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Whenever one is on the hunt, it is imperative to remember that the more cunning the prey, the more treacherous the trail. A single misstep may lead to disaster. A simple wrong turn may result in a fall. In order to succeed at the hunt, one must move ahead with caution, for the most prized capture of all requires a most delicate pursuit . . .

From the Journal of His Grace, the Duke of Summerton
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Prologue
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A chill wind blew across the clearing. Moments from dawn, six men had gathered on the battlefield.  No longer at war with France, rather, the contest was taking place on a quite different field of honor.  Too much brandy and too many insults led to a challenge, which they answered with a call to arms.  A chill wind blew across the landscape.  Michael Carver, Earl of Blandon shivered, but not from the weather.

"How many blasted times are we going to have to do this before you end up maimed or in a pine box?"  His friend, Ashton Blakely, the Duke of Summerton frowned and squinted out into the morning.

"You didn't have to come, you know.  Caruthers or Digby could have managed."

"Trust the two most incompetent fools to ever be discharged from Wellington's army to get you out of this unscathed? Never." 

"Which is why I asked you and not them.  Although, I imagine that the tongues will be wagging when the ton learns that their esteemed Lord Fortune is involved in such scandalous undertakings."

Ash grimaced.  "You know I don't care what people think.  What I am concerned about is the threat from Lord Dunby that if you are caught in one more illegal duel, you will be prosecuted."

"Another hand-slapping like Jamison Brantly?  The young earl was caught red-fisted, smoking pistol in his sausage fingers, and he was fined four hundred pounds.  Hardly a punishment, you know.  He'd lost more at the whist table the night before."

"I do accede to your point.  He likely wouldn't have been charged at all; except he wounded two men and a horse.  For a man of his wealth, it was hardly worth the effort.  But you have no such fortune.  Your estates are barely solvent.  And, after you sold the Durning property..."

"It was a burden carrying that broken down factory."

"The land beneath it was worth enough."  Ash waved his hand.  "But that's not what I'm here to discuss."

To his relief, Ash said nothing more as he handed Michael the set of dueling pistols.  Whalebone handles and polished silver.  Family heirlooms, they were last of his valuable possessions.  His friend was right about his lack of funds.  He was among many of the aristocracy that found himself loaded with titles but severely low in his accounts.  It had been a hard year for him.  Poor investments, a legal battle over a land grant, and two fires at his family's munitions plant had depleted the earl's account

.  

"What do you plan to do?  Surely, you've got some ideas on how to replenish the family holdings.  I'd heard that you've decided to invest a small sum in an eastern shipping venture.  Or is it the Silk Road that has your interest?"

"You assume that I have the capitol to attempt such broad risks?  I assure you, my friend.  There will be no foolish investments."

"Or any investments at all?"

Michael laughed. "Not one.  All if which is due to the diligence of my solicitor, Mr. Hardy.  He has assured me that the paltry sums I have left will be barely enough to support my staff and I for the next half year."

Ash dropped the pistol case and grasped Michael's arm.  "Dear God, Michael!  What will you do?"

He looked at his longtime friend.  Ash had been a lifeline to him in his youth.  Born to the old earl's second wife, Michael shouldn't have inherited and had been more than happy to make his life in the military.  Sadly, his older half-brother had died while on holiday.  His sailboat sank during a summer storm, and despite their father's attempts at disinheriting him, Michael had landed the family title and estates on the old man's death.

Thank heavens, Ash had been his supporter through the disastrous affair.  

The duke had been a stalwart companion at Eton, and then later, during the war, Ash had led his regiment through the very fires of hell itself.  When Michael had caught an enemy bayonet through his left calf, it had been Ash that had cut down the attacker and then carried Michael from the battlefield. 

Michael had had no doubt he'd have died that day had it not been for his friend. He already owed the duke his life.  He couldn't bear to be a further burden to him. Or anyone else, to that matter.

"I've come up with a way to solve all of my family problems.  Fear not, with any luck, I shall be a burden no longer."

He gave his friend a grin, a waggle of his brow, and then he turned to face his fate.  Across the field Lord Andrews stood, his pistols at the ready.

"Michael, you can't be serious..."

“A clean death on a field of battle is far better than begging money from my friends or living in squalor.  While my solution will neither pay off my father's immense debt, nor cover my own gaming follies, it will remove me from the game, so to speak."

"Is your life so worthless that you'd give it away because of a little hardship?  Are you no longer willing to fight the good fight?  Would you end it all and give the gossips more to talk about?  And what of your friends? Have you considered them?"

Michael looked back at the man on the other end of the field.  Having chosen his weapon, his opponent had taken the duelist's stance.  

That was the crux of it, wasn't it?  If only he could be so cold hearted to take a bullet and end everyone's suffering.  

"Easy does it, man.  I would never do anything to cause grief to those who have supported me for so long.  Besides, the last thing I want is to put more tapers on the raging blaze of my family's disgrace."  He looked at his friend.  "What should I do?"

"Two things," he answered.  "First, survive the duel..."

Michael shrugged.  "Easy enough.  Markus has the aim of a drunken sailor on a ship during a tornado. What's the second?"

“Get married as soon as possible."

That gave Michael a start.  Before he had a chance to answer, his opponent barked out the command to begin.

His second nodded once and clapped him on the shoulder.  "Remember, if he aims for your heart, he'll likely only wing you.  Try not to get more than a flesh wound."

Before Michael could answer him, Ash turned and walked the field to take cover in the nearby gathering of trees, and the other man raised his gun.

"Damn it all," Michael cursed.  "He's aiming for my head."

"Fire!"

Instinct took over, and just as Michael fired his pistol, a loud bang sounded and then everything exploded.  Half of his face had caught fire, his right eye burned, and excruciating pain stabbed him, all the way through to the back of his head.  Before he could call out, everything went black around him, and he felt himself falling.  In less time than it took to take a breath, he landed on the soft, damp grass, the whole world disappearing around him.  Blessed unconsciousness came and his pain ebbed away like a small boat on a lazy river.

#
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Michael wasn't sure how much time had passed.  A minute, an hour, or perhaps a lifetime.  He felt as if he were floating on air, no destination and no rush to get there, he relaxed and let time ebb and flow around him.  

Perhaps he'd already died and nothing, but the cold grave awaited him.  Fate might have stepped in and ended his disastrous life after all.  It was what he deserved. He mourned the loss of his friends and felt terrible about disappointing them, in the long run, perhaps it was for the best

To his surprise, it wasn't cold that greeted him.  It was warmth.  

He was pretty sure it wasn't the 'fires of hell ready to consume him for all eternity' burning.  But rather the comforting heat that reminded him of long nights huddled in his mother's arms, of summers spent fishing with Ash and his family.  Before his father had become a greedy tyrant bent on ruining his only surviving son.  Before his mother had fled their lives forever.

"Ash?" 

Enclosed in darkness, Michael touched his face and found his head was wrapped in a tight bandage.  A head injury then.  His opponent's aim had been too close, and Michael realized he was very fortunate to be alive at all.

He really didn't need to see to know where he was.  The scent of lavender and the feel of soft sheets around him spoke volumes.  He was tucked neatly into one of Summerton's many spare bedrooms. 

"I'm here, old man," Ash said beside him.  Not to worry.  You just took a grazing.  You've gotten another scar.  And, on your face, of all places.  No doubt it will make you ever more the dashing hero to the ladies.  You'll be fighting them off even more than ever, blasted fool."

Despite his friend's admonishments, Michael could hear relief in his tone.

"A damn inconvenient thing, this dueling has become."

"You've no idea."

Ash's estate was a sprawling mansion that had been built to meet the needs of its owner and many visitors that had occupied these rooms for three generations.  

Michael had run these halls as a child, chasing-or being chased-by Ash and his cousin, Stephen, the former duke of Summerton.  

"Oh.  I almost forgot.  What of Markus?  Did I wing him?"

"Let's just say the man will not be raising a pistol any time soon.  You planted the shot in his right shoulder.  He went down howling like a wounded dog."

Michael sighed.  "Well, at least I didn't kill the idiot.  I certainly don't need the inconvenience of dealing with the death of a peer."

"Not to mention an official inquest, being locked in the tower and being convicted of and subsequently hung for murder."

Michael shrugged.  "There is that."

"Perhaps, in the future, you would consider resolving your arguments in another fashion.  Say a hand of whist, a horse race, or even fisticuffs?"

"I'm a terrible card player and you know I have no luck choosing prime horse flesh.  And after the many times you've bested me, you well know I'm not the sportsman you are.  I'd have no chance."  He laughed.  "The only sport I am good at is bed-sport.  And, if I'd been more discreet, I would have avoided this entire ugly mess all together."

"There's a thought," Ash chuckled.

He sighed.  "I imagine I won't be too attractive to the young ladies now.  No doubt I've gotten a terrible scar on my face."

"I'm sure you'll look dashing, what with the eye patch you're going to be wearing."

Michael started.  "Eye patch?  Surely, it's just a scratch. It doesn't even hurt.  When can I take the bandage off?" 

He heard his friend cough.  "Michael, I..."

Michael tried to sit up, but sudden dizziness came over him.  "What the blazes?  Have I lost both my eyes, then?"

"No, thankfully not.  Markus's aim wasn't that good.  If it had been, we would be attending your funeral march.  As it is, the damn shot ricocheted off the ground, sent shrapnel flying everywhere.  Your right eye is gone.  They couldn't save it."
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“Michael Carver, the Earl of Bladen,” the servant announced as Michael Carver, the fifth Earl of Bladen entered the crowded ballroom.

If there was one thing Michael hated more than anything, it was a crush of people. More than that, he hated when they were packed into a ballroom pretending to be cheerful.

Michael grimaced. He should have packed his bags and headed for Hampshire. But, when a duke invited you to one of the most important fetes of the season, you did your best to attend. The only thing his friend, Ashton Blakely, the Duke of Summerton, would have accepted as an excuse was death, and even at that he would have demanded to see proof.

Arriving after partaking in a late dinner at White’s, Michael surveyed the immaculately decorated ballroom. Encompassing almost the entire third floor of the mansion, it rivaled the royal palace. High-domed ceilings and crystal chandeliers hung over the dance floor, sparkling in the candlelight. Six small alcoves bordered the ballroom; the entrance to each was covered by red velvet drapes trimmed in gold, allowing for more private conversation. The west side of the room was entirely comprised of silver-paned glass that was cut to exquisite detail. Beyond it, one could see the dowager duchess Amelia’s beautiful garden and, beyond that, the family’s apple orchard.

Michael sighed. Summerton was a far different style than the cold, sharp décor of his own estate, Waverton Place. His father had rarely entertained, and he’d never hosted more than an occasional dinner there. As it were, kept in poor repair, the crumbling wreck of stone and wood Michael had inherited after his father’s death was more of a burden than an asset. The fact that his father had died near penniless meant there hadn’t been enough funds available to knock it down, let alone make it livable. After he’d returned from Spain, Michael had lived in the small visitor’s cottage on the grounds; it wasn’t as opulent as one that his station demanded, but it sufficed.

Summerton’s estate, on the other hand, had always been a second home to him, and though his life had changed in recent years, Michael’s sense of belonging there never left him. It was not so for London herself. Three months Six months earlier he’d become embroiled in a foolish argument that had culminated in a duel. He’d won, of course. Only his victory had not come without a cost. His opponent had been much more accurate with his verbal aim than that of his pistol. While Michael had barely winged him, he’d missed the target entirely, instead shooting the ground and sending shrapnel flying everywhere.

Even now, Michael could still hear the report of their guns, smell the heavy scent of gunpowder, and feel the sharp stab as a wooden splinter hit him in his left eye. He’d fallen that day, only to awaken hours earlier with his head bandaged and Ash at his bedside.

Not the worst injury he’d suffered, but the most disturbing. He’d gained a scar from above his eyebrow down to his cheek. He wore a black leather eye-patch, which hid most of the disfigurement. Though, even with one eye, he could see the nervous glances of the gentlemen and hear the fearful whispers of the ladies as they tried not to look at his face.

As if any of the aristocracy would consider him as a husband for their daughters.

Shaking his head, he tried to put down the memories. No need indulging in self-pity. He’d been foolish and he was reminded of it every time he looked into a mirror. More than that, he’d been warned. Another duel and he would be fully prosecuted.

It was no less than he deserved.

Michael had not been fooled by Ash’s invitation. He knew that the duke’s aunt Amelia, the Dowager Duchess of Summerton, was behind the gathering. She’d formed a full-on assault on all the eligible men and ladies in her circle of family and friends. More than anything, she wanted all of them to marry and give her many grandnieces, grandnephews, and assorted godchildren to fill the great halls of the ducal estate.

Fortunately, Michael had been agile enough to outrun the continuous flock of eligible young women that Amelia pushed at him at every turn. If only he could avoid Amelia’s attention as deftly as he avoided her charges . . .

Well, it wasn’t their faults, after all. They, like him, had been born to their stations, trapped in the relentless quagmire of wealth, family, and destiny. No, the ladies weren’t to blame.

A delightful bunch of empty-headed, lighthearted chits, every one of them. He didn’t feel too bad about giving them the brush-off, since most of them would surely be wedded to one man or another by the end of the season.

Thankfully, since the duel six months earlier, since the duel he’d been avoided by most of the ton. It helped that he was no longer the handsome rogue he’d once been, stealing women’s hearts and impressing their fathers.

And it was general knowledge that his accounts were virtually empty and his father’s estate falling into disrepair. In fact, the only women who pursued him now were those whose fathers were wealthy but lacking only a respectable title. Being an earl did have its disadvantages. Michael often wished he’d been born a chimney sweep.

Well, he thought, with the state of his estate these days, perhaps he might end up getting his wish.

“So glad you could come, my friend,” Ash said, appearing at Michael’s side. The duke and former army commander could make his way through an active battlefield and come out unscathed.

“As if I’d a choice about it,” Michael said as he followed his friend to one of the alcoves.

“Don’t be so dramatic. You’re overdue for a visit to Summerton.” He took a glass of wine from a nearby serving tray and offered Michael the same. “Devilishly warm in here, isn’t it?”

Michael agreed, sipping his drink. “It is indeed. Looks to be quite the crush.”

His friend sighed. “Yet another attempt by my aunt to find a husband for my sister-in-law. After two years and every eligible man in the ton at her feet, you’d think Beatrice would choose one.”

“Perhaps she doesn’t want to marry at all. I know I don’t. I’m quite the happy bachelor, you know. She may feel the same.”

Ash finished the last of his drink. “Nonsense. She’s a woman. They thrive on denizens of children and doting husbands.”

“As I recall, your wife was not of that opinion.”

Ash laughed. “She did come to change her mind, which was most fortunate for me.” He sighed. “She saved me, Michael. And the right woman will save you as well . . . if you let her.”

Michael patted his friend’s shoulder. “There are a few of us who are beyond saving, my friend.”

Before Ash could argue the point, a butler approached them.

“Excuse me, Your Grace, but Her Grace, the dowager duchess, requests an audience with Lord Bladen.”

“Ah,” Ash said. “My aunt is at it again. Fancies herself an expert on everything romantic.”

Michael finished the last of his drink. “Your aunt’s matchmaking doesn’t worry me. I’ve managed to avoid her machinations thus far.”

“Trust me, she’ll be doubling her efforts,” Ash said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t have you leg-shackled before the season ends.”

Michael laughed with his friend, but the thought had occurred to him as well. Try as he might, he couldn’t shake the feeling that his friend’s suggestion might yet become his fate.

“Let’s hope not, shall we?” he said, hoping his tone didn’t sound as desperate as he felt. After all, getting married was the very last thing he needed to do.

Just as he started to turn away, Ash’s man Bentley approached them.

Bowing to them, the servant muttered low. “I beg your pardon, Your Grace, Lord Bladen, but there’s a most insistent gentleman demanding an audience with His Grace. His name is Stanbury Bainbridge. He says it’s regarding most important business.” He then held out a note for the duke.

“Business?” Michael asked. “The man’s pluck. Doesn’t he know this is a party?”

Ash scanned the missive’s contents. “It seems everyone is allowed to enjoy themselves but me. No matter, you appease Amelia, and I shall see to quell this unpleasantness.”

“Are you sure you don’t need a second? I can always send my apologies to your aunt.”

“And have her think I’m in league to help you dodge the marriage mart. I think it’s far safer for me to face a loaded pistol than that. No worries. I’ll send for you if need be.” He turned to his servant. “Where is he now?”

“I’ve placed him in your study, Your Grace.”

“Good. I’ll go there directly.” He turned to Michael. “Come find me later. There are things we need to discuss about next season’s grand hunt. I’ve some ideas I think you’ll find interesting.”

Michael nodded. “Until later.”

Watching Ash leave, there was one thing Michael knew for certain. For all the troubles of his own life these days, he didn’t envy his friend in the least. Having known the duke since childhood, he alone saw the heavy burden of the man’s title. Still, Ash bore it well, without complaint. And now settled with his wife, Caroline, and their children, he’d even managed a bit of happiness. A far different life than Michael could ever expect to have, to be sure.

Despite the dowager duchess’s attempts at snaring him in her matrimonial machinations, Michael would ever remain the bachelor. As tempting as it might be, after the fiasco of his former marriage, he’d vowed to never travel that road again. Not out of any sense of self-preservation, but rather to keep from subjecting another woman to certain disaster.

Marrying Michael was far worse than an unpleasant affair; it was a death sentence, after all.

“Miss Hawkins”—Lord Henderson bowed low before her—“it would please me more than words could describe if you’d favor me with a dance.”

An older, thick-waisted, white-haired gentleman stood before her, and though it was the very last thing in the world she wanted to do, Beatrice Hawkins curtsied low and held her hand out to him.

“It’s I who am honored by your request.”

The moment his cold, clammy hand grabbed on to hers, a rise of nausea washed up her throat. Glancing up, she could see her sister, Caroline Hawkins Blakely, now the Duchess of Summerton, smiling at her.

Of course, she’d be happy about Bea’s pairing with the popinjay. Why wouldn’t she? It would solve the one problem she’d had since Bea’s first season. It was not long ago that Caro had practically pushed Bea into the arms of the duke, an act that had turned sideways and ended up with Caro resigning her bluestocking aspirations and entering her now happy state of matrimony.

That was the problem with married people who were ridiculously happy. They expect everyone around them to follow suit. Well, that was the last thing that Beatrice Hawkins wanted for herself. Trouble was, no amount of talking could convince her sister otherwise.

“You dance divinely,” Henderson said, as he dragged her around a bad attempt at a quadrille. “And, may I say, you look divine tonight?”

Gah! Did the man not know any other words? An earl, it was said that he was most eloquent when speaking in the House of Lords.

“My lord, you flatter me,” she said, lightly stepping aside to avoid his large, lumbering feet crushing her toes. “It is you who dance”—she broadened her false smile— “divinely.”

Of course, it was clear by his blank expression, he knew none of her mockery.

“Indeed. Miss, you are quite an angel. If I may be so bold. Perhaps you and I might retire to a more private setting?”

“You pay me such grand favor. What will the other ladies think of me if I steal you away from their midst?”

He laughed at her statement. “You are a treasure, miss.”

Bea did her best not to wince at his speech. “If I am, it is because of your fine presence. But I must beg off. I’ve had a full day with the dressmaker, and I was just getting ready to retire for the evening.”

“Then, let me escort you. I would be most encouraged if you’d share a glass of claret with me before finding your rest?”

It was getting harder and harder to maintain her false cheer, but Bea knew well that if she didn’t agree, he would never turn loose of her.

“Very well, one drink.”

Of course, she would escape him at the very first opportunity, and the sooner the better. Without saying another word, he bent his arm to her and motioned to the door.

“Allow me, miss.” 

Arm in arm, they walked to the small, draped enclosure, one of the six that surrounded the main ballroom. In it were two chairs, a settee, a dimly lit lamp, and a thick, red velvet drape with gold trim covering the entrance. Beyond that were a set of French doors that opened out onto the balcony.  Below, there was a garden complete with a trellis and a tangle of vines that, she’d learned at her first Summerton ball, made a perfect escape to an extended oak tree branch. A girl could climb down without much effort and escape from whatever party or suitor one chose.

Still, the room was perfect for couples who wanted to slip away from the curious eyes of the ton. Bea shuddered to think how many trysts might have taken place in the small, secluded parlors.

She sent a nervous glance at Henderson. What if he had other intentions? Memories of another time, another party flashed through her mind. It had been during her first season, and she was so naive, so gullible, that she’d trodden into dangerous circumstances that had ended in disaster and her ruination. She’d barely escaped discovery that night, and if anyone ever guessed . . .

She glanced to where her sister stood talking to a circle of ladies. Caroline was so engaged in her conversation, she barely looked up when Bea shot her a glance.

“I must insist that we have a chaperone, my lord. You understand.”

“Of course,” He turned and hailed one of the attendants. “Please fetch us some of His Grace’s finest claret. Miss Hawkins and I will be enjoying a brief respite from the party.”

“Thank you,” she said, eyeing the door and the balcony beyond. “You’re most kind.”

“I am a proper gentleman, I assure you. You are safe with me.”

Safe from the outside, perhaps, but from him? She doubted that. “I never doubted it, my lord. But the ladies will talk.”

“Then we shall leave the curtains partly opened.” Reaching out, he separated them but a few spare inches.

“You are most thoughtful,” Bea said in a tone that bordered on sarcasm. “I do apologize for not being of a more jovial temperament. To be honest, I find these soirees to be most exhausting.” She then covered her mouth and performed a most perfect yawn.

“I completely agree. But perhaps it’s not the event so much as your lack of a worthy companion. I cannot imagine how distressing it must be to face the social whirl without a strong arm to lean on.”

“Oh, truly, I manage quite well.”

He shook his head, the jowls of his neck bobbling like thick gelatin. “You are most brave, Miss Hawkins, but I can see how very discerning you are. Passing over so many mindless dolts cannot be an easy task.”

“It is far easier than you’d think, my lord.”

Bea’s stomach tightened. The circumstances were quickly deteriorating. By the heavens he’d be down on his knee if she didn’t do something soon.

He waved at her. “You are indeed a brave one. I have a confession to make . . .”

“You do?” Bea’s mouth went dry, and a lump of clay started to form in her stomach.

He nodded. “I’ve been watching you these many months, and over that time I’ve realized what has kept you from falling to the feet of so many eager young clods.”

Bea licked her lips. “You have?”

“Indeed, the truth is, you’ve been waiting for a man of maturity to offer for you. One who is as solid in his years as he is in his bank accounts.”

“Oh, dear,” she muttered, suddenly feeling as if she sat on the bench of a runaway carriage.

“See,” he proclaimed. “You’re already referring to me with endearments . . . dear . . .”

Glancing through the drapes’ slender opening, Beatrice saw a single ray of hope. Her friend, Michael Carver, the Earl of Bladen, slipped through the crowd, passing right by her enclosure. He’d been so close that if she’d called out, he might have even heard her over the din of the party.

And to be honest, she very much wanted him to rescue her. What girl wouldn’t? He was a fish that had escaped the baited hook of matrimony many times. A line she’d thrown out herself once. Despite his lack of interest, he was a man a woman could depend on. If only there were a way to change his mind about her . . .

Bea shook her head. Foolish thoughts for a foolish girl. It was high time she accepted the fact that, like Michael, marriage was not for her. She’d already set things in motion to earn her freedom, and the day would soon come that she’d be set on her own path.

Unfortunately, such decisions did little to ease the ache in her when she thought of Michael. He’d been a true friend since their very first meeting and she was glad to at least have that. But her heart wanted more . . . so much more . . .

Attempting to maneuver an exit from the crowded ballroom, Michael decided that a direct route was impossible. He began to navigate around the circumference of the room. Just as he reached the first alcove, he heard distressed voices beyond the curtain.

“Lord Henderson. You flatter me,” the duke’s sister-in-law said. She laughed, her tone not that of good humor but rather one of discomfort. “I assure you; I’ve considered your offer quite seriously. The truth is, I cannot now, or ever, accept your proposal of marriage.”

Michael hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. It was no surprise that Beatrice was refusing yet another suitor. Was that nine? Or ten now? Michael shook his head. It was really none of his affair how many men she turned down, now, was it?

Standing near the open door, he made eye contact with the only other person in the room, a maid attending the tea service by the window, as propriety dictated. Michael shook his head and placed his finger up to ensure her silence. She nodded and went back to arranging her trays.

Michael peered through the cloth. A pale-haired beauty, Beatrice wore an emerald, green gown, the bodice, sleeves, and hem decorated with white lace. At the base of her neck, she wore a pink and white cameo framed in gold that hung from a single strand of pearls.

The woman was a vision, and since her sister’s marriage to the duke, all manner of men had thrown themselves at her feet. But not even one had gained her affections. Deep down, Michael knew that if he’d had the stones to approach her, she might have considered him. But, for her own good, he’d never let that happen. He’d already caused one woman’s misfortune. He wouldn’t cause harm to another.

Pulling back, Michael leaned against the wall and waited for the couple to finish their discussion. He couldn’t help but hear what was going on inside.

“Nonsense, Miss Hawkins,” the gentleman’s voice boomed. He stepped closer, taking Beatrice’s hand in his. “I assure you that I own many acres of prime farmland, an estate in the Lakes District, a generous livery, and several businesses that are quite profitable.”

“My lord, please . . .” Beatrice began, stepping back, trying to pull her hand from his grasp and failing.

“I would be happy to have my solicitor bring you a full accounting of my worth. Or, rather, bring it to His Grace.”

“It’s most kind of you to offer, but we don’t suit. A mismatch in marriage can be a most disastrous thing. I assure you; it’s no fault of yours, but rather my own rebellious nature.”

“I would do my utmost to make you happy,” Henderson promised.

“You’re too kind, but my answer remains the same. I simply cannot marry you,” she said, her tone one of forced politeness. “Now, if you would but let go of me . . .”

Michael felt the change in the room. The air of a gentleman wooing a lady became angry words called out. Michael stood at the ready in case Miss Hawkins might need his protection. It wouldn’t be the first time a disgruntled suitor tried to force a union between himself and a young lady.

“Madam, you and your family have misled me. I came many miles to offer for your hand. I simply will not be pushed aside so easily.”

“Misled you? That’s mad. We would never do such a thing.”

“I’m an invited guest. It’s common knowledge that the dowager threw this abomination for the mere purpose of procuring you a husband. And not just any man would do, but surely one with a strong hand and a temperate nature, for you, miss, need to be brought to heel.”

“Brought to heel? Like a hound? If you took some other meaning in the dowager duchess’s invitation, I apologize for your inconvenience.”

“I’m not finished with you, miss. Rest assured this matter is not settled. Surely others know what’s needed here. I will request an immediate audience with the duke.”

Though she made no overt threats, Beatrice’s tone was that of a snake backed into a corner. “Do what you must, sir. We shall see with whom my brother-in-law sympathizes.”

That was it, Michael decided, boldly tearing back the drapery and stepping into the alcove.

“Is there some problem, my lord?”

Old Henderson stepped back a pace, red-faced and sputtering. “Lord Bladen. How good to see you, sir . . .”

He held out his hand and Michael looked down for the barest of seconds and then turned his attention toward Beatrice.

“Miss Hawkins, I trust you are unharmed?”

“Lord Bladen,” she said, clearly startled by his sudden appearance. “Of course, I’m fine,” she added, through a forced smile. “His lordship was merely broaching the subject of offering for me, to which I, in turn, was telling him that we wouldn’t suit.”

Michael sent an eye to the other man, who had stepped back yet again, dropping Beatrice’s hand as if it had suddenly turned into a hot coal.

“And he was agreeable to your refusal?” He sent a scathing expression toward the other man and was rewarded when he shrank back even more.

“Not yet, but I assure you, I had things well in hand.”

It was all Michael could do to keep from grinning at her pluck. Looking very much like the mouse that roared at the lion, she stood on tiptoes and stared up at him. What an enthralling creature she was.

“Very good, miss. I shall leave you to it.” He turned to Henderson. “But should you need my services, I shall be available at your call.”

Though he’d finished speaking, he hesitated a moment more, gazing down at her, drawn to her like a moth tempted by candlelight.

A pure vision, Beatrice had a lovely heart-shaped face, smooth porcelain skin, and the most enthralling green-eyed gaze Michael had ever seen. If that weren’t enough to drive a sane man crazy, she wore her blond hair twisted in small, delicate braids and piled high on her head with little ringlets bouncing at her neck. No doubt about it, Beatrice Hawkins was the most beautiful and alluring woman of the ton.

Sparing a final glance at the now frantic potential suitor, Michael couldn’t help tweaking the old man’s temper. Aside from his own personal enjoyment of Henderson’s discomfort, he could not abide rude behavior to a woman. Whether she was a scullery maid or a princess mattered not. Though he’d been a child, he’d seen how deplorably his own father had behaved toward women and Michael vowed he would defend them to his last breath.

“Well,” Henderson coughed. He bowed.  “A most pleasant visit, Miss Hawkins. If you’ll excuse me.”

Henderson bobbed his head several more times and then shot out of the enclosure like an arrow from a bow.

Michael watched as he fled the alcove and dove into the crowd, pushing people aside as if he were a lumbering barouche on a crowded Sunday in Mayfair. Seeing an opening created by the man’s retreat, Michael tried once again to make it to the door. Successful at last, he burst from the deathly hot room and into the fresh air of the main hall. Now, to his summons.

Michael turned to Beatrice. “You are ever near disaster, Beatrice. One day you’ll have to choose among them, you know. It’s bad form to keep knocking down suitors like this.”

“Him a potential suitor? I’d rather cover myself in mud and walk naked down Mayfair.”

“Hmm. That’s a picture.” Of course, his mind went sideways at the thought of seeing Beatrice undressed, her perfect, trim figure caught in the morning sunlight streaming through his chamber window . . .

She waved her hand at him. “Besides, I was managing just fine on my own.”

“I’m sure you were. But I couldn’t help myself. Making popinjays like Henderson tremble in their trousers is most enjoyable.”

She grinned. “It is, isn’t it?” She giggled and he couldn’t help laughing with her. “Please say you have time for a visit,” she begged, placing her hand on his arm.  “It’s been forever since we’ve had a chance to chat.”

Michael inwardly shook himself. What in the devil was wrong with him?

“Believe me, there is nothing more I’d rather do. Unfortunately, the dowager duchess has summoned me, and one does not disappoint Her Grace.”

Bea’s smile dimmed. “She’ll send the royal guard after you if you do. Don’t bother to ask how I know what she’s capable of. Still, Amelia does care deeply.”

“That she does. So perhaps we can meet later?”

Bea shrugged. “I’m practically chained to this dreadful affair. Do come and find me.”

“I promise,” Michael said, both relieved and sad to leave her company. The truth was, whenever they were together, he became more flummoxed than a cat in a house of bells. His senses went wild, and his rational thought escaped him completely. He started to move away, and then he saw her grin. “What is it?”

“Oh, nothing, really.”

He saw it again—a glimmer in her eyes. “I doubt that. Please, share your good humor with me. I could use something to smile about when I go to face Her Grace.”

“I was just thinking that she’ll probably have you leg-shackled by the end of the season.”

Michael scoffed. “I’ve been avoiding wedded bliss for my entire life. What makes you think she can best me?”

Bea waved her hand. “In the two years I’ve known her, Amelia has been behind every major engagement. She’s quite the expert at it. I hear many influential parents have come to her for help with their offsprings’ betrothals. She’s known as the matchmaker extraordinaire.”

“Is she?” Michael crossed his arms. “And you think she’ll maneuver me into marriage?”

“I do.”

“And what about your own situation?”

“I’ve managed to avoid her matchmaking thus far. I intend to keep doing so.”

“As do I,” he said.

“Well, you can try . . .”

That was when he decided that he was going to have a bit of fun with her. Her smugness practically begged him to challenge her.

“You seem awfully sure of yourself.”

“Because I am.”

“Care to place a little wager on it? Say, a farthing or two?”

“You mean gamble?”

He shrugged. “Nothing but a friendly competition between us.”

Beatrice sent him a guarded expression. “That’s just the sort of thing a devil like you would say.”

“So, you’re hesitant to wager against me. What’s the matter? Afraid you’ll lose?”

That was when he knew he had her.

“Not at all. Very well, sir. I’ll take your wager.”

“Done.” He bowed and took her hand, placing a reverent kiss just above her knuckles. It was so soft and warm and smelled of rosewater, he found it damned hard to let it go. Thoughts of pulling her into an intimate kiss resounded in his head, but experience had taught him that a hasty retreat was warranted lest he fall victim to passion and a forced marriage.

Beatrice nodded and curtsied in a most ladylike fashion. The woman could crumble the resolve a saint.

All gambles aside, one did not trifle with a lady such as Beatrice and not pay the matrimonial piper after all, he thought.

Doing his best to maintain his unruffled outer appearance, he said goodbye and left Beatrice standing alone in the alcove. Though he’d not looked forward to his visit with Amelia, at least it gave him a reason to avoid his involving himself in a scandalous tryst with Beatrice. He was only a man, after all.

Still, if he were a better man, he’d be the first on his knee proposing marriage to her. Sadly, that was not even possible. Beatrice deserved a man better than he, though it pained him greatly.

Navigating his way through the crush, he finally sighted the exit. Pushing back thoughts of Beatrice and his own inadequacies, he slipped out into the corridor unscathed.

Just before reaching the exit, however, a familiar face appeared before him.

“My lord.” Sir Edward Pennington stepped in front of him. A tall, thick, angular man, he leaned too close, and when he spoke, bits of spittle flew from his mouth.

“Penny, old man,” Michael said with a feigned surprise. “How fare you these days?”

“Well, enough, I suppose,” he said, scanning the crowd and wearing a bored expression. “I’ve many to see at this event, so let’s keep our meeting short. My charge, Lady Merriweather, has arrived and wishes an audience with you, though Heaven knows I’ve no idea why.”

Michael’s heart sank. He’d hoped that their affair had ended amicably enough. He should have known better. Their parting had been too easy, her mood too forgiving.

Still, no need showing his concern to the likes of Pennington. The old knob already had his oversize nose in far too many scandals as it was.

“Then I must make haste to see her. I’ve so missed her these months we’ve been apart. If you’ll excuse me.” He nodded and quickly turned away.

A minute later he’d navigated only a few steps closer to the door when he saw one of Ash’s footmen approaching.

“Here, man,” he called over. “Please send my regards to Her Grace, the dowager, and give her my most sincere regret that I must postpone our meeting. I’ll be staying the night and if she wishes, I’ll be available after breakfast for our meeting.”

“Yes, m’lord.” The man bowed and turned toward the door.

Michael sighed. Having just escaped one near-disastrous affair, the last thing he needed was to become tangled up in another. He knew Amelia was only concerned with his happiness, but she’d surely not known that his fortunes, when it came to romance, had always ended poorly. He must make it his priority to inform her at their next meeting.

He only hoped she would understand and allow him his freedom in this. The very last thing he wanted to do was disappoint the dowager duchess. It was tantamount to disappointing a saint.
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Chapter 2
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“What in the devil is taking your master so long?” The old man’s voice boomed so loudly, even the servants outside heard his bellowing. “I’ve been waiting nearly half an hour. Much longer and I shall tear this wretched house apart to its last stone.”

Richard Bainbridge was angry. More than angry. Didn’t these cretins know what an important man he was? Hadn’t they heard of his exploits running guns during the Spanish campaign, or hear of his delivering munitions to France when Wellington led his armies there? Was the Summerton fellow aware that he would be in the presence of the third-richest man in all of Britain?

Surely not, Bainbridge spat.

He scoffed, threw his hat on the table and began to pace in earnest. One of the richest men in all the realm and he was reduced to waiting on this high-pocketed, self-important snob when there was a myriad of other things he’d rather be doing.

Like bedding the young woman who’d been promised to him in marriage, for one. And drinking a local ale house dry for another.

“Mr. Bainbridge, I presume?”

Bainbridge turned to see the duke standing at the door. “At last,” he ground out. “You’ve poor manner, sir, to keep a man of my standing waiting hours for an audience.” Bainbridge wielded his cane in anger.

Clearly a man of breading and refinement, the duke showed no reaction to his behavior. Still, it was no deterrent to Bainbridge’s tirade.

“Your Grace,” he said, bobbing his head, but he couldn’t hide the contempt in his voice.

The truth was that Richard Bainbridge loathed the aristocracy. Hated them with every inch of himself. Having been born to a merchant and a prostitute, he’s seen how the upper crust had looked down on his family. He’d watched while his father had labored endlessly to gain their favor. The simple sot hadn’t realized that those he sought to please had only concerns for their own and never gave a thought to anyone outside their own narrow world.

His mother had been much wiser, though. A working girl, she’d used her attributes to serve them but always with the intent on what she could gain. Thieving, whoring, and even murder was not beyond her. At least when she was young, and she remained pleasant to look upon. While she catered to the wealthy, she held them all in contempt and taught her son to do likewise.

As a result, when Richard Bainbridge made his way into the world, he’d his father’s head for business and his mother’s hatred of the wealthy and he used both to claw his way into a better life, one where he’d become superior to the rat-faced peerage. And he did so with his advanced intellect and massive wealth. He’d bought his fair share of judges and constables, had loaned money to ailing aristocrats, and had even
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