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      A Midsummer Night’s masquerade at her family’s country home presents the Honorable Nancy Lovelace with the perfect opportunity for revenge against the man who ruined her first London season—a man she’s known since childhood, a man she’d once thought she loved. With the help of her crew of younger relatives, she’ll give him his comeuppance.

      Simon Crayding’s newly inherited properties are in disarray, and, thanks to his bad behavior, he’s no longer known to society as Captain Crayding but as the Swilling Duke. When an old school chum invites him for a Midsummer Night’s party, he jumps at the chance to lick his wounds among friends… as well as to apologize to his friend’s sister, Nancy, because apparently, he’s done something to hurt her, he just doesn’t remember what.

      It soon becomes clear that Nancy will not easily forgive. Never one to resist a challenge—or a beautiful woman—Simon vows to find out why. As the night unfolds and passions rise, will Simon be well and truly punished, or will Nancy be caught in her own game?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      APRIL 1824,
      LONDON

      The Honorable Nancy Lovelace peered out the window of the carriage as they passed rows of elegant townhouses and turned onto Lady Chilcombe’s square. Outside a residence across the park, groups of gentlemen shook hands and slapped backs in greeting, while a nearby carriage disgorged far more ladies than the small conveyance ought to hold.

      When the Lovelace carriage stopped for traffic, Nancy had a good long look. Now the gentlemen were directing their enthusiastic welcomes to the ladies.

      What sort of gathering was that?

      “Drat.” Mama, the dowager baroness, Lady Neda Loughton, leaned forward. “I thought we left early enough to avoid traffic.”

      The brief trip around a corner and down two squares would be over far too soon, and then Nancy would have to, as Mama had said, face her fears.

      Now that she finally would have her first season at the ripe age of nineteen, she was determined not to make a hash of it. She would act her part, remember her lines, curtsy on cue, just as though she were presenting a play at school or in her family’s ballroom. When she could be someone else and follow a script, she wasn’t nervous. But to respond to the unexpected… that was when she tripped all over herself. Literally.

      Hands damp in her elbow length gloves, she braced them on the velvet-upholstered seat of her brother Fitz’s town carriage, then set one hand upon each knee, and then gripped them together in her lap before moving to smooth the skirt of her exquisite new gown. Though her new stays tortured her, the suffering was fair penance for the heavenly frock. The wider skirt was the height of fashion and the pale pink tulle over satin ended in a white and pink rouleaux circling the hem. The pink rouleaux had proven to have a mind of its own though. Her maid, Meg, had repaired some of the stitches before they’d run out the door.

      “Nancy.” Her mother patted Nancy’s hand. “Nerves are normal at your first ball, but you will be fine. Lady Chilcombe is a dear friend, and… and will need our support as well, this being her first ball as a widow.”

      This was also Mama’s first ball since Papa’s death; Mama’s first trip to London in decades without the late Lord Loughton.

      She’d heard Lady Chilcombe’s whisper to Mama about widows making a second come-out.

      Nancy took her mother’s hand. “You’re nervous too. You don’t need to be.”

      Mama was petite and trim, and still so lovely. She would be the belle of the ball amongst the older men.

      She herself had inherited Mama’s blue eyes and blonde hair, but the excessive height that rendered her clumsy and the strong jaw that made strangers think she was stubborn, those had come from her father.

      “I do wish one of the boys was with us,” Nancy said. She had four brothers old enough to attend a ball and none of them happened to be in town for the start of this, her first season. “Whoever am I going to dance with?”

      Mama squeezed her hand back and smiled. “Lady Chilcombe tells me Simon will be there.”

      A flicker of warmth crept up Nancy’s neck and stirred her nerves. The smile on her mother’s face turned sly.

      Simon Clayding was her brother George’s best friend from childhood.

      Nancy suppressed a sigh and said tightly, “Simon is a duke now. He won’t look below an earl’s daughter.”

      Nor would he remember her, the awkward, clumsy girl who, nine years ago, had followed him around like a puppy.

      Oh, but if he did remember her? She’d spent years comparing every one of her suitors against Simon—his looks, of course, but also his humor, his kindness.

      Though in retrospect, his treatment of her had been more like sufferance toward a friend’s younger sister than kindness.

      “Nonsense,” Mama said. “You’re grown up now and Simon might not recognize you, but he’s kept up a correspondence with your brother George, and occasionally with Fitz. He won’t cut you. Perhaps he’ll even ask you to dance.”

      The words, uttered just as the coach rolled to a halt and the door opened, sent Nancy reeling. She hopped out before the steps were all the way down. The pink rouleau around her hem took the opportunity to spring free again, and she fell into the arms of a startled, bewigged footman.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy lifted her skirts and tiptoed along the dark passage, willing herself to proceed in a stately manner, with her hem and her hair wreath minding their places.

      She had been doing so well, so very, very well, quelling the nervousness twitching through her… Until that first step from the carriage when she’d knocked the poor footman’s wig askew.

      She took a long breath and assumed the ramrod posture that was her defense against the busk in her stays—as well as all the other worries unsettling her.

      The dancing would start soon, and she would so love to dance the first set.

      There’d be no more tripping. No more ripped clothing. No more embarrassing awkwardness.

      If only she and Mama were not virtually alone in this crowd of strangers.

      Not that the ball guests were all strangers to her mother. Though Mama had been absent from London these last two years since Papa’s death, she’d kept up her correspondence with friends and acquaintances.

      Mama would find someone to lead her daughter out. Someone young, Nancy hoped, but not too fashionable. Not eager to wed, because she wasn’t at all ready to spend hours drinking tea or being driven in the park. She could drink tea and go for drives at home, and there were far too many interesting museums and theaters in London to waste time on mere courting. Her friend from school, Sally Simpkins, was in London as well, though Mama had advised restraint about socializing with the daughter of a Drury Lane actress, never mind that the woman was considered respectable.

      It had seemed a trifle unfair. Sally was as much a lady as any of the ton, and she’d know exactly how to act with the crowd gathered here, no matter how high the title.

      Oh, for a familiar dance partner. Her brother, George, wouldn’t mind if she stepped on his toes; her brother, Fitz, would laugh if she made a wrong turn. The same was true for Rupert and Selwyn.

      Or… what about Simon?

      Thoughts of him sent emotions spiraling in her, longing twining with annoyance, and strands of hurt and embarrassment befuddling her, so that when she turned a corner, she stumbled against a large body with a startled squeak.

      “Here now. What’s this?”

      Powerful hands matched the deep masculine voice and set her back, steadying her. She looked up, astonished, and her heart swelled and threatened to burst. All the mixed emotions evaporated, and joy flooded her. Dark hair spilled over one blue-gray eye and the full lips pursed together in a frown.

      He’d come for her. Simon Clayding—Duke of Something now, but he would always be Simon to her—Simon was here.

      “It’s you,” she said. “I’m so s-sorry. I’m as clumsy as ever. B-but… you’re here?”

      Perhaps he would dance with her. Perhaps she should ask him.

      “’Course I’m here.” He blinked, as though trying to focus. “Question is, why are you here looking like a fresh young thing ready for your come-out?”

      “S-Simon?”

      “Simon?” He muttered a foul profanity she’d heard only on the rarest of occasions spilling from one of her brothers’ mouths. “Demmed Percy told you my Christian name, I suppose, and sent you along. One of his pranks. Well, madam, you’re a pretty thing, and I mean you no offense, but I’m not going to be sidetracked tonight. I’m not interested.”

      A wave of misery stilled her tongue and drove the breath from her. She’d loved Simon Clayding since her brother George brought him home from school that first holiday fifteen years ago when she’d been not much more than a baby.

      In the dim light of a wall sconce, his gaze darkened and held hers, despite his proclaimed lack of interest.

      Perhaps… Simon hadn’t seen her in nine years. He didn’t recognize her. He had her confused with someone else.

      Reasoning trickled back into her senses, bringing along the strong scent of brandy.

      Of course. He was completely foxed.

      She licked her lips, preparing to set him straight, but as she opened her mouth, a spark lit his eyes and turned up the corners of his mouth.

      And then he tugged her, pressing his lips to hers, pressing his chest to her… to her…

      Breath left her in a whoosh as he angled his mouth over hers, nibbling and then entering her with his tongue, inflaming desire, demanding surrender.

      She gripped his broad shoulders but instead of steadying her, their solidness sent heat spinning through her.

      Simon was kissing her. Simon. The first man to kiss her. At a public ball. He cared for her. He hadn’t forgotten. He meant to mar…

      “There.” He set her back as suddenly as he’d swooped down on her.

      A tendril of hair fell over her cheek, the same one that a maid had just pinned.

      “That’s all you’ll get from me. Go back and tell Percy we’ve had our tumble, if you will, and demand payment from him. Get you gone before one of the servants sees you and throws you out on your arse.”

      He turned her around and smacked her bottom. She staggered against the wall, righted herself, and turned back ready to give him a piece of her mind.

      But he’d disappeared.

      Percy? Payment? What was he talking about?

      “Oh, miss, that lock of hair has fallen again.”

      The maid who’d seen to her hair eyed the loose tendril. Heat flooded Nancy’s cheeks. Had the girl seen that kiss? Or worse, heard what Simon had said?

      The maid wrung her hands. “I’ll see to it again unless you’d like me to find someone else.”

      Nancy gathered her wits and shook her head. “It wasn’t your fault. Come, I’ll follow you back to the retiring room.”

      And perhaps she’d stay there for the rest of the ball.
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        * * *

      

      “That’s her.”

      A cluster of girls turned curious gazes that sent Nancy’s heart pounding.

      The gloved hand that flew up to cover the speaker’s tittering mouth couldn’t hide the silly girl’s words. Nancy’s acute hearing had been honed by years dodging the antics of her siblings.

      “Hold up your head, Nancy,” Mama said.

      Nancy did as she was told while dread slithered down her spine. Lady Chilcombe’s ball the week before had engendered a mocking caricature that spurred her family to action. Her maid had reported the comings and goings in the public rooms at Loughton House: curious callers had come sniffing for gossip, Mama’s bosom friends had offered aid and sympathy, and even an impudent reporter had tried to worm his way in.

      She herself, after one glance at the hideous depiction in the cartoon, had refused to leave her bedchamber until Fitz, who’d rushed to town without his family, barged into her room, cajoling, encouraging, and when all else failed, offering his gentle sort of bullying.

      “Shall I go knock their pretty heads together?” Fitz teased.

      He’d deigned to accompany them to this rout tonight.

      “Better that I should find someone to introduce them to Nancy,” Mama said. “Remember what I told you, young lady.”

      You are The Honorable Nancy Lovelace, Mama had said. Head up, shoulders back, act as if nothing of any importance has happened.

      Nothing of importance. The one man who ought to have shown her kindness had humiliated her in a very public way. She’d never fancied being a leader of the ton. She’d looked forward to seeing London, meeting an old friend, and dressing up for parties and balls. Just another girl making her come-out.

      Simon had given her notoriety, not just amongst the ton, but all the mocking classes that ogled the caricatures slapped up in shop windows. He’d made her a laughingstock.

      Across the room, a gaggle of fresh-faced bucks turned their gazes her way. Mischief glittered in their eyes. That she could almost stomach. She had younger brothers, after all. It was the older peacock stuffed into a tight waistcoat advancing on them who made her skin crawl.

      Before he could reach them, Mother shooed Fitz toward the fellow and led Nancy off for a round of obligatory introductions. “Remember, this will pass,” she whispered.

      As the gathering wore on, though, it was clear Mama was wrong. The whispers, winks, and knowing looks pushed Nancy’s nerves to the precipice. No one came along at this party to knock her to the floor, and she managed to remain standing, oh yes. But the panic gripping her throat had her croaking the rote conversational platitudes she’d learned as a girl. How she’d survive the rest of this miserable season, she had no idea.

      If she ever saw Simon again, she’d wring his neck.

      
      June 1824

      Loughton Manor

      
      “That one looks like baby Henry’s bottom.”

      “Does not. It looks like the vicar’s jiggly cheeks when he’s pon-ti-fi-cating, doesn’t it, Nancy?”

      The children’s voices carried on the still air as Simon Clayding, Duke of Swillingstone, broke through the apple tree orchard to the lawn. Three figures—a lady and two children aged about seven or eight—lay on the grass.

      His breath caught. The lawn sloped down to a wide lake that some prior baron had created by choking the river downstream. Across the water, the white pillars of the estate’s folly gleamed in the late morning sun, ringed by lushly blooming roses in shades of pink and red. On this side, sheep grazed peacefully in a nearby field, and the happy children stretched between a lady with soft golden hair, swelling breasts, and long legs ending in trim ankles.

      She was Nancy? George, his old school friend, had told him she’d be roaming somewhere in the grounds of Loughton Manor with her niece and nephew.

      Dear God, why had he not gone to her straightaway?

      She was a mere child in the memories he’d carried with him from his earliest visits to Loughton Manor. From those memories he’d crafted a few dreams for himself: a peaceful home, a large happy family, a prosperous estate. Given the relative poverty of his birth, they had seemed impossible to achieve.

      But he was a duke now; perhaps the first two desires were in reach sooner rather than later. He needed an heir, and he’d welcome even more children with the right sort of wife. Prosperity would take longer, but he was willing to work for it.

      He'd got off to a bad start with this duke business. This visit was his chance to set things right and begin again.

      The little girl plucked the head off a wildflower. “I wish we could visit the folly.”

      The lady’s consoling murmur was too quiet to understand, but mention of the folly stirred more happy memories in Simon. School holidays here had been filled with adventures on the lake and rainy afternoons spent sheltering in the folly.

      Designed by some past Lord Loughton, the structure’s octagonal portico surrounded a central room with a large hearth. There were other chambers as well: on the main floor, two large, cluttered storerooms; downstairs, kitchen rooms with a pump for fresh water from the folly’s rooftop cistern, and even a privy tucked away. Upstairs there were two low-ceilinged rooms with naked bedframes. It was a ramshackle play place for them, but no adults bothered them there.

      “Well, we can’t, Mary,” the boy said. “Uncle Fitz said it’s still off limits until the repairs are finished and the bridge is completed.”

      Simon chuckled. Typical male—pontificating again like the jiggly-cheeked vicar.

      “Perhaps your papa will take you there in a few days, Mary,” Nancy said, “if they’ve finished construction inside the folly. Maybe after the party. If the new bridge isn’t ready, you can walk upstream and cross on the old one.”

      The voice, a low, throaty alto, sent his heart beating unexpectedly faster.

      “Or we could go over by the steppingstones upstream,” the boy said.

      “Have your legs grown long enough?” she teased.

      The lad wriggled, shrugging. “Or, we could pull out one of the skiffs from the shed.”

      “They both have holes. Perhaps after tomorrow night’s party, the servants will have time to mend them. Now look.” She pointed at the sky. “Those, Benjamin, are cumulus clouds. And those…” She pointed westward “are cirrhus.”

      “I like the fat ones better,” Benjamin said.

      Simon walked closer, shuffling through the grass to make as much noise as possible. “And let us hope we do not have nimbus clouds for tomorrow night’s party,” he said.

      Nancy lifted her head and looked back. Grass clung to her hair. She sat up, stumbled to her feet, and steadied herself on the boy’s shoulder. Taller than most women and many men, she looked even better standing up. The thin summer gown clung to her legs and outlined a shapely figure that made his mouth grow dry and manly parts stir. This was Nancy, but not the thin, startled figure of the scandal sheet. She looked more like… like someone else, but he couldn’t quite grasp who.

      She certainly wasn’t that skinny little girl who’d rushed out in her nightgown to wish him a tearful goodbye when he’d left to return to his regiment. She’d grown into a woman—a delectable one—since he’d last seen her.

      Or, since he last remembered seeing her.

      She whacked her bonnet on her wrinkled skirt and clamped it on her head, dislodging a few blonde tendrils and blades of grass, then scrutinized him through narrowed eyes, their icy blue challenging him.

      He thought back to his last visit to Loughton Manor, when she was not much bigger than the two who were inspecting him just as closely. It was her sister, Cassandra, who’d been the greater hoyden. Nancy had followed along, the quiet one, the gentle, awkward one, and on that last visit so many years ago, the one with adoring eyes.

      There was no adoration in her gaze now. She’d had her first whirl on the marriage mart at the age of nineteen and had come home miserable, depressed and angry.

      And it was Simon’s fault, her brother George said.

      She’d appeared in the scandal sheets as an awkward wallflower, grossly insulted by the greatest cad of the Season. Himself.

      He supposed that the title of greatest cad was quite an achievement since he’d only attended that one ball after taking up the title of the Duke of Swillingstone.

      The previous duke, as it turned out, had been a far distant cousin. Inheriting the
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