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            For Tony, who became an American after I went through all the bother of marrying an Englishman, as befitting a Regency romance
                  novelist.

         

          

         
            To Emily Levine, for showing us an And-And Universe.

         

          

         
            And for the Lady Miss Penny, whom I would never wager.
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            Prologue

         
    	 
         In which our hero and heroine meet and sparks do not fly

         

         
            London, 1824

	        Lady Tunbridge’s Ball

         

         
         There was only one man in England whom Lady Claire Cavendish wished to meet. Only one man whom she thought it worth crossing
            an ocean for, sight unseen. Only one man who possessed a brain like hers, with a gift for numbers, and presumably the only
            man who would find a brain and talent like hers attractive rather than frightening.
         

         
         When her brother, James, had shockingly inherited a dukedom, Claire had encouraged him to fully accept the role, which necessitated
            the Cavendish clan of Claire, James, Bridget, and Amelia traveling to England. It was the right thing to do, and opportunities
            to be a duke did not come along every day, et cetera, et cetera.
         

         
         She might have had an ulterior motive.

         
         Because dukes lived in England.

         
         The particular duke she wished to meet lived in London. She had studied the Duke of Ashbrooke’s mathematical papers and read
            accounts of the Royal Society, of which he was an influential member. Claire longed to discuss his difference engine and further
            possibilities for an analytical machine with him. She knew this made her somewhat of an oddity, but that didn’t bother her.
         

         
         But Claire had lived on a horse farm in Maryland with her brother and two sisters, literally an ocean away, and with no hope
            of ever traveling to London to make the acquaintance of like-minded mathematicians or to attend meetings of the Royal Society.
         

         
         And yet, the stars had aligned, fate intervened, or more to the point, the appropriate people had expired, making James the
            seventh Duke of Durham.
         

         
         And so here she was.

         
         In London.

         
         In a ballroom, which was likely stuffed to the chandeliers with dukes and earls, marquesses, viscounts, barons, and all their
            heirs and all that. Already Claire felt she’d been introduced to every peer in England.
         

         
         Everyone except the duke.
         

         
         “Looking for someone in particular, Lady Claire?” The Duchess of Durham fixed her steely blue eyes on the eldest Cavendish
            sister.
         

         
         “Why do you ask?”

         
         “I have my reasons,” the duchess replied.

         
         Claire had quickly learned that Josephine Maria Cavendish, the Duchess of Durham, and her aunt, was hell-bent on seeing the
            family—James, Claire, and her sisters Bridget and Amelia—settled in England. That meant ensuring the three sisters wed so
            James would stay and fully accept his new role. Cavendish men, like James and his father before him, seemed to be the only
            ones in the world reluctant to be dukes, preferring instead a quiet life in America. But James was too loyal to his sisters
            to leave them.
         

         
         But that meant a debut—tonight, at Lady Tunbridge’s ball—and an endless stream of introductions to the very best of society,
            particularly the ones deemed suitable potential matches.
         

         
         “Well, do stop craning your neck as if you are on the prowl for someone,” the duchess continued.

         
         “But we are on the prowl for someone. Or someones, plural,” Amelia cut in glumly.
         

         
         “You made that list of potential gentlemen to introduce us to,” Bridget added. “It’s a rather long list.”

         
         “Well, a lady does not seek out a gentleman and she certainly is more subtle about it if she does.”

         
         “Of course,” Claire murmured, gaze still scanning the room, searching for the duke, not that she knew what he looked like.
            Beside her, Bridget appeared to be committing the duchess’s words to memory. Her middle sister was trying very hard to be
            a perfect lady. Her baby sister, Amelia, was . . . not.
         

         
         “Come, there are some more gentlemen I’d like to introduce you to.” The duchess snapped her fan open and the three Cavendish
            girls issued weary sighs and trailed after her in their newly acquired fine gowns and delicate slippers. In spite of all their
            finery, these American girls were oddities in this elegant English ballroom.
         

         
         Claire hoped at least one of the gentlemen would be her duke. She calculated the odds of meeting him. Tonight. 

         
          

         
            One hour later

         

         Thus far, Lady Claire had been introduced to four marquesses, five earls, a bunch of marchionesses and countesses, and half
            a dozen assorted viscounts and barons and their brides. There were misters and misses and what the duchess called “fine prospects”
            because of what they owned, or what they stood in line to inherit, or their connections. And then Lady Claire was introduced
            to even more English people.
         

         
         Not one of whom was the man she sought.

         
         She bit back a sigh as yet another Lord Something—she thought she caught the name Fox—was bowing before her. This one, at least, wasn’t some soft and paunchy fellow who had clearly spent more time in dissipation
            than engaged in activities outdoors, unlike most of the men she’d met tonight.
         

         
         This one had an air of vitality about him. Clear skin. Dark hair. Bright green eyes.

         
         Also, broad shoulders, a wide expanse of chest, and a flat abdomen that tapered to a narrow waist and muscular thighs. The
            man radiated strength and power.
         

         
         Lady Claire may have devoted much of her mental activity toward advanced mathematics, but she wasn’t blind. Or dead. She recognized
            a prime specimen of male when it bowed to her in a crowded ballroom.
         

         
         “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” she said, for what felt like the six thousandth time that evening.

         
         “The pleasure is all mine,” he replied, following the unwritten script that everyone seemed to know. “How are you enjoying
            London? You must find it much grander than what you are used to in America.”
         

         
         Claire pursed her lips in annoyance. He was just like everyone else, reciting the same lines. But so was she.

         
         “It is a grand city,” she agreed. That was her polite response. Then, because she was fatigued and bored, she deviated from
            the script. There was something about this man that made her curious as to how he’d play along.
         

         
         “I am keen to visit the Royal Society,” she told him.

         
         “I can’t imagine anything more tedious.”

         
         “I can,” she murmured. She was living it.

         
         He gazed at her with bright eyes, but his smile faded as he realized she was an unusual young woman, and one who wasn’t likely
            to throw herself at him.
         

         
         “Right, then.” He straightened and looked around for an escape. Men always did that when she intimated that she might possess
            more than half of a functioning brain. “It was a pleasure to meet you,” he said, lying.
         

         
         “Indeed,” she agreed, lying.

         
         And that was the last she ever expected to see of Lord Whatever-his-name-was.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            This author has it on good authority that Miss Arabella Vaughn has done something utterly scandalous and completely unthinkable.

            —Fashionable Intelligence, The London Weekly

         

         
         London, 1824

         Lord and Lady Chesham’s ballroom

         One week later

         

         It was a truth universally acknowledged that Maximilian Frederick DeVere, Lord Fox, was God’s gift to the ladies of London.
            He was taller and brawnier than his peers and in possession of the sort of chiseled good looks—above and below the neck—that
            were more often found in works of classical art. By all accounts he was charming and universally liked by men and women alike,
            though for different reasons, of course. He won at two things, always: women and sport.
         

         
         Fox strolled through the Cheshams’ ballroom as if he owned the place. He nodded at friends and acquaintances—Carlyle, with
            whom he occasionally fenced, Fitzwalter, whom he had soundly thrashed at boxing last week, and Willoughby, who was always
            game for a curricle race.
         

         
         Fox flashed his famous grin as he heard the ladies’ usual comments when he strolled past.

         
         “I think he just smiled at me.”

         
         “I think I’m going to swoon.”

         
         “God, Arabella Vaughn is one lucky woman.”

         
         “Was,” someone corrected. “Didn’t you see the report in The London Weekly this morning?”
         

         
         Fox’s grin faltered.

         
         That was when Mr. Rupert Wright and Lord Mowbray found him. Their friendship stretched all the way back to their early days
            at Eton.
         

         
         “We heard the news, Fox,” Rupert said grimly, clapping a hand on his shoulder.

         
         “I daresay everyone has heard the news,” Fox replied dryly.

         
         It didn’t escape his notice that the guests nearby had fallen silent. It was the first time he’d appeared in public since
            the news broke in the paper this morning, though Arabella had so kindly left him a note the day prior. Everyone was watching
            him to see how he would react, what he would say, if he would cry.
         

         
         “Who would have thought we’d see this day?” Mowbray mused. “Miss Arabella Vaughn, darling of the haute ton, running off with
            an actor.”
         

         
         “That alone would be scandalous,” Rupert said, adding, “Never mind that she has ditched Fox. Who is, apparently, considered a catch. What with his lofty title, wealth, and not hideous face.”
         

         
         Fox’s Male Pride bristled. It’d been bristling and seething and enraged ever since the news broke that his beautiful, popular
            betrothed had left him to elope with some plebian actor.
         

         
         Not just any actor, either, but Lucien Kemble. Yes, he was the current sensation among the haute ton, lighting up the stage
            each night in his role as Romeo in Romeo and Juliet. Covent Garden Theater was sold out for the rest of the season. The gossip columns loved him, given his flair for dramatics
            both onstage and off—everything from tantrums to torrid love affairs to fits over his artistry. Women adored him; they may
            have sighed and swooned over Lucien Kemble as much as Fox. One, apparently, swooned more.
         

         
         To lose a woman to any other man was insupportable—and, until recently, not something that had ever happened to him—but to
            lose her to someone who made his living prancing around onstage in tights? It was intolerable.
         

         
         “Just who does she think she is?” Fox wondered aloud.

         
         “She’s Arabella Vaughn. Beautiful. Popular. Enviable. Every young lady here aspires to be her. Every man here would like a shot with her,” Mowbray
            answered.
         

         
         “She’s you, but in petticoats,” Rupert said, laughing.

         
         It was true. He and Arabella were perfect together.

         
         Like most men, he’d fallen for her at first sight after catching a glimpse of her across a crowded ballroom. She was beautiful
            in every possible way: a tall, lithe figure with full breasts; a mouth made for kissing and other things that gentlemen didn’t
            mention in polite company; blue eyes fringed in dark lashes; honey gold hair that fell in waves; a complexion that begged
            comparisons to cream and milk and moonlight.
         

         
         Fox had taken one look at her and thought: mine.
         

         
         They were a perfect match in beauty, wealth, social standing, all that. They both enjoyed taking the ton by storm. He remembered
            the pride he felt as they strolled through a ballroom arm in arm and the feeling of everyone’s eyes on them as they waltzed
            so elegantly.
         

         
         They were great together.
         

         
         They belonged together.
         

         
         Fox also remembered the more private moments—so many stolen kisses, the intimacy of gently pushing aside a wayward strand
            of her golden hair, promises for their future as man and wife. They would have perfect children, and entertain the best of
            society, and generally live a life of wealth and pleasure and perfection, together.
         

         
         Fox remembered his heart racing—nerves!—when he proposed because this beautiful girl he adored was going to be his.

         
         And then she had eloped. With an actor.

         
         It burned, that. Ever since he’d heard the news, Fox had stormed around in high dudgeon. He was not accustomed to losing.

         
         “Take away her flattering gowns and face paint and she’s just like any other woman here,” Fox said, wanting it to be true
            so he wouldn’t feel the loss so keenly. “Look at her, for example.”
         

         
         Rupert and Mowbray both glanced at the woman he pointed out—a short, frumpy young lady nervously sipping lemonade. She spilled
            some down the front of her bodice when she caught three men staring at her.
         

         
         “If one were to offer her guidance on supportive undergarments and current fashions and get a maid to properly style her coiffure,
            why, she could be the reigning queen of the haute ton,” Fox pointed out.
         

         
         Both men stared at him, slack jawed.

         
         “You’ve never been known for being the sharpest tool in the shed, Fox, but now I think you’re really cracked,” Mowbray said.
            “You cannot just give a girl a new dress and make her popular.”
         

         
         “Well, Mowbray, maybe you couldn’t. But I could.”

         
         “Gentlemen . . .” Rupert cut in. “I don’t care for the direction of this conversation.”

         
         “You honestly think you can do it,” Mowbray said, awed.

         
         He turned to face Mowbray and drew himself up to his full height, something he did when he wanted to be imposing. His Male
            Pride had been wounded and his competitive spirit—always used to winning—was spoiling for an opportunity to triumph.
         

         
         “I know I can,” Fox said with the confidence of a man who won pretty much everything he put his mind to—as long as it involved
            sport, or women. Arabella had been his first, his only, loss. A fluke, surely.
         

         
         “Well, that calls for a wager,” Mowbray said.

         
         The two gentlemen stood eye to eye, the tension thick. Rupert groaned.

         
         “Name your terms,” Fox said.

         
         “I pick the girl.”

         
         “Fine.”

         
         “This is a terrible idea,” Rupert said. He was probably right, but he was definitely ignored.

         
         “Let me see . . . who shall I pick?” Mowbray made a dramatic show of looking around the ballroom at all the ladies nearby.
            There were at least a dozen of varying degrees of pretty and pretty hopeless.
         

         
         Then Mowbray’s attentions fixed on one particular woman. Fox followed his gaze, and when he saw who his friend had in mind,
            his stomach dropped.
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Yes,” Mowbray said, a cocky grin stretching across his features.

         
         “Unfortunately dressed I can handle. Shy, stuttering English miss who at least knows the rules of society? Sure. But one of the Americans?”
         

         
         Fox let the question hang there. The Cavendish family had A Reputation the minute the news broke that the new Duke of Durham
            was none other than a lowly horse trainer from the former colonies. He and his sisters were scandalous before they even set
            foot in London. Since their debut in society, they hadn’t exactly managed to win over the haute ton, either, to put it politely.
         

         
         “Now, they’re not all bad,” Rupert said. “I quite like Lady Bridget . . .”

         
         But Fox was still in shock and Mowbray was enjoying it too much to pay any mind to Rupert’s defense of the Americans.

         
         “The bluestocking?”

         
         That was the thing: Mowbray hadn’t picked just any American, but the one who already had a reputation for being insufferably
            intelligent, without style or charm to make herself more appealing to the gentlemen of the ton. She was known to bore a gentleman
            to tears by discussing not the weather, or hair ribbons, or gossip of mutual acquaintances, but math.
         

         
         Lady Claire Cavendish seemed destined to be a hopeless spinster and social pariah.

         
         Even the legendary Duchess of Durham, aunt to the new duke and his sisters, hadn’t yet been able to successfully launch them
            into society and she’d already had weeks to prepare them! It seemed insane that Fox should succeed where the duchess failed.
         

         
         But Fox and his Male Pride had never, not once, backed away from a challenge, especially not when the stakes had never been
            higher. He knew two truths about himself: he won at women and he won at sport.
         

         
         He was a winner.

         
         And he was not in the mood for soul searching or crafting a new identity when the old one suited him quite well. Given this
            nonsense with Arabella, he had to redeem himself in the eyes of the ton, not to mention his own. It was an impossible task,
            but one that Fox would simply have to win.
         

         
         “Her family is hosting a ball in a fortnight,” Mowbray said. “I expect you to be there—with Lady Claire on your arm as the
            most desirable and popular woman in London.”
         

         
          

         
         Nearby in the ballroom

         

         Lady Claire Cavendish was involved in a very animated discussion with a gentleman of her recent acquaintance. To be clear:
            she was animated, whilst he looked like he was considering sticking a hot poker in his eye, just so he might have an excuse to
            quit this conversation.
         

         
         “And so complex numbers can be represented on geometric diagrams and manipulated using trigonometry and vectors,” Claire continued.

         
         She observed that the gentleman whom the duchess had introduced her to—she hadn’t bothered to remember his name—looked bored.
            Good. He did not appear to be in imminent danger of proposing marriage. Even better.
         

         
         Claire loved math and she was truly passionate about it and all the other formulas with which one could answer questions and
            solve mysteries. Numbers spoke to her. She understood them. They played by the rules, always.
         

         
         Claire was equally passionate about not getting married. Not yet anyway—not while her younger sisters were unwed and James
            was still unsettled in his new role. She had made a promise to her dying mother that she would always make sure they were
            happy. And Claire couldn’t do that if she lived away from them, with a husband and household to manage.
         

         
         Those things would also get in the way of her true passion. Deep down, Claire felt she was too smart for merely managing household
            accounts. She wanted more for herself.
         

         
         The duchess, however, had other ideas. Or rather: idea. If she could see the Cavendish sisters wed—to Englishmen, in England—then
            James would certainly stay and assume his title and all its responsibilities. He wasn’t keen to be a duke; the idea of returning
            to America had been mentioned more than once, much to the duchess’s dismay and horror.
         

         
         And so the duchess constantly thrust eligible gentlemen before the girls and performed one introduction after another, hoping
            that sparks might fly and matches would be made.
         

         
         Bridget was making a valiant effort to fit into society; she even had a beau she liked. Amelia, however, was acting out by
            saying scandalous things or acting ridiculously and avoiding all lessons in etiquette, dance, or anything that would make
            her into a proper young lady.
         

         
         Claire’s strategy was to talk about math. Most people’s eyes glazed over when she did. Most gentlemen thought it unbecoming
            for a woman to possess a brain and to make use of it for thoughts other than how to please men. Speaking of math kept suitors
            at bay, leaving her free to focus on her siblings’ happiness and her own intellectual pursuits, all without giving the duchess
            reason to think she was deliberately trying not to get married.
         

         
         Besides, if she ever were to marry—once she saw her siblings settled—it certainly wouldn’t be to the sort of narrow-minded
            man who thought a woman oughtn’t use her brain.
         

         
         Anyway, she would much rather talk about mathematics instead of the weather, even if she was only talking with herself.

         
         “I do enjoy the study of Argand diagrams,” she said.

         
         “How fascinating,” he said, even though it was anything but to nearly everyone but her.

         
         Every “exchange” was so predictable. Next she would say, “What topics do you find of interest to study?”

         
         And then the gentleman would say, “I beg your pardon, I believe I promised this dance to someone.”

         
         And she would say, “It was a pleasure speaking with you,” as if she meant it. And she did, a little.

         
         He would say, “Indeed,” and be gone and she was free to stand by the sidelines with a bland smile pasted on her face while
            she contemplated numbers and all the things one might do with them.
         

         
         But tonight was different. Tonight she was interrupted. Tonight a man approached her, apparently of his own volition, without
            the duchess dragging him along. This was something gentlemen of sense no longer did. Therefore, he must not be a gentleman
            of sense.
         

         
         “Good evening, Lady Claire,” he murmured as he bowed.

         
         He was handsome; she had to give him that. Tall, brawny, dark hair, and what could only be described as a smoldering gaze.

         
         “Good evening. I don’t believe we have been introduced,” Claire said. If they had not been introduced, then they were not
            to speak, which did not exactly break her heart. Men as handsome as he were bound to be vapid, vain, and in love with themselves.
            They sought women who would reflect this back to them. She was not his girl. There was no point in wasting either of their
            time.
         

         
         “You wound me, Lady Claire. Do you not remember?”

         
         She blinked once, twice, trying to place him.

         
         “I beg your pardon. I have met so many gentlemen and they are all . . .”

         
         “Choose your words carefully,” he said with a grin. “Hearts are on the line.”

         
         “British. They are all very British.”

         
         “Why do you make that sound like an insult?”

         
         “It must be a natural consequence of my American accent,” Claire replied. “Did the duchess send you over to speak with me?”

         
         “I come of my own free will.”

         
         “How curious.”

         
         “You’ll have to explain. I’m just often slow to put two and two together.” He gave her a rakish smile. And a wink. How insufferable.

         
         Claire smiled weakly. She had immediately identified and confirmed his type: handsome in a base, elemental way. Charming,
            in a simple way. Accustomed to having women swoon at his attentions. And he admittedly could not put two and two together,
            while she did things with two and two that would make his brain melt.
         

         
         This man, whoever he was, was not for her.

         
         “But who needs to put two and two together anyway?” he continued. “Mathematics are such a dreadful bore. Would you care to
            dance?”
         

         
         “I’m afraid this dance is already claimed by another gentleman,” Claire told him.

         
         She hadn’t expected him to care, and yet she saw a flicker of something in his eyes. But then he drew himself up to his full
            height in that way men did when they had something to prove.
         

         
         “Is that so? Well, then, perhaps later this evening.”

         
         Why was he so intent upon dancing with her? Most men asked once, out of politeness, she lied and said her dance card was full,
            and that was that. She’d only had a few lessons and was a terrible dancer—another reason for her to scare away gentlemen before
            they could invite her to waltz.
         

         
         He also had to know that she was one of those Americans—and the bluestocking one, too. Surely he must know that there was no reason for a man like him to associate with a woman
            like her, unless he was after her dowry, in which case, good riddance.
         

         
         “I’m afraid my dance card is full.”

         
         “For the whole evening?”

         
         For infinity.

         
         “Yes, for the whole evening.”

         
         “Pity, that. I’m an excellent dancer.”

         
         “I have every confidence that you are.”

         
         Truly, she did. She could tell from the way he stood and the way he held himself that he was supremely comfortable in his
            body and confident with himself. He was obviously strong. And exceptionally well-muscled. And now she was thinking inane thoughts
            about this man’s muscles.
         

         
         How absurd.

         
         Mere proximity to this man seemed to lower the level of her thoughts.

         
         “I know how to move a woman across the dance floor so it feels like she’s flying. Or floating on a cloud. Or making love,”
            he murmured in a way that was probably supposed to be devastatingly romantic, but that she found somewhat mortifying. “Not
            that you are supposed to know that.”
         

         
         “Am I now supposed to tell you that in truth my dance card is not full and that I am a liar? Am I to be exceedingly rude to
            the gentleman who reserved this dance, by jilting him for another? Do tell—what is the intended outcome of such a statement?”
         

         
         He appeared flummoxed, but she was used to flummoxing men.

         
         “I thought I would let you know what you are missing. I do like to give a girl something to think about.”

         
         “I assure you I have plenty to think about,” she said darkly.

         
         “Dance with me,” he murmured, undeterred.

         
         “This—” she gestured to him, in general, with his muscles and supposedly charming manner and smoldering looks “—this may work
            with the other ladies, but it will not work with me.”
         

         
          

         
            Mere moments later

         

         Though not on the scale of Arabella’s jilting of him, Lady Claire rebuffing his invitation to dance marked the second time
            this week—or ever—that Fox had, well, lost.
         

         
         As the eldest son of a wealthy aristocrat, Fox had been born with every advantage into a life of ease and leisure. He had
            people to handle the things that didn’t interest him. And when it came to his two passions of women and sport, he played with
            the best and always won.
         

         
         His natural athleticism meant that triumphing on the playing field came easily to him—and so did all the trophies and accolades.

         
         Women usually threw themselves at him. Fox just had to smile and murmur a few choice words to the woman who struck his fancy
            and she was his. Such was life for a man of his rank, wealth, face, and body.
         

         
         It was his expectation that life would continue in this manner.

         
         And then, suddenly, the world had turned upside down.

         
         It seemed everyone was witness to it.

         
         As he made his way out of the ballroom, it proved impossible to ignore the stares and the whispers, and the fact that they
            were not of the adoring and swoon-inducing variety to which he was accustomed. Fox shot them all a murderous look; the subject
            of their conversation quickly shifted and they looked away.
         

         
         Lady Claire made his head spin. But fine, most things did.

         
         But Lady Claire was obviously impervious to his charms and she had a way of twisting things around and tying him up in knots
            when most women smiled coyly or laughed prettily. His attempts at banter and flirtation had fallen flat.
         

         
         She did not even remember meeting him.

         
         This was not a thing that happened.

         
         The problem had to be with her, of course—she was a bluestocking, and so cerebral as to be unfeeling and unmoved by any man.
            She was not accustomed to society and perhaps did not realize what a catch he was.
         

         
         Unless—here, he itched to loosen his cravat—the problem was with himself?

         
         No. Unthinkable. He refused to consider it.

         
         But Fox could actually put two and two together, so to speak: Lady Claire would not be easily won over by him. Winning this
            wager would not be the simple matter he had imagined. But he would win. He always won.
         

         
         Besides, there was nothing that got his heart pumping and blood flowing like a challenge and the thrill of competition. Fox
            started to feel it now: the drumbeat of his heart, the blood roaring in his ears, his attention becoming focused on the prize.
            He concentrated on the inevitable triumph that awaited him: the girl, the glory, the return to the righteous way things had
            always been and should always be.
         

         
         That was what he wanted: his world, restored to rights, where winning and women came easily.

         
         Just as he was about to exit the ballroom, Fox turned and surveyed the room, the playing field.

         
         My dance card is full for the whole evening.

         
         The orchestra was playing. Dancers were whirling around the floor—men in dark evening clothes, women in white dresses with
            jewels glittering in the candlelight. Lady Claire was not among them.
         

         
         He scanned the ballroom for her and found her standing with her sisters near the lemonade table. It went without saying she
            was not dancing.
         

         
         They’re pretty, he had thought upon meeting them. Pretty was the least of it. The Lady Claire was something else.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            One hesitates to use the phrase social pariah, but of all the Cavendish siblings, Lady Claire seems like the one least likely to find acceptance in society, though that
                  might change should her sister Lady Amelia cause a scandal as she seems destined to do.

            —Fashionable Intelligence, The London Weekly

         

         
            Later that evening, Durham House

         

         Late at night, the Cavendish siblings were to be found in one of two places if they were not in their beds—either raiding
            the kitchen for cake, much to the dismay of Cook, or in Claire’s bedchamber, whether she wished to sleep or not. It was a
            habit developed when they were children wanting to stay up past their bedtime. Claire didn’t have the heart to put an end
            to it now that they were all grown. With all the changes happening, she found it as comforting as she suspected her siblings
            did.
         

         
         Fortunately, as the eldest, she’d taken a spacious room with a large bed, which Bridget and Amelia crept into. A short while
            later James knocked softly on the door and then pulled up a chair. They all started chattering about the events of the evening,
            teasing each other.
         

         
         “I think I have met more people since arriving in London than I have in my entire life so far,” Amelia said.

         
         “That can’t possibly be true,” Claire said, starting to tally up some numbers in her head.

         
         “Well, it feels like it is,” Bridget said. James agreed.

         
         “And not one of them is interesting,” Amelia grumbled.

         
         “I saw you speaking with Lord Fox tonight,” Bridget said pointedly.

         
         “Who?” Claire yawned, not quite following it all.

         
         “He is Lady Francesca’s brother,” Bridget explained. “And he is friends with Lord Darcy.”

         
         Claire knew that Bridget was infatuated with Darcy’s brother, Rupert, and angling to be friends with the popular Lady Francesca.
            She knew this because Amelia read Bridget’s diary and related pertinent information to the rest of the family, much to Bridget’s
            constant vexation.
         

         
         Claire had met these people, of course, and hadn’t formed much of an opinion of them. They weren’t Ashbrooke, inventor of
            the difference engine, after all.
         

         
         “Lord Fox was the incredibly handsome and swoon-worthy man with whom you were speaking for at least five minutes before you
            stalked off,” Bridget said.
         

         
         Ah, now Claire knew just the man. The one who thought he was God’s gift to women because he had a handsome face and the body
            of a Greek god (or so it seemed). The one who smoldered and said ridiculous things like I know how to move a woman across the dance floor so it feels like she’s flying. Or floating on a cloud. Or making love. She wanted to groan now just thinking about it.
         

         
         “Oh, that one.”

         
         “That was an exchange between my sisters that I did not need to hear,” James said.

         
         “If that troubled you, then a word of advice: do not read Bridget’s diary. She goes on and on about the handsomeness and swoon-worthiness
            of—” Amelia was silenced with a pillow to the face.
         

         
         Claire did not chastise Bridget for that; it was the least Amelia deserved.

         
         “Well, dear sister, how was your conversation with Lord Fox?”

         
         “Yes, do tell,” James gushed, like a girl, leaning forward and propping his head on his hands.

         
         Claire chucked a pillow at him.

         
         “Careful with His Grace,” Amelia admonished. “He is our last and only hope for the continuation of the Durham and the Cavendish
            line. Which is the most important thing in the whole world.”
         

         
         His Grace chucked the pillow at her. James hated the formality of being a duke, was uneasy with the responsibilities that
            came with it, and chafed at the way it restrained him. So naturally they teased him about it endlessly.
         

         
         “Please,” Bridget said. “Can we focus on the fact that our sister Claire was seen conversing with a handsome man?”
         

         
         “I do so all the time. The duchess insists on it.”

         
         “Indeed. But the duchess didn’t force Lord Fox to speak to you, did she?” Bridget replied. “I saw him approach you of his
            own free will.”
         

         
         “There is nothing to focus on,” Claire said honestly, deliberately ignoring how newsworthy it was that a handsome man should choose to have a conversation with her. She deliberately ignored a little twinge of feeling
            about it, too. She had long ago understood and accepted that she was not the sort of girl who attracted men; she was destined
            for more brilliant things. “He was one of those preening males with an inflated sense of his own charm and attractions. He
            asked me to dance and I begged off and that is that.”
         

         
         But judging by the smug, skeptical, and curious expressions on her siblings’ faces, it wasn’t so simple. But this—some trifling
            matter concerning a man—wasn’t the sort of problem that excited or challenged her. As far as Claire was concerned, Lord Fox
            was not an equation worth solving.
         

         
          

         
            The next morning, Hyde Park

         

         Early the next morning found Hugh, Lord Mowbray, riding through Hyde Park on his second best horse. His prize racehorse, Zephyr,
            was presently stabled at his country estate, finishing her training for the season of races up ahead. This year, Mowbray had
            dreams of winning.
         

         
         To be fair, he often had dreams of winning.

         
         Whether it was a horse race, a boxing match, a rugby game, or vying for a woman’s affections, Mowbray always imagined crossing
            the finish line first, scoring the winning goal, or getting the girl. In reality, he was always so close that he could see
            the sweat on his competitor’s neck, feel the bruises on his knuckles, or taste a woman’s kiss.
         

         
         In reality, he always came in second, usually to Fox.

         
         They’d been friends for an age, ever since their days at Eton. In sport, they always claimed first (and second) place. In
            class, they didn’t fare as well, though when it came to academic achievement Mowbray did best his friend, not that it was
            much of a challenge to. When it came to sneaking out into the village tavern to flirt with women . . . Fox was first and Mowbray
            was right behind him.
         

         
         Always. It never changed.

         
         Mowbray had even been the one to see Arabella Vaughn first. He had held her in his arms for a waltz first. He had called upon
            her first, bringing a bouquet of expensive hothouse blooms. He’d been the first to claim a smile from her bee-sting pout of
            a mouth. For a moment there, he had been her first choice.
         

         
         But then Fox came back from an extended hunting trip to Rothermere’s place in Scotland and once he stepped in the ballroom,
            and all the new debutantes that season set eyes on him, it was all over for the other gents. Arabella promptly dropped Mowbray—handsome
            enough, wealthy enough, though a mere viscount—and promptly took up with Fox, who was widely regarded as impossibly handsome,
            ridiculously wealthy, and with a marquessate that trumped his own title.
         

         
         No one was surprised.

         
         It was the way of things.

         
         But Mowbray started to seethe.

         
         Why should one man always have everything? All the prizes, all the most beautiful women? All the power, all the regard? And
            why was Mowbray always the one in the shadow? It wasn’t fair.
         

         
         And it had gone on long enough.

         
         Mowbray urged his horse on faster and the beast went for it. The park was usually deserted at this hour—save for peers like
            himself, in need of solitude and clear paths for dangerous riding.
         

         
         It was his turn, Mowbray thought. Arabella ditching Fox was a sign of things to come, of a change in the stars (or whatever nonsense), an
            indication that it was now Mowbray’s turn to shine.
         

         
         To win.

         
         He had Zephyr, who would certainly win all the races. He had Fox chasing after a hopeless case—a wager which he would not
            only lose, but which would distract him from wooing other, more desirable women, clearing the way for Mowbray to find a stunning
            bride.
         

         
         It. Was. His. Time.

         
         His turn.

         
         Fox’s glory days were done.

         
         And then, speak of the devil, there he was.

         
         Fox was on horseback up ahead, of course, cantering gently without a care in the world while his dog ran alongside.

         
         Even his fucking dog was perfect. A winner. The bitch was not only a top-notch hunting dog and the envy of all on hunts, but
            Fox had plans to breed her and gents were already jostling for one of her pups. Because of course everything Fox dabbled in
            had to be top notch.
         

         
         Mowbray urged his horse faster until they easily overtook Fox. (Ha! He won! Not that Fox even knew they were racing.) Then
            he pulled on the reins, turning the horse around. Fox slowed his own horse to a walk.
         

         
         Mowbray tipped his hat. “Good morning.”

         
         “Good morning,” Fox replied easily.

         
         Their mounts fell in line and walked at a leisurely pace, allowing the gentlemen to talk.

         
         “Bit early for you, isn’t it?” Mowbray teased. “Thought you might be abed with Lady Claire.”

         
         Fox’s expression darkened and Mowbray felt a surge of triumph. It had been a loaded, pointed question. He had watched their
            interaction the previous evening and it looked like Fox’s efforts to win their wager were already off to a terrible start.
            It appeared that if Fox had aroused any feeling in Lady Claire, it was only annoyance. Honestly, it made Mowbray even feel
            a bit warm toward her.
         

         
         “Even I’m not known to seduce a woman that quickly. Then again, it’s not really seduction, is it?” Fox gave him a you-know-what-I-mean
            type of look. “Besides, I still have plenty of time to woo her,” he added. A touch defensively, perhaps? Mowbray dug in.
         

         
         “Do tell, how fares your progress thus far? I saw you converse with her for not even five minutes.”

         
         Five minutes in which Lady Claire looked utterly bored and totally perturbed. It had made Mowbray’s night.

         
         “’Tis not the length of time that matters, but the quality of time,” Fox replied.

         
         “I don’t believe I’ve heard that. At least, not from women.”

         
         “Touché.” Fox grinned, and Mowbray was annoyed because in his head this conversation had been a competition, and Fox didn’t
            seem to realize or care. He let him win. “Where is Zephyr?”
         

         
         “At my stables in Buckinghamshire, finishing her training. I expect her to have an outstanding season.”

         
         “Best go for it before Durham gets in the game. I’m surprised he hasn’t already.”

         
         “Too busy with his dukedom, I suppose. The problems some people have . . .”

         
         “Responsibility.” Fox made a face. “I thank God every day for competent estate managers, which leaves me with time for the
            important things.”
         

         
         “Like races, boxing, drinking, and wagers?”

         
         “And winning.” Fox just grinned and kicked his horse into a gallop. The damned perfect dog ran after him. Mowbray spat out
            the dust left in their wake.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Lord Fox has wasted no time finding a new woman after being jilted by Arabella Vaughn. He seems to have taken an interest
                  in Lady Claire Cavendish, of all the ladies in London. This author knows not what to make of it.

            —Fashionable Intelligence, The London Weekly

         

         
            The next evening, the card room at yet another ball

         

         Claire’s sister Amelia often complained about the tedium of balls—after the novelty had worn off, Claire privately agreed,
            though she knew better than to encourage Amelia by admitting she felt the same. As the eldest, she had to set an example.
            Always. It was almost as tedious as enduring London soirees.
         

         
         Fortunately, she developed stratagems to keep herself sane in these endless social events. First, her trick with the dance
            card—she simply told every gentleman who inquired that her card was full and thus she was able to politely refuse her offers
            to dance, an activity at which she did not excel and thus did not care to partake in.
         

         
         But even she came to enjoy balls when she discovered the card room. She could stand to the side and watch emotions run high
            as lords and ladies would win and lose fortunes at the mere turn of a card. She watched as they made idiotic wagers and foolish
            choices that led to disastrous outcomes that might have been avoided with some rational thought and calculations. In her head,
            Claire counted cards, calculated odds, and made her own private wagers on the outcome. In her head, she’d won a fortune of
            her own.
         

         
         She yearned to play a hand herself and to win on the strength of her intelligence and rational judgment. Even more she wanted to play against the lords and ladies who
            gossiped relentlessly about her family. She wanted to beat them. Take their money, their jewels, their hunting boxes in Scotland
            and dole them back out once people stopped making remarks about the smell of the stables when James went by or whispers about
            Amelia’s hoydenish behavior being embarrassing.
         

         
         Most of all, she wanted an activity with which to occupy her brain.

         
         She was too smart to simper on the sidelines of ballrooms.

         
         Claire was edging her way closer to a table where a game was in progress and deliberating as to how she might join in when
            the oh-so-handsome Lord Fox found her. She thought she’d been rid of him.
         

         
         Lord Fox, of the brawn and male beauty and inane conversation. Lord Fox, who was a little too certain that he was a treasure
            from heaven sent down for women. Lord Fox, who attracted attention when he spoke to her. She did not want attention.
         

         
         “Good evening, Lady Claire.” He bowed and she inclined her head slightly. “It seems we meet again.”

         
         “So it would seem.” She cast him a bored glance. “Good evening, Lord Fox.”

         
         “Is your dance card full again?”

         
         He gave her the sort of glance that was supposed to make her knees weak.

         
         “Yes. Every last dance.” From now until Judgment Day.

         
         “Yet you are in the card room,” he pointed out. “Shall I escort you back to the ballroom?”

         
         Damn. She was caught in a lie. She eyed him more carefully now, not wanting to underestimate him again. She took in his green
            eyes, fixed on her. A lock of black hair fell rakishly across his forehead. It was the sort of thing silly girls would sigh
            over, but as someone who usually wore her hair severely pulled back from her face, it just annoyed her.
         

         
         “Well, this dance isn’t claimed,” she said.

         
         “May I have the honor of this dance?”

         
         Claire didn’t think twice about refusing him, again. She hadn’t the slightest clue why he had suddenly taken an interest in
            her but she saw no point in encouraging him. Furthermore, etiquette dictated that if a woman refused a dance, then she wasn’t
            able to accept another dance for the rest of the evening. This suited her just fine.
         

         
         Sometimes, knowing the rules of etiquette could work to a woman’s advantage. Not that she’d ever tell Amelia that. Or maybe
            she ought to. Her baby sister was willfully ignorant when it came to such matters.
         

         
         But first, a rejection.

         
         Because Fox didn’t seem terrible, just misguided in his attentions, she decided to let him down gently.

         
         “I’m afraid I cannot. For health reasons.” She coughed delicately. Men were usually terrified of women’s ailments.

         
         “Of course,” he said dryly. “Women have such delicate constitutions. Why, the slightest thing could gravely endanger their
            health—a gust of wind that is too strong or too cool, for example. Perhaps the lemonade offered tonight was not sufficiently
            tepid. Or your corset might be laced too tightly.” He said this with a look that suggested he’d like to loosen her corset
            and suddenly hers did feel too tight. “There are any number of reasons why a woman would feel under the weather.”
         

         
         Every fiber of her being wanted to disagree with him.

         
         “That is why it’s best that I remain here, where I will be unperturbed.”

         
         “Indeed, there is nothing much to excite you here. Playing cards might be interesting, but watching others play is certainly
            tedious. But do take care not to overtax your lady brainbox by trying to understand the rules of the game.”
         

         
         This time when she coughed, it was because a hot ball of rage had lodged in her throat. Men. And the assumptions they made about women—especially the assumption that all women were the same.
         

         
         If she weren’t so determined to avoid this overbearing male, Claire would have given him a piece of her mind. She would have
            told him in no uncertain terms that she did indeed enjoy watching the game, far more than she enjoyed his belittling conversation.
            She would have informed him that her “lady brainbox” was more capable of understanding it and winning it than all the male
            brains in the room combined.
         

         
         She bit her lip and said none of that.

         
         “The game is vingt-et-un,” Fox explained. “It’s French for twenty-one.”
         

         
         “I am aware.”

         
         “Well, I wasn’t sure if they taught foreign languages to girls over in the colonies,” he said with a laugh. “Wasn’t sure if
            they taught anything other than tossing tea in the harbor.”
         

         
         “I assure you my education was—”

         
         “Now the object of this game is to get one’s cards as close to twenty-one as possible without going over.”

         
         Claire just sighed and rolled her eyes. This was the story of her life. Men explained things to her that she not only knew,
            but knew far more about.
         

         
         “An ace can be either high or low.”

         
         Claire wanted to scream.

         
         And just when she was about to throttle this man, who had for some reason developed the habit of seeking her out and annoying
            her, he asked, “Would you care to play?”
         

         
         Claire’s rage dissipated. Slightly.

         
         “Yes, thank you, I would.”

         
         She would play, and win, and stun him into silence with the brilliance of her female brain. He would see that she was a frighteningly
            intelligent bluestocking future-spinster-witch and would never ask her to dance again. Which would be fine.
         

         
         Lord Fox used his large size to intimidate people into removing themselves from their way. Upon approaching a table, he said
            a few words to some gent, who immediately
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