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Chapter 1



‘Tis utter madness,” Elinor, Lady Standon would have declared if someone had told her that in the course of an hour she would fall in love with a man.

And an ordinary one, as well.

The sort of love at first sight that poets and romantics and all other sorts of fanciful fools clamor about in rapturous tones and flowery phrases.

Impossible, she would have told them. And of course, she’d have been right.

Because one can’t fall in love in an instant.

It happens much quicker than that.

Yet here she was, standing in the foyer of the house on Brook Street, where just a week ago the Duchess of Hollindrake had ordered Elinor and the other two Standon dowagers to take up residence…and she couldn’t believe her eyes…couldn’t stop the odd flutter in her heart.

But here? Now? And with him?

It was rather incomprehensible.


Falling in love was done at an elegant ball, in the rarified air of Almack’s, or at a properly attended house party, not surrounded as she was by the peeling wallpaper and the general lack of fine furnishings that her new home afforded.

And not wearing her second-best gown.

Elinor tried to still her trembling heart, for if this burst of fire inside her was falling in love, it was hardly dignified. Then again, neither was the man before her.

This complete stranger was, quite honestly, the most handsome fellow she’d ever clapped her eyes on. Surely a man so sinfully endowed couldn’t be a gentleman.

What with his sculpted features, raven black hair, and good heavens, his towering height…well, he quite took her breath away.

Just then, he managed to notice her, and bowed ever so slightly.

Elinor shivered, and it wasn’t because she’d forgotten to close the door, or that he was utterly lacking in good manners.

No, it was the remembrance of what Lucy had said the other night.

That the right man could make a lady’s nights heavenly.

Goodness knows, such a notion was easy to believe standing before this rakish devil.

Say something, she tried to tell herself, stealing another glance at him. You’ll never discover who he is if you don’t open your mouth.

But even as she did so, forced herself to form the words of introduction, who but her younger sister Tia came dashing down the stairs, all aflutter, an oversized apron covering her gown.


“Oh, Elinor, thank goodness you’re home,” the girl said in a rush. “Isidore is having her pups, and I fear she is having a time of it. I know not what to do!”

Puppies? At a time like this?

“Neither do I,” Elinor admitted. “Oh, poor Isidore!”

And they both turned to the stranger in the foyer.

Suddenly it occurred to Elinor who he might be—the solicitor Lucy had asked the Duke of Hollindrake to send over, but the man hardly had a townish look to him, not with that wretched jacket and, good heavens, was that a black eye he was sporting? How had she missed that?

Only Lucy Sterling would end up with some solicitor who milled about London with his fists!

But when she glanced at him again, she wondered how the other fellow had fared. Considering how tall this man was and the width of his shoulders, he seemed far too imposing not to be able to handle himself more than adequately.

Can you imagine those arms around you? Having him haul you right up against that wall of a chest and have him…

Those errant, stray questions shocked Elinor out of her reverie. “Sir, have you any experience with dogs?” she managed to bluster.

“Pardon,” he said in a rather haughty manner.

Well, he needn’t be so high in the instep, she mused. After all, he wasn’t much above a steward. And nor should he stare at her so.

For it sent a warm shiver down her spine. Had her imagining all sorts of scandalous things…him pressing her against a closed and locked door…his lips encased on hers…


“Isidore?” Tia prodded.

Oh, yes, Isidore and the puppies. Elinor shook herself once again and got back to business. “Dogs, sir. Have you any experience with dogs?”

“Yes, of course,” he said in that haughty manner of his.

She paused and waited for him, like Sir Galahad, to leap to her aid. Hadn’t he been listening? Was he going to make her ask?

Apparently so. Then again, she’d seen from that paltry bow he’d offered that his manners were utterly lacking.

“Would you mind assisting us?” she asked. “This is Isidore’s first litter and she’s one of the finest greyhounds I’ve ever owned.”

“I would be honored, my lady,” he said, nodding to her.

And as he looked up, met her gaze with his, Elinor’s breath froze in her throat. Those eyes! Blue. Deeply, richly blue.

He gazed at her as if he was about to devour her, and Elinor shivered, even as a bit of a blush rose on her cheeks.

Goodness, whatever was the matter with her? Just because Lucy had fallen in love all over again with the Earl of Clifton and he with her, that didn’t mean that she, Elinor Sterling, Lady Standon, was susceptible to such fairy tales.

She wasn’t.

And certainly not with some solicitor or man of business or whatever this fellow was.

Not when I have my own problems, she thought as she watched Tia hurry ahead.

Yes, yes, she had her own problems, and one of them was finding a husband. Elinor shuddered slightly. She had no desire to enter into marriage again, but what else could she do?

Tia’s guardianship would continue under the control of their stepfather unless Elinor married. And married well.

What she needed was to marry a duke. Nothing less would do.

She sidled another glance over her shoulder at the man close at her heels and swallowed back the sigh that rose from deep in her chest.

Now if a husband was to look like this fellow, she might even settle for a marquess.

Especially if he was as handsome. And tall. And…

She stumbled on the uneven steps and caught hold of the railing even as behind her, he reached out and took hold of her elbow with a grasp that was firm and supportive.

And delicious. The heat of his touch ran through her, leaving a trail of shocked astonishment in its wake. Elinor wondered if she was going mad.

“Thank you,” she murmured as she continued upward.

“You are most welcome,” he said in a rich, deep voice that sent more shivers down her spine.

Oh, good heavens, she needed to keep her wits about her. Taking a deep breath, she did her best to remember her place in Society. Her station. And his.

And the gaping distance between them.

They had reached the top of the stairs and there, before them, was the open linen closet with Isidore sequestered inside.

“Oh, my! This is a sight!” she exclaimed, for there were three puppies already there, and another about to arrive. Tia had managed to get the new mother atop a pile of sheets and had curled a blanket around them all for warmth.

Elinor couldn’t help but shudder at what Minerva, the first Lady Standon, was going to say when she discovered that her best linens had been used for Isidore’s confinement. No, better she concern herself with the predicament at hand. And she didn’t mean the puppies. For as she and this stranger knelt down to take stock of the situation, her skirt brushed up against his thigh, and they both glanced at each other.

Like the moment in the foyer when she’d first spied him, something flashed between. An intimate heat that went far beyond stations and respectability. Elinor nearly bolted to her feet, but something held her there.

A curiosity she found utterly irresistible.

“Here, let me take a look,” he said, his words reassuring and capable. Reaching out to adjust the greyhound, he spoke softly and kindly to Isidore, and the dog looked up at him with adoring eyes. After a minute or so, the next puppy arrived. “Ah, and there is another to follow.”

“Another?” Elinor gasped. The sheets could be replaced, but she had to imagine Minerva would be none too pleased over a house full of puppies. She got up and backed right into Tia.

“Who is this?” her sister whispered, as only a fourteen-year-old girl could—loud enough for all to hear.

“Lucy’s solicitor,” Elinor told her, with a little more discretion. Even as she watched him help Isidore, she was struck by his kindness and bearing. He might not be a gentleman, but he carried a sense of honor about him that couldn’t be mistaken.

The sort of characteristic she wanted, nay, needed in a husband.

“Do you do business for the duke often?” she asked, an odd notion forming in the back of her head.

“Do I do what for the duke?” the man stammered, appearing every bit taken aback.

“Business,” she repeated. “You’re a man of business, I assume. The gentleman Hollindrake sent over to sort out Lucy’s troubles?”

After an interminable pause, he nodded slowly. “Why, yes. Yes, I am.”

“Excellent!” For this was exactly what she needed. The right man to find the right man. “Do you have any connections in Society?”

“A few,” he demurred, bowing his head.

Elinor nodded. “Might you be able to look into a matter for me?” she lowered her voice. “Discreetly, of course.”

“I would be honored to be of service to you, but I don’t know who I am helping.”

Elinor took a breath and was about to make a proper, respectable introduction when, unfortunately, Tia beat her to the punch.

“This is my sister, Elinor, Lady Standon. At least for the time being,” Tia said, grinning. “Until she marries her duke.”

 

“Explain to me again exactly what happened,” Lord John Tremont asked the Duke of Parkerton an hour or so later.

For quite frankly, Jack was not entirely unconvinced that in the course of a few hours his normally staid and conventional (read: utterly dull) brother hadn’t finally succumbed to the legendary Tremont madness.

“I went over to the house on Brook Street as I promised—”

Of course he had. Parkerton had given his word to complete the errand, and as a man of honor, he would have done no less.

But what the devil had happened to him between White’s and now?

“And then what?” Jack prompted from his spot near the ornately carved mantel that made the Great Room infamous. Of course nearly every room in the duke’s town house had not only a name but also a legend attached to it.

With the Great Room, it was the mantel designed by Holbein and the chair in which old King Harry had once sat during a night of revels. The chair where Parkerton now sat as he always did, as if holding court.

The duke drew a deep breath. “I went to Brook Street and made amends to Lady Standon.”

“To Lucy?” Jack asked. There were three Lady Standons prowling about Society, and it wouldn’t do if Parkerton had apologized to the wrong one.

“Yes, to Lucy,” Parkerton said with a bit of a shudder.

Oh, decidedly he’d met Lucy Sterling, brash minx that she was.

“Devilish bit of muslin,” the duke added. He shuddered again. “Is Clifton sure he wants that cheeky bit of baggage for his wife?”

Jack grinned. “He loves her.”

There was a moment of silence in the Great Room. One that might have been viewed two ways: one for the loss of Clifton’s bachelor state or a prayer for his future happiness with the indomitable Lucy Sterling.

But there it was. Parkerton had gone to Brook Street and apologized to Lucy for the trespasses Parkerton’s former secretary had made to her father’s estate, but still Jack took a wary glance over at his brother. He couldn’t quite get over the fact that his brother, the esteemed Duke of Parkerton, now sported a black eye.

“Would you stop gaping at me!” Parkerton snapped. “I am well.”

“It is just—” Jack tapped his own eye in way of explanation.

Parkerton flinched. “Yes, yes, it is a bit disconcerting.”

“You should see it from this side,” Jack teased. Still, he couldn’t help but add, “Are you positive that you didn’t hit your head or perhaps—”

“Stop coddling me,” Parkerton said, sharply enough to send most men running.

But this was Jack, and he was used to his brother’s high-handed manners. Besides, it was far more familiar than the statement that had started this interview.

The one that had Jack wondering if perhaps he shouldn’t call for their Great-Aunt Josephine. She was mad as a March hare and probably knew the signs of having one go around the bend better than anyone else in the family.

Though most had assumed that Parkerton, having reached the age of forty and some years with his sensibilities still intact, would most likely remain free from the family blemish for the rest of his life.


As for coddling his brother…

“Demmit, Parkerton, you got floored. Knocked cold.”

In fact, his brother had been punched in the middle of White’s by a rather irate Earl of Clifton. Then sent on the errand to apologize to Lucy, and now this…

Oh, the entire situation was such a long, complicated story that Jack wasn’t going to waste his time trying to sort out all the details now. Not when he knew for certain he’d have to recount them all once again this evening to his wife.

“So then after you made amends to Lady Standon—”

“Just as Clifton asked.”

Jack nodded. “Excellent.”

“Then I returned the house in Hampstead to her that should have rightfully been hers, and further advised her to seek out the earl—”

“You advised her to go to Clifton?”

“It seemed prudent,” Parkerton averred.

Jack pressed his lips together to keep from laughing.

“An impulsive creature, for certain,” the duke told him. “At the least bit of prodding, she went rushing off to find him.”

Jack smiled. For such a thing sounded right as rain. But that wasn’t the part that had him at sixes and sevens. “And then what?”

There was another pause.

“I met her.” The way Parkerton said it, with a bit of awe and shock, stopped Jack.

He braced himself, for now they were getting to the part of the story that would have flummoxed anyone who knew Parkerton.

The part of all this that Parkerton had been muttering about when he’d come wandering into the ducal town house like he was utterly foxed.

I’ve a new profession, he’d said.

A profession? What the hell did that mean? He was a duke, for God’s sake. Dukes didn’t have professions. Save ordering about their miscreant relations.

Breathe, Jack reminded himself. You must have misheard him. Parkerton was merely joking.

And that might have been reassuring if Parkerton ever joked. But point of fact, Parkerton never did.

The duke shifted in his chair and continued his outlandish tale. “I was attempting to take my leave—”

“Attempting?”

“It is quite a devilish matter when there is no one there to see one out. That ill-mannered Lucy Sterling just bolted out the door and left me. Alone!”

Jack eyed him again. “How hard is it to take one’s leave from an empty room? You just get up and go.”

Parkerton looked at him askance, one regal dark brow tilted up.

Then Jack saw it from his brother’s elevated perspective. Parkerton was always the first one to leave, with the exception of when Prinny or one of the royal dukes was about.

His poor brother, with all his lofty expectations, deserted in a strange house with no pomp, or fawning hostess or butler to parade him out the front door.

Why, it must have been a first for him. A day of firsts, Jack realized, glancing at the black-and-blue shiner ringing his eye.

“So you went to leave,” Jack prodded him.

Parkerton nodded. “And then it all sort of happened.” Jack waited, and finally his brother continued. “She came in. There was a bit of wind and her hair was loose.” Parkerton’s eyes sort of glazed over. “Such beautiful hair, Jack. And her cheeks were all flushed.”

“Blonde hair?”

“What?”

“Did the lady have blonde hair?”

“Yes, yes, of course.”

Elinor. The second Lady Standon, Jack surmised.

“And then there was some sort of a hullabaloo about puppies.”

This is where Jack had gotten lost in the first telling.

Some nonsense about a greyhound.

“Her dog was having puppies, and she asked me to help.” Parkerton glanced up at Jack. “Me. She asked me to help.”

And why shouldn’t Parkerton sound so incredulous? Poor, unwitting Lady Standon probably hadn’t realized she was asking the Duke of Parkerton to be the midwife for her precious hound.

“I blame you!” Parkerton said, wagging a finger at Jack.

Now at least this was familiar. Jack had spent most of his adult life having Parkerton wag a finger at him and blame him for some mishap or misfortune.

“If I hadn’t been wearing your jacket for my interview with that Lucy creature, none of this would have happened.”

“My apologies,” Jack offered automatically.

“No, no, it was actually quite fascinating.”

There was a boyish light to the duke’s eyes that Jack had never seen. Which was why he was still wagering that his eldest brother had fallen over the edge. “You actually helped deliver the pups?”

“Yes. All on my own.”


Jack looked at his brother again. “You?”

The duke nodded. “Yes, me. I’ll have you know I’ve done this before.”

Now it was Jack’s turn to look askance as only a Tremont could. Really, Parkerton wanted him to believe that he’d been out in the stables whelping pups like a regular hand?

Preposterous.

“I have,” the duke said in a huff. “Well, I was naught but a lad the last time.”

Now they were getting to the truth of the matter.

“And I didn’t so much help as watch,” he admitted. “Yet it all came back when I knelt down in that closet.”

This was where Jack’s head started to pound. Parkerton kneeling down in a closet to help a dog have pups.

If his brother wasn’t utterly foxed, Jack was determined to go find the nearest bottle and have a stiff drink.

Or two.

“The pups just kept coming out,” the duke said with an air of wonder.

“They have a way of doing that,” Jack said. “So after the puppies found their way into the world, what happened next?”

“She turned to me—”

“Lady Standon?”

“Yes, of course, Lady Standon,” Parkerton snapped. “It certainly wasn’t the dog.”

Well, Jack hoped not. Though he might have found more comfort with the notion that his brother was conversing with greyhounds than what was coming next.


“Yes, yes, I realize that,” Jack said, nodding for him to continue.

And he did so. “Then Lady Standon asked me if I did much business for Hollindrake.”

The Duke of Hollindrake? Whatever did he have to do with all this?

Jack shuddered. He was never going to get this all straight to repeat it to his wife tonight. And Lord love her, Miranda adored details.

“So she thought you were Hollindrake’s solicitor?” Jack asked.

“Worse, she thought I was some cit,” Parkerton declared. “Really, Jack, would it be such a hardship for you to get a decent tailor? This coat is barely presentable.” Parkerton held out his arm, encased in the sensible superfine black wool, like he was being embalmed in homespun.

Jack had insisted that Parkerton go over to visit Lucy wearing something less resplendent than his usual ducal finery—if only to get Lucy to listen to him. Lucy, the third Lady Standon, held a rather infamous disregard for pomp and social strictures.

“I don’t think my tailor is the issue at hand,” Jack told his brother.

“Yes, well, Lady Standon assumed I was a business fellow or perhaps a solicitor that Hollindrake had sent over to straighten out Lucy’s messy affairs.” Again there was the mandatory shudder when Parkerton mentioned the lady. “Really, is Clifton positive he is in love with that cheeky—”

“Parkerton,” Jack said, “get to the point.”

“The point is this is all Lucy Sterling’s fault. If I hadn’t had to go over in this disguise just to appeal to her democratic and plebeian sensibilities—”


“Parkerton, you went over there in disguise so you wouldn’t end up embroiled in any further scandal. So every matron and London mama with a daughter to foist off wouldn’t think that you, the Duke of Parkerton, was calling on the Standon widows because you were interested in marrying one of them.”

Ever since Hollindrake had dangled a bounty of a dowry for any fool willing to take one of the widows off his hands, the house on Brook Street had become a magnet for every fortune hunter and curious bachelor in London.

“Yes, I suppose that was a good idea a few hours ago, but that was before she walked in the door, mistook me for a cit and hired me.”

Jack felt the solid marble beneath his feet shift a bit. “She hired you?”

This is where his brother’s tale got devilishly confusing.

“Yes,” the duke said, rubbing his temple as if his black eye wasn’t the only thing giving him a megrim. “I told you that already.”

“Humor me and explain it again.”

Parkerton drew a deep breath. “Lady Standon hired me to find her a husband.”

“She wants you to procure her a husband?”

Parkerton nodded.

This is where, to Jack’s benefit, being considered the most reckless of the Tremonts (heavens, most of Society still steered clear of “Mad” Jack Tremont), he could be excused for his response.

He roared with laughter.

For here before him sat the Duke of Parkerton, Society’s newest matchmaker.


 

James Lambert St. Maur Thurstan Tremont, 9th Duke of Parkerton, found nothing amusing about his situation.

Good heavens, he wasn’t even too sure how he’d gotten into it.

He’d started his day as he always did, with Richards meticulously laying out his clothes for the day (the valet having first consulted Winston, the duke’s secretary, as to His Grace’s schedule), breaking his fast precisely at ten in the morning. It was a bit early for such things, by Society standards that is, but it was the duke’s one idiosyncrasy.

And considering he came from a family of malcontents and blithe spirits, no one minded this one mild oddity.

Then, having dined and read the morning paper, he’d gone to White’s to meet with Jack. Such discussions couldn’t be held in the library or his study or even here in the Great Room. No, the duke always conducted such business at White’s.

Now, hours later, for the life of him, he couldn’t even remember what it was he’d intended to discuss with his youngest brother.

Oh, Arabella. Yes, that was it.

James shook his head, scattering that matter to a distant corner. His daughter’s situation paled in comparison to this…this imbroglio he suddenly found himself in.

No, it was more than that. Why, it bordered on a scandal. He could be excused for not calling it what it was, for he’d never been in one before.

Not that he didn’t know what one was. Good God, he was the head of the Tremont family. It was like living in the eye of a constant maelstrom of scandal.

But never had he brought those winds home to roost by his own accord, by his own misfortune.

Glancing over at Jack, who was still braying like a jackass, James sent his brother his most quelling glance.

And like everything else on this most upside-down day, his scornful regard did nothing to stop his brother’s loud guffaws.

“I see nothing amusing about this,” James declared.

“You wouldn’t,” Jack replied, having managed to at least get himself straightened up, though his lips still twitched traitorously. He tugged at his coat and did his best to appear concerned.

He failed utterly.

“What do you expect me to do?” Jack said, retaking his post beside the mantel. “Start making lists of likely gentlemen for the lady? I think that would be more Winston’s territory than mine. He’s more of a list man.”

James’s gaze swung up at the thought of having to ask his only too formal and proper secretary to come up with a list of likely and respectable London bachelors.

Good God, poor Winston would probably quit in horror. “I don’t need that sort of help. I need to extract myself from this…this…”

“Scandal?” Jack suggested, rocking back on his heels. “Disgrace, dishonor, impropriety…” He paused, then snapped his fingers. “Ah! And my personal favorite—black stain.”

His brother needn’t enjoy this so much. But then again, hadn’t he, the duke, used those same words over the years to describe Jack’s various escapades?

“I prefer ‘situation,’” James corrected.

At this, Jack smiled. His brother would. He’d wiggled his way out of more scandals and “situations” than the family annals could record. “Yes, well your situation is quite the situation, isn’t it?”

Really, did he have to grin so? Even if it was a situation, deserving of italics and emphasis.

But unlike what Jack outwardly saw as James’s problem, there was an entirely different aspect to this mess.

Her. Lady Standon. Elinor.

James reached up and rubbed his chest. For suddenly it had begun to tighten and pound.

As it had the moment he’d clapped eyes on her.

“Agreed. I am in a bit of a muddle,” James acquiesced, shaking off his private musings, “but now is the time to get me out of it.”

Because he wasn’t looking for a lady in his life. Not a flirtation. Not a mistress. And certainly not a wife.

He was past all that. At least that was what he’d told himself up until half past two this very afternoon. He knew the exact moment when he’d spied her, for there had been a clock on the mantel in the parlor.

And for some reason it seemed important to remember that very moment.

Jack took a step back. “Why didn’t you just correct her, explain who you were and leave?”

Yes, his brother would have to point out the obvious route of escape after the fire had gutted the building.

And while it would be easy to blame his own rattled senses—for he had taken a good chop to the head today—there was a very good explanation for why he hadn’t done just that, why he hadn’t just turned on one heel and left, as would have been expected of the Duke of Parkerton.

Because of her. That hair. Those eyes. It wasn’t like there weren’t enough dewy blondes about. Why, some years they were as persistent and as prevalent as narcissus in the spring.

No, it was because of her. Elinor.

Lady Standon, he corrected himself. She’d come breezily in through the doorway and gazed at him and he’d felt himself transfixed, changed, utterly and completely.

And he could have sworn he’d seen a spark in her eyes as well, at least that was until she’d gathered her wits about her and noticed his coat.

Well, no, not his coat precisely but Jack’s coat. The one he’d borrowed to be inconspicuous.

So much for that.

And definitely not so inconspicuous with her. This glorious Elinor. With her soft blonde hair, and those eyes. Those cornflower blue eyes.

Until, that is, she’d looked down her nose at him.

Him?! The Duke of Parkerton.

He glanced up and found Jack staring at him with an expression that was reminiscent of their father, the 8th duke, all full of worry and an air of responsibility.

Oh, this would never do. Letting Jack become the responsible one.

Struggling to put the afternoon into words, he floundered along, “I was…and then Lady Standon came in…I had no idea hair could be that color…that is to say…”


Jack’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “Good God! She struck you blind, didn’t she?”

It took a moment for Jack’s words to sink in…what his brother was implying.

Just the very suggestion had James on his feet, shoulders taut and his bearing as ducal as the day he’d gained his title. “Oh, good God, man, no! I am not some fool pup.”

Jack tipped his head and studied him further, looking utterly unconvinced.

“I am not in love with the lady,” James repeated, though something whispered to him that he was protesting a little too much.

“Stranger things have happened,” Jack mused, glancing down at his nails. “You wouldn’t be the first Tremont to fall in love at first sight.”

“In love?!” James blustered as he began to pace. “I will have no part in that sort of nonsense. I think the more sensible explanation is that it was just this day! It has been an utter mess since I entered White’s.”

“Well, I wouldn’t return to White’s for a few days,” Jack was saying as he glanced at his brother’s newly minted black eye. “Make it at least a sennight—you’ll want that rainbow to clear up before you show your face again.”

James grimaced. Oh, bloody hell! The bruise around his eye would cause a sensation. Yes, indeed, he needed to keep out of sight.

“Your only hope is that perhaps Stewie Hodges will make a cake of himself in the next few days and his folly will diffuse any gossip about you becoming a matchmaker.” There was that humorous little twitch to Jack’s lips, but he had the good sense not to laugh this time.


At least not aloud.

James glared at him, a silent reminder that they needed to get back to the matter at hand.

“Yes, well,” Jack said, swallowing back whatever quirky little remark he’d been about to add to his earlier jest, “I still don’t understand how it was she hired you once you told her who you were.”

Now it was James’s turn to shuffle his feet. “Yes, I suppose it does make it a bit confusing. And it would have clarified things rather quickly—”

“Yes, quite, if you had bothered to tell her who you were,” Jack said, wagging a finger.

“How did you know—,” James began, then stopped.

“I know. And then I assume you lied to her? You gave her a false name?”

Perhaps coming to a known rake and bounder for help hadn’t been the best choice. Unfortunately, Jack knew every alleyway, side street and close that led into—and out of—an impending disaster.

So James’s only choice was to come clean. “Yes. I lied to the lady. I gave her a false name. I had no choice. If I had told her who I was, when I was there kneeling on the floor, I would have looked an utter fool.”

Jack snorted.

Yes, James had to suppose he hadn’t improved the situation any by lying, but at the time…

“What name did you use?”

James flinched. But he was in the suds now, and there was no point hiding the fact. “St. Maur.”

This time Jack couldn’t contain himself. “You used our old Seymour lineage? You couldn’t have dredged up some long-forgotten Tremont branch?” He laughed, this time tottering over to Harry’s chair and sitting down in it.

Obviously he’d completely forgotten himself, for that chair was reserved only for—

James shook his head. Such a breach hardly mattered at the moment.

“Only you would grasp at our one claim to royalty when you are trying to be common,” Jack sputtered. “Parkerton, I hate to say this, but you are an utter disgrace to every disreputable scapegoat this family has produced.”

James shifted from one foot to another. And here he’d thought he’d been quite dashing snatching that name out of thin air. “I only did it to avoid an embarrassing situation for Lady Standon. She would have been mortified to realize that not only had she mistaken me for some common fellow but that she’d snubbed me as well.”

Jack stilled. “She snubbed you?”

He needn’t sound so delighted by the notion.

“Yes. But who wouldn’t have, considering I was wearing your jacket. She just sort of looked down her nose at me as if I were her lesser.” He glanced again down at the shabby coat he wore and shuddered.

“You might not want to be too discerning about my coat, Your Grace,” Jack told him. “Because you are going to have to don it tomorrow when you march yourself over there and apologize to the lady.”

Go see her again? No, he couldn’t. He wouldn’t! Not come face-to-face with those eyes, that hair.

She did things to his senses that were utterly bewitching.

Besides, he never apologized. He was Parkerton, a fact his brother seemed to have forgotten. Then again, hadn’t he just done so to Lucy Sterling?


“I will not!” he declared. Truly, he had to draw a line somewhere.

“Not apologize or not wear the jacket?” Jack posed. “Because if you go over there in all your usual town finery and big carriage and parade of footmen and outriders—”

“I do not use outriders in Town. Such a show is only for mushrooms.”

“Well, consider yourself a mushroom for now, because until you go over there and apologize to Lady Standon for this mishap, she is under the assumption that Mr. St. Maur, Esquire—you did make yourself an esquire at the very least, didn’t you?”

James closed his eyes and groaned. “Yes.”

Jack chuckled. “I doubted you could have gone with plain ‘Mr. St. Maur.’ Well, in that case, Mr. St. Maur, Esquire, you are going to have to go over there and break it to the lady quietly and carefully and humbly—”

James’s eyes flew open.

“Yes, humbly,” Jack emphasized. “Because you, my inexperienced and presumptuous brother, are in a very precarious situation.”

The duke perked up. After all, Jack would know.

“You are going to wear my coat, so no one recognizes you, and walk over there—”

“Walk?”

“Yes, walk. I doubt that Mr. St. Maur, despite all your illustrious fabrications, owns a gig.”

“Walk?” James repeated, feeling the humiliation of all this right down to his boots, which would be ruined by the time he got to Brook Street.

“I think it is best if Mr. St. Maur calls on Lady Standon tomorrow and advises her that he is unable to help her and then departs, before it is noised about every drawing room in London that the Duke of Parkerton was seen calling on one of the Standon widows.”

James shuddered. Because while being hired to be a matchmaker was scandal enough, being thought to be in the market for a new wife—now that would be disastrous.








Chapter 2



Elinor woke with a start the next morning. It wasn’t the rare February sunlight streaming through the windows but the dream she’d been having that had caused her to sit bolt upright.

About him.

Mr. St. Maur.

Never in her life had she had such a dream, and even now, despite the chill in the room and the draft that seemed to come through the window frames as easily as the sunlight did the panes, her cheeks flamed with heat.

Her entire body burned.

She tried taking a deep, calming breath, but not even that worked, for when she closed her eyes, she saw it all again.

The dark, shadowy room. The brocade-covered settee. A candle on the mantel, casting just enough light so she could see him as he tugged her into his arms.


She shouldn’t be there. Not with him.

Not with him holding her thusly, his hands roaming over her as if he already knew every inch of her…knew just how to bring her body alive…so she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

Then he drove her closer to madness by kissing her, his lips coming down atop hers…

Elinor’s eyes sprang open again.

Goodness, she shouldn’t even be recounting this scandalous dream, but she couldn’t help herself.

Her fingers went to her lips, as if they were truly swollen from his kisses. Her breasts were heavy and even her nipples sat erect, as if he’d actually teased them into these taut points.

She shivered and wondered at her own sanity. Never in her life had she felt this way. Felt such desire.

And worse yet, she thought as she glanced toward the window, she couldn’t help but wonder if Mr. St. Maur was truly as reckless and dangerous as he looked.

Oh, yes, Elinor, that is exactly what you need, she chided herself. An improper man bent on seducing you.

Yet when Lucy Sterling had confessed the other night that the right man in one’s bed could be a delicious, passionate adventure, Elinor hadn’t been shocked.

She’d been completely and utterly jealous.

A lover. She drew another deep breath. For the life of her, she hadn’t been able to get the notion out of her head.

Tugging the sheets up to her chin, she glanced around her small, barely furnished bedroom, with its draughts and thin carpet.


A lover, indeed! She needed to find a husband. A solid, lofty, powerful husband who could protect her and Tia. A man forbidding enough that her stepfather would never again gain Tia’s guardianship, be able to force the young girl into a convenient and profitable (profitable for Lord Lewis, that is) marriage, as he had all those years ago to Elinor.

No, that was exactly why she had impulsively hired Mr. St. Maur. He looked like the sort of fellow who could ferret out every scandal and possible weakness of any prospective husband and ensure that not only was she getting everything she needed in a spouse but also that there wouldn’t be any nasty surprises, as there had been with her first marriage.

To Edward Sterling.

Elinor shuddered. Whatever warmth had filled her veins before now ran to ice.

“Never again,” she muttered, repeating the words that had buoyed her in the years since Edward’s death in a gaming hell.

No man was worth such pain and trial.

Yet once again, she had no choice. She needed a husband.

You need a man, that mischievous little voice whispered. A dangerous devil like St. Maur.

“I most certainly do not,” she declared as she got out of bed, knowing only too well that she was lying through her teeth.

 

“Do you think it is wise to employ such a person? Why, you know nothing of him,” Minerva, Lady Standon said over the breakfast table. “I doubt Aunt Bedelia will approve of such methods for finding a husband.”


Elinor shifted in her seat. Oh good heavens, she hadn’t considered what Aunt Bedelia would say about all this. Ever since the Duchess of Hollindrake had ordered the Standon widows to live together at the house on Brook Street, Minerva’s Aunt Bedelia had considered it her personal mission to see all three of them married off.

No doubt the lady was already crowing about Town that Lucy’s runaway marriage to the Earl of Clifton had been all her doing.

“I hardly think Mr. St. Maur’s assistance will be all that shocking to your aunt,” Elinor said quietly, first glancing down the table to where her sister sat, eating her breakfast and apparently engrossed in a book—probably a French novel left in the house by the duchess’s sister Thalia or their cousin, Lady Philippa. Satisfied that Tia’s attentions and unflagging curiosity were engaged elsewhere, she pulled a slim volume from the pocket of her gown and set it down on the table. “Wasn’t she the one who said we must use all available resources?”

Minerva’s eyes widened at the sight of the infamous book—the Duchess of Hollindrake’s Bachelor Chronicles, a veritable encyclopedia of details on every eligible and noble bachelor in the realm, one the duchess had spent years compiling. One the former Felicity Langley had used herself to gain her own lofty marriage. “Oh, Elinor! You didn’t! Tell me you didn’t search that horrible book for a husband.”

Elinor leaned in. “I did. I won’t deny it. And I’ve made a list.” She nodded at the slip of paper poking out from between the pages.

For that was what she’d done last night, read the book from cover to cover looking for every eligible duke, and even a few marquesses. And after using the social pages from the recent issues of the Morning Post to determine who was in Town, she’d been able to compile a list, slim as it was.

Who knew dukes were such a rare commodity?

“May I?” Minerva asked.

Nodding, Elinor pulled the list out from between the pages and handed it over. Then held her breath. She was as afraid of what Minerva would say to her choices as she was of what Mr. St. Maur might discover about her picks.

“I fear I can’t add much about them, other than what you’ve gleaned from the Chronicles,” Minerva said. “I’ve no desire for another husband, so quite frankly I haven’t looked.” She glanced at the list again, then shook her head. “Perhaps this Mr. St. Maur could be of assistance,” she conceded, though in a guarded tone. “It depends on how respectable he is, and if his connections are as he claims—top notch.”

“That is the problem,” Elinor confessed. “I am not sure he is entirely respectable.” She paused and dropped her voice even lower. “I don’t know what I was thinking when I asked him to help me. But I won’t find myself married to another Edward.”

“I know what you were thinking,” said the third party at the table. Tia glanced up from the book she’d been reading, though apparently not as intently as she had appeared.

“Pardon?” Elinor asked.

“I know why you hired Mr. St. Maur.” Tia said this as if it were as plain as the sausages on the platter.

A tremor of foreboding ran down Elinor’s spine, as if she’d been caught stealing tarts, or worse, kissing some dashing knave.


Like Mr. St. Maur.

“Tia, darling, why did your sister hire the man?” Minerva asked. Oh, her voice might be congenial and sweet, but there was no hiding the dancing delight in the lady’s eyes.

Tia preened to be part of the conversation, setting down her book and announcing before Elinor could stop her, “Because Mr. St. Maur is ever so handsome.”

Elinor’s cheeks flamed, while Minerva held her napkin to her twitching lips.

Then Tia glanced over at her sister. “That is why you are wearing your silk day gown, isn’t it? And why you spent so much time doing up your hair. For your meeting with him this morning, isn’t it?”

“Tia!” Elinor exclaimed. “Don’t you have studies to continue? Upstairs?”

Her sister sniffed, then rose, gathering up her book and stalking from the room, but not before lobbing one last sally. “Well, it is.”

Minerva waited until she heard the girl’s footsteps going up to the next floor. “Is he?”

“Is he what?” Elinor asked, feigning ignorance.

“Mr. St. Maur,” Minerva prompted, reaching for the teapot and refilling both their cups. “Is he as handsome as Tia says?”

Elinor closed her eyes. “I fear so.”

Minerva leaned in even closer and whispered, “Then will you take him as your lover?”

“Minerva!” Elinor exclaimed, her lashes springing wide open and her cheeks once again flaming.

The other Lady Standon shrugged as if the question hadn’t been so shocking. But she did lower her voice when she said, “Well…I must confess that ever since Lucy told us about…about…” Now it was Minerva’s turn to blush. “Oh, bother, that it wasn’t a burden after all.”

For Minerva’s husband, Philip Sterling, had been as boorish and wretched as his brother Edward.

“Yes, yes. I know,” Elinor said, leaning over her teacup. “I’ve been wondering just the same thing. Indeed, I had the most shocking dream about Mr. St. Maur last night.”

There, she’d said it aloud. And even as she spoke the words, revealed her secret, she shivered, for in her thoughts she saw him coming toward her from the shadows, recalled how it felt to be held by him, kissed by him.

Could that really be how it was?

For certainly Elinor had little experience in the matter. She’d been married to Edward Sterling, after all. And his legendary prowess in bed had never been wasted on his wife.

Or any other woman, for that matter. His preferences had lain elsewhere.

Minerva sat back in her seat. “He must be very handsome, indeed.”

Elinor shook her head. “Not like you might think. Actually, he’s quite knavish. He was wearing the most ill-cut jacket and sporting a black eye.”

“Truly?” Minerva said, smoothing out her napkin. “How could such a man then be so…so…worthy?”

“I don’t know. It’s just that he’s unlike any man I’ve ever met.” She laughed. “He helped deliver the pups. In the closet, no less!”

“In the closet? How extraordinary! I doubt you would find the Duke of Longford tucked into a closet.”


“No, most decidedly not,” Elinor agreed, recalling St. Maur’s devilish smile as the last pup arrived, his blue eyes sparkling like a pirate with a hold full of treasure.

“Too bad you must marry someone lofty,” Minerva said. She finished off the last of her tea and sat back. “Any word from Lord Lewis?”

Elinor shook her head. “Not since the last note.”

The ugly demand from her stepfather ordering Elinor to hand Tia over.

Most likely so he could marry her off to some aging roué, as he had done with Elinor long ago. Well, he wouldn’t do the same thing to Tia. Not while Elinor was breathing. Yet as long as Lord Lewis held Tia’s guardianship, the girl was in terrible danger.

It hadn’t always been so. When Elinor had been married, the guardianship had been in her husband’s control, but when Lord Standon had died, it had reverted back to Lord Lewis. And he hadn’t paid any heed to Tia over the last five years until now. Now that she was within weeks of turning fifteen.

So when the bell rang just then, Elinor bolted to her feet.

“I doubt it is him,” Minerva told her. “Much too early for the likes of Lord Lewis.”

Elinor paused to still her hammering heart. Yes, Minerva was right. Lord Lewis never rose before two. But still…damn the man! He had her at sixes and sevens every time the bell clattered.

“Perhaps it is your Mr. St. Maur. And being prompt as well.” Minerva nodded toward the mantel clock, which showed the hand about to strike the hour.

Yet the notion of St. Maur being so close at hand had her heart hammering in another way…and must have shown on her face as well.

“You look perfect,” Minerva whispered across the table. “He’ll be enchanted.”

“That is not the point,” Elinor said as the bell rattled again. From outside the door, they could hear the housekeeper, Mrs. Hutchinson, grumbling about the state of things that had her “running back and forth like some posting lad.”

Elinor turned back to Minerva. “I didn’t hire Mr. St. Maur to gain a lover or even an admirer. I hired him to investigate which of these dukes is the most respectable. I haven’t the time for a lover.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Minerva said after her. “According to Lucy you only need one night.”

 

For his part, James had done exactly as Jack had advised him to do: he’d donned that wretched jacket again, asked a shocked Richards not to polish his boots, and then walked—yes, walked—to Brook Street.

Taking advice from his madcap brother! What was his world coming to? Nothing good whatsoever, he decided, realizing that coming to London had been his first mistake.

James paused on a corner to get his bearings, in more ways than one.

The world of London was quite a different place on the crowded sidewalks than it was from the comfortable and luxurious confines of his ducal carriage.

It wasn’t like he was opposed to walking. Why, in the country he did it all the time—wandering about his properties and enjoying the sights and sounds, a pack of hounds racing about him. But in the city…well, it would shock Society to no end if someone spied the Duke of Parkerton wading along like a merchant.

But there was a decided advantage to walking, he realized. It gave him the time to compose his speech.

Yes, well, Lady Standon, I fear I agreed in haste yesterday to your proposal. After having reviewed my current obligations, I fear I cannot be of assistance to you…

Oh, good heavens, now he even sounded like some pompous cit! He blamed Jack’s jacket—why, this ill-cut piece of wool was turning him quite common.

And then, lost in his reverie, James bumped into an elderly man.

“I say!” the man blustered, straightening his hat and brandishing his walking stick as if he needed to make his point.

“No need to apologize,” James said without thinking, for he quite deplored it when people fawned at him. “I am quite well.”

Which is what the Duke of Parkerton would have said, but not the very ordinary Mr. St. Maur.

Nor was his victim all that impressed. “I don’t think I remember asking over your welfare, you presumptuous pup!” Then the fellow pushed past him and sent James staggering off the curb and into the street.

It was on the tip of his tongue to give the man a very pointed set down for such manners, until he remembered several very relevant points: he wasn’t the Duke of Parkerton this morning. And the man who’d just sent him packing was Lord Penwortham.

The earl wasn’t only a haughty sort of fellow but a terrible gossip to boot. So it was a boon he hadn’t recognized James. Oh, yes, it would have been all over White’s before teatime.

Saw him with my very eyes. Dressed in some wretched coat, and his boots looked to be in shreds! Gone mad, I tell you. But not entirely unexpected, you know. He’s a Tremont after all. They all go that way eventually.

James dipped his head down lower, but there was no need, for Penwortham had already huffed his way down the block.

“Get out of the way,” a rough fellow driving a wagon called out, and James leapt back up onto the curb just in time to keep from being run over by a large team of draft horses. “Hobnail!” the man spat down from his perch.

Hobnail? James had never suffered such an insult. As if he were some country rustic!

But he was in so many ways. For the first time in his life, James Tremont was completely and utterly out of his element.

Noble bloodlines aside, apparently walking required a fair amount of diligence. Not that he needed to be woolgathering. He had his plan of action in hand.

He’d arrive promptly on the hour. Make his excuses and leave. Quickly. For good.

Never to look into her cornflower eyes again…

Ah, there was the problem. Those eyes of hers. And that fair hair…

Into his thoughts rushed the image of her coming through the door, her cheeks flushed with the chill of winter and her hair fluttering out from beneath her bonnet.

It was a vision he couldn’t easily forget. One he’d found himself conjuring up during supper, over cards and first thing this morning, as if he had been, as Jack had suggested, stricken.

Stricken, indeed! He was not intrigued by Lady Standon.

Not in the least.

He glanced up and realized he was standing before her door, and suddenly his heart gave a pounding leap. Ridiculous! It was merely the strains of walking across Mayfair. And nearly being run down by Lord Penworthan. And a cart, he added, as if his pounding chest needed another reason for its errant hammering other than the obvious one.

Not because the lady had the most beguiling locks of hair and the most delightful
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