather forgot his brandy on the edge of the balcony and moved toward her. “She does say so.”

         
         “And do you care for her?”

         
         “I do,” he said, so earnestly, Haven wondered if his friend had ingested something poisonous.

         
         She nodded with conviction. “Well then. Love is all that is required.” And then she smiled, and Haven had trouble breathing.

         
         Mayweather did not seem to have the same trouble with breath. Instead, he exhaled, long and dramatic and ridiculous. “That’s
            what they say.”
         

         
         “Not everyone. Your friend
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