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      London, December 1821

      Perdita Darby tugged the hood of her cloak close about her face, shielding herself not just from the bitter wind that battered the hackney coach she’d hired, but from any watchful eyes lurking in the shadows. The street was empty, twilight and the cold having chased even the most dedicated late-night strollers to their homes. Even the street urchins, usually desperate for coin, were tucked away in their alleyways on a bitingly cold night such as this, seeking what warmth they could. Perdita feared the darkness might hide someone who would realize who she was or what she was going to do. That could spell ruin.

      “M’lady?” The driver of the hired coach stood by the door and closed it as she tugged her skirts free. He began to doff his cap at her, but she waved for him to keep it on. The night was too cold for such things. He smiled gratefully and kicked the snow off his boots.

      “Please wait for me here.” She pressed a few coins in his palm, and he nodded.

      “Of course.” The driver pocketed the coins and climbed back up onto his seat. He bundled his heavy brown cloak over his body and huddled down for warmth.

      Perdita faced the door of the townhouse in front of her. It was a lovely home, one that had been on Duke Street for many years. The noble arches were framed with ivy that grew up from the flower beds bordering the windows, even though the leaves had dropped away to expose the skeletal webbing of vines beneath. But in spring when the ivy was bright and sprawling, it would make this house look almost like a cottage deep in the Cotswolds, not a stately townhouse in the midst of a bustling city.

      It was clear the owner of this house didn’t bother with a gardener who would have kept the ivy from spreading. But that shouldn’t have surprised her. She knew the owner of this house. Perdita planned to throw herself at his feet and beg for his help if she had to, and it didn’t matter if ballroom whispers called him the Devil of London.

      She squared her shoulders.

      Be brave. He’s the only one who can help you. Don’t let him know how frightened you are.

      She marched up the steps and rapped the metal knocker mounted on the stout oak door. Suddenly doubt assailed her. This was a terrible idea. Her mind screamed at her to flee as she stood upon the threshold to the underworld.

      Perhaps she could beg her parents to let her go to the continent for a few years and avoid the fate that had driven her to this door at such an hour. Yet that would only spare her, not her family, of the consequences of running away from the blackmail she was facing.

      The door creaked, the old oak protesting as the hinges grudgingly gave in. A middle-aged butler stood there, his beady eyes peering down at her over his long, thin nose and pointed chin. His professional demeanor lacked the politeness expected of a servant in a decent household. His shoulders were broad, and he seemed far too muscular for a refined position of a butler. But this wasn’t a decent household. This was the devil’s own home.

      “Er…” He blinked at her, apparently startled by her appearance. It was a risk to be seen standing on this particular doorstep after midnight, a fact of which she was all too aware.

      “I must see Lord Darlington at once,” she told the man, praying he would let her inside. She could not take the risk of being seen and starting a scandal. Or rather, a different scandal than the one she was meticulously planning already.

      The man hesitated, his body barring her entrance through the still partially closed door. “This is late, even for my master.”

      Perdita didn’t back down. “I am aware of the hour, but he will want to see me.” She raised her chin and announced this with such regal bearing that he would not dare question her. He sighed and stepped away from the doorway. Her mother’s lessons, it seemed, hadn’t been wasted on her after all.

      “This way, madam.” He waved a hand for her to step inside. She entered the townhouse, her body relaxing, but only just. She may have been out of view of the street, but she was still in very dangerous territory.

      Two dim lamps illuminated the hall and staircase. She was surprised they were still lit. Was the master of the house still awake? She had assumed he would be, but the house was hushed and ghostly quiet. She took a moment to study her surroundings with open curiosity. The foyer was bare of any decorations, paintings, or even end tables. The starkness of it surprised her.

      So this is where the Devil of London resides.

      The furniture she glimpsed through a cracked-open door a few feet away—the drawing room perhaps—was outdated and threadbare. It made sense. The master of this house was rumored to be a desperate fortune hunter in dire straits. His desperation was no fault of his own, but rather due to his parents’ untimely deaths and their accumulated debts.

      It had to be a heavy burden to enter adulthood with the responsibilities of maintaining title and lands held in one’s own family without any money by which to do so. Any man in such a position was a dangerous man—particularly when it came to rich, unmarried heiresses.

      Like me…

      “Please wait while I speak to the master. Who shall I say is calling?” the butler asked.

      “Perdita Darby,” she said, trying to still her trembling as she watched the butler go upstairs.

      Perdita swallowed the knot of fear in her throat. This man had been desperate enough to kidnap her dearest friend, Alexandra Rockford, in order to win a five-thousand-pound wager by seducing her. That alone earned him his nickname in her eyes. To treat a woman’s virtue as something to be wagered on! In the end, however, he had failed. Alexandra had been rescued by Ambrose Worthing, a man so in love with her he had fought his best friend to free her.

      Alexandra had assured Perdita that Lord Darlington hadn’t been entirely wicked—he’d only planned to convince the men involved in the wager that he had bedded her when he had not. But that did not make the Devil of London a hero, by any means. At best, he was a villain with a conscience. But Perdita was desperate enough to risk herself in his house tonight, knowing the danger and scandal that could fall upon her.

      This is a terrible idea. Unfortunately, she had no other option. Only Lord Darlington could help her. She was prepared to do just about anything to escape her situation.

      “Madam.” The butler appeared at the top of the stairs. “His Lordship will see you now.”

      Perdita stared up at him, startled. “Upstairs? Not the drawing room?”

      The old codger had the audacity to grin at her. “He insisted you meet upstairs, or I was to show you out.”

      The nerve of the man, demanding she meet him upstairs! Did he treat all gentle-bred ladies like this? Or, knowing who was paying a call upon him, he was perhaps doing his best to frighten her off. Yes, that must be it. He thought she would be too afraid to go upstairs.

      I’m not afraid. Well, I am, but I’ll be damned if I let him know that.

      She lifted her skirts and ascended the stairs, her heart hammering. She followed the butler to a room where the door was slightly ajar. She glanced at the servant, but he was already departing.

      Perdita pushed the door open and froze when she realized it was a bedchamber. Darlington had the audacity to call her to his bedchamber? Did he believe she had come for amorous reasons, or that she would condone such a brazen attempt at seduction? It was entirely possible, given the scandalous hour and the fact she was without a chaperone, but she would set him straight if he dared to try to seduce her.

      She wished for the hundredth time it would have been possible to visit him during the day, but there had been no alternative. People would have seen her enter his home, and that would be the end of her carefully kept reputation. She tensed when a dark, rich voice spoke.

      Vaughn Darlington, the viscount dubbed by ton as the Devil of London. His voice sent tingles of excitement and fear through her. She took an instinctive step back toward the door.
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      “Fleeing so soon? I would have wagered you were braver than that, Miss Darby. Or perhaps, given the lateness of the hour and the method of this meeting, I should call you Perdita?”

      She bristled and pushed the hood of her cloak back to better peer around the room. There was a four-poster bed against one wall and a fire crackling in the hearth. The wood floor showed dusty outlines of where carpets had recently been. The dark-green brocaded curtains about the bed were faded, and a few rings were missing, letting the fabric gape in odd places. Worn and peeling silk wallpapers depicting men hunting in the forest covered the walls. A once beautiful wardrobe stood in one corner, a door missing. The shaving stand held a white china basin with a large crack down its side.

      The masculine air of the room was overpowering, just as the man himself was, but the circumstances and the condition of his rooms filled her with a strange pity that made her go still as she turned her focus on the man himself.

      Leaning against one worn, ancient chair was Lord Darlington. He was tall, broad shouldered, and had a dangerous look about his all too beautiful face. With piercing blue eyes and light-blond hair, Darlington could have passed for an angel if it weren’t for the sensual, wicked curve of his lips. He wore buff trousers and a white lawn shirt, with a dark-blue waistcoat. His cravat had been untied and lay loose over the back of one chair.

      Perdita’s heart quickened. She had never stood in a room with a man in a state of partial undress like this. She forced herself to rally to the task at hand.

      “Lord Darlington, I come here with a proposal.” Her tone was brusque with a manner of business about it. This was not about seduction, no matter how sinful he made her feel. Though she’d rehearsed this speech a dozen times on her own, she had not been prepared for the strange and frightening feelings that assaulted her now as she spoke to him alone.

      He crossed his arms as he studied her with that wicked twist of his lips, making her breath quicken. She shifted in place, and her boots scraped softly against the wood floor.

      “Do go on.” He chuckled, seeming to enjoy her discomfort.

      “Well, you see…” She spoke haltingly, still mortified that she was here begging him for his help. “I need to stop an unwanted marriage proposal.” She twined her fingers nervously as she removed her gloves. “My mother has convinced a certain gentleman that I am willing to consider his offer, when I most certainly am not.”

      She tried not to think of Mr. Samuel Milburn and how that man had made it clear he would imprison her in a life that would slowly kill her. She could still see him leaning in close to her and whispering: “The women I care for know better than to seek the company of others, when I should be enough. My home has all you will need, so I will hear no talk of travel or nights out. They would only distract you from your duty, which would be pleasing me.”

      He was a brute and a tyrant and worse, but Perdita’s mother, despite her ambitious nature, didn’t usually believe in society gossip.

      Perdita did. She’d heard that Milburn had thrown a woman to her death from a window, but because the woman was his mistress, no questions were asked. It had been dismissed as an unfortunate accident. All Perdita knew for sure was that this man was a monster. She had tried to tell her father and mother what she’d heard, but her words had been dismissed as idle talk. If her older brother Thomas hadn’t been away at sea serving in His Majesty’s royal navy, she would have sought his help.

      In Perdita’s experience, being a wealthy heiress was a terrible burden. It put a mark on her. She’d fought off fortune hunters for the last few years, but a man like Milburn was dangerous in other ways. He didn’t care about her money—he cared about breaking her spirit and possibly even killing her if she didn’t give him what he desired. She was sport.

      She’d made the mistake of meeting him at a dinner party last fall, and he had immediately shown an interest in her once he’d learned she was none other than Miss Darby, the beloved lady of the ton who all sought to please with their praise and their many invitations.

      Perdita had not wished to cultivate such a favored reputation on purpose, but it had happened quite naturally. But to Milburn she became a prize he wished to win—and then suffocate and destroy. Once he had her in his sights, he had been able to contrive a scheme that could destroy her family and blackmail her into accepting his proposal.

      “What does this have to do with me? Or did you merely wish to tumble in my sheets to avoid marrying some silly young buck? I don’t care much for ruining innocents, but in your case I might make an exception,” Darlington said, his sharp gaze on her.

      Perdita considered reminding him he had in fact attempted to ruin her innocent friend over a wager, but she thought better of it. Quarreling with him now would not aid her in acquiring his help.

      “I wish to engage your services.” She still couldn’t say the words. It was too humiliating.

      “My services?” He shifted slightly, a frown curving his lips. “What services do you require?” When Darlington said services, it sounded sinful, wicked.

      “I wish to hire your cooperation in appearing to be engaged to me, publicly. Not a true engagement, just for a few months, to deter the other gentleman so he will leave me be.” She glanced down, playing with her gloves. She was betting that Milburn would lose interest if he believed he had another challenger for her hand.

      His eyes turned wintry, almost chilling as they settled on her fidgeting hands. “So I’m to play your fiancé? What’s to be my reward in scaring the bounder off?” Darlington still leaned against the side of the chair, but Perdita was more aware of him than ever. The small distance between them seemed to shrink every second.

      “I will pay you. I have access to some of my dowry. It is invested in a private bank with Lady Rosalind Lennox. My father put the funds in his name, but he allows me to have some control over them.”

      Darlington stroked his chin. “I require a more permanent solution than a temporary flow of money. You said you bank with Lady Lennox?” He continued to stare at her with that assessing gaze, and she suddenly feared he might not agree, that he might consider blackmailing her directly for her funds in the bank by exposing her visit to his townhouse. Surely he wouldn’t dare.

      When he still gazed at her expectantly, she realized he awaited some response to his question. She nodded.

      “Then you are acquainted with Lord Lennox, her husband? He is a selective but successful investor. I wish to be involved in whatever scheme he chooses to invest in next.”

      Perdita nodded again. She was well acquainted with Rosalind Lennox, but she only knew of her husband, Ashton Lennox, in passing. Perhaps she could persuade Rosalind to allow Darlington to invest with her husband. She only hoped such a request wouldn’t seem inappropriate to her friend. It was a risk she had to take to avoid marriage to a man like Samuel Milburn.

      “I believe I can arrange a meeting. As to whether he allows you to invest…” There was no way she could guarantee that.

      Darlington pushed away from the chair and came up to her. The simple action seemed to change everything between them. Before he hadn’t seemed so threatening. But now with his towering frame so close, she felt very much like a tiny rabbit facing a very large wolf. She knew he was tall, but standing inches away from him made her feel small and feminine in a way she never had before. It took a moment for her to catch her breath. She had to tilt her face back to look up at him.

      “I suppose that would be good enough. But you know once we have begun this charade, everyone will expect us to marry.” It sounded like he was warning her. They would never marry. If there was one thing she was certain of, she would not marry the Devil of London.

      “I am aware of that. After a time I deem prudent, you may cry off our engagement and go on as you please.” She had to be completely sure Samuel Milburn was no longer interested in her, and only then could she risk a public break with Lord Darlington. Otherwise, her family’s reputation would be ruined, and her father might be facing penalties under English law.

      His lips twitched in an amused smile. “And you are ready to brave the ton after being jilted by me?” The wolfish smile that stole across his lips was not reassuring. “I doubt any other man would have you once I’ve been your lover.”

      “We would not be lovers, only engaged.”

      Darlington laughed softly. “Any woman I asked to marry me would certainly be my lover beforehand. I wouldn’t wish to marry a woman unless I was positive I enjoyed my time with her in bed.”

      She ignored his scandalous words. “Being jilted by the likes of you, even if some assume we’ve been lovers, is better than having a man like Samuel Milburn find a way to compromise me. I know the sort of man he is, and as unbelievable as it is, he is worse than you.” She threw her shoulders back and glared at him, daring him to argue the point.

      “Milburn?” Darlington’s eyes widened. “That’s the man who is chasing your skirts?”

      “Yes. Do you know him?”

      He nodded slowly. “Unfortunately, I do. We’ve run into each other at various clubs.” He paused as though choosing his words carefully, weighing what she ought to hear or not as the case might be. “Most of the ton see him as a delightful gentleman who could do no wrong. Others know him as I do. Some would say he and I have similar tastes in pain—not in receiving it but causing it.”

      “A taste for pain?” Perdita shuddered. She’d heard Milburn had thrown his mistress out of a window. Any future with a man like that would seal her fate, but she hadn’t heard the same of Darlington. He wasn’t cruel, though she’d heard he was impossibly wicked. Even a fleeting kiss upon the hand during an introduction had been known to cause such scandals that ladies in the ballroom took flight to escape, like a flock of birds dressed in silk and tulle.

      “Yes.” Darlington’s eyes were on her face again. “We require something a little different in our bed play.” He paused again, his eyes dark and fathomless as he stared at her. “But unlike him, my goal is always pleasure. A crying, hurting woman is not arousing to me. But for Milburn, it makes his blood turn to fire.”

      Darlington’s bold words on such a subject made her take another step back.

      “You like to cause pain in bed?” She hated how her words trembled as they escaped her. Surely whispers of this would have reached her if that were true. “This was a mistake. I should—”

      He reached up and cupped her cheek when she tried to pull away, then wound a strong arm around her waist, her cloak bunching above her bottom. She had to face him now and hear whatever it was he wished to say.

      “There are two types of pain, love. One is slight, expected, and leads to intense pleasure. The other is selfish and part of a need to be cruel and harsh. I prefer the former, not the latter.”

      His words didn’t make any sense. Pain was pain, wasn’t it? She wrinkled her nose and prepared to argue this, but she never had the chance. He lowered his head and captured her mouth with his. Perdita was frozen in shock. The feel of his soft warm lips moving over hers was strange but increasingly delightful.

      She’d never been kissed before but had often imagined how it would feel. She mimicked his mouth and gasped as he licked the seam of her lips with his tongue. The velvety feel of his tongue touching her lips was both sinful and decadent. Her knees went weak beneath her heavy skirts. She grasped his shoulders, frantic not to lose hold of him. The heat between their mouths intensified, and a heady dazed feeling began to slink through her limbs and into her lower belly. She could do this for hours…

      His lips wandered from hers down to her throat just above where her cloak covered her shoulders. He placed a kiss there and then suddenly nipped her skin with his teeth. The bite sent a jolt through her, and a fierce, shocking pulse beat between her thighs. She whimpered and tried to push away, not because it hurt, but because the rush of sensations had been too much. She’d never—

      “That, my love, is pain mixed with pleasure.” Darlington whispered this against the skin of her throat, still holding her fast so she could not escape. Shivers rippled down her spine, and she closed her eyes. This was frightening. He was frightening, but a part of her wanted to understand more of what he was showing her.

      From the moment she’d first seen him at her mother’s garden party a few months before, she’d been intrigued by his mysteries. She wouldn’t deny it. Any decent young lady would not have allowed herself to be fascinated by such a notorious rogue, but now more than ever she wondered if perhaps she wasn’t as decent as she ought to be.

      Darlington slowly released her waist, but the hand that still held her face seemed to burn her skin. He brushed his thumb over her lips, leaving a tingling sensation that trailed from her mouth down to her toes. She raised her eyes to his, her world tilting on its axis as she stared up at him. There was no going back from that kiss. She’d taken a bite of the forbidden apple, and the juices were sweet upon her lips.

      “You’re still trembling,” he observed, his voice was low and gentle, but rather than soothe her, she felt excited by it.

      “It is always like that?” she asked, wondering why Mother had never mentioned that lips could meet in such a blaze of fire when she’d discussed the ways men and women could be together.

      Darlington touched her lips once more before dropping his hands. “Not always. Too many marriages are built upon the wrong foundations, and passions are rarely taken into account.” He turned away from her and walked over to the fire, placing one hand on the mantle as he gazed into the flames.

      “If you want to play this game, Miss Darby, it must be played convincingly. Milburn won’t accept a mere declaration of our engagement. He knows me too well. He’s also not the sort to give up easily.” Darlington’s face was lit by firelight. For a moment, he looked more like Hades, the Greek god of the underworld, than a mere London rogue. Perdita was entranced by the sight of him. He was a lure she couldn’t resist. How many women had come into his room before her and fallen under his spell?

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “I suppose you recall what befell Alexandra Rockford in my home? A public display. That is what I mean. Milburn will need to see us in a compromising position.” He turned to face her. “And that means more than a simple kiss.”

      Perdita bit her bottom lip. A simple kiss? Not to her. That kiss had been her undoing. She was wise enough to know he had changed her life in a few short minutes.

      “If it helps me escape Samuel Milburn, then I agree to do whatever is necessary.” She raised her chin, earning a slow smile from him that made her blush.

      “What?” she demanded as he continued to smile at her.

      “I never would’ve guessed you would agree. Of all ladies, you seem to be the most…”

      Perdita narrowed her eyes. “Most what?”

      “Let us say I’m surprised at your defiant streak, that is all.”

      Perdita stared at him challengingly. “I behave appropriately in public, a dutiful daughter and a well-bred lady, but you have no idea what sort of woman I really am.” He truly didn’t. She was a lady, well-versed in conversation, a charming hostess, a delight among the ton, but that wasn’t all she was. There were other, hidden sides of herself she dared not reveal.

      Darlington’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “Now that is most interesting. As your fiancé, I will make it my sacred duty to uncover these hidden facets of your character.”

      She tilted her head, studying him in return. “How about your services then?” She wanted to keep this matter as businesslike between them as she could manage. He would no doubt rob her of her good sense with his kisses, but if she held fast and reminded them both this was only business and nothing more, then perhaps she might survive this devil’s bargain with her heart intact.

      “I have one last question before I agree, and I demand honesty in your answer.”

      She weighed the risk of losing his help against any question he might demand and then nodded. “Ask.”

      “What hold does Milburn have over you that leaves you in such fear? I do not believe for a moment that your parents would force you to accept a match with him even if he dragged you down with scandal. No, there is something that makes you fear you might have no choice to accept if he pursues you.” Darlington played with the cuffs of his right-hand sleeve. “What does he hold over you, Miss Darby?”

      It was the one question she didn’t want to answer, but she knew she had to.

      “In private, he has claimed that he can prove my father was involved in the smuggling of goods into England and evading taxes.” She hesitated, hoping she could trust Darlington with such information.

      “And is he? Guilty, I mean?”

      “No! I mean, that is to say, he isn’t. But I fear the men he invests with might very well be guilty. I believe Milburn might even be working with them to frame my father, and unfortunately I have no way of stopping them. If I marry him, he says he will destroy the evidence, but if I do not…”

      “And you believe that an engagement to me will stop him?”

      “It has to,” she whispered. “If he no longer desires me, then he has no reason to go through with his threats. And you are one of the most wicked men in London. If he isn’t afraid of you and tries to take what is yours, such as a future wife, he would be mad.”

      The corners of lips twitched. “That is certainly true. I wouldn’t hesitate to destroy any who dared take what is mine, especially a woman. Very well, I agree to this scheme, mad though it is.” Darlington held out one hand to her. “Shall we shake upon it?” He was quite serious, except for the wicked gleam in his eyes. A gleam that promised every moment with him would be deliciously sinful torture.

      Perdita placed her palm in his. “We have an accord.”

      “Agreed.” He turned her hand in his, lifting it to his lips as he kissed her knuckles.

      “Good.” She hesitated, relishing the feel of his lips upon her bare fingers before she tugged her hand free of his. “My mother is hosting a Christmas party at our estate in Lothbrook. I will see to it that you are invited. Please bring your valet, and have him pack enough clothes to last through Christmas.”

      Darlington nodded, but when she turned to leave, he caught her arm.

      “Yes? Lord Darlington?” She eyed his hand on her arm. He did not release her, not like another man would.

      “Given our new intimacy, it would please me to be called Vaughn whenever we are alone.”

      “Vaughn.” She tested the sound of his given name, hating that she liked how smoothly it rolled off her tongue.

      “And I expect to be introduced to Lord and Lady Lennox before the end of this year. Will that be possible?”

      Perdita nodded. “Yes. I will arrange it as soon as I can.”

      “Good.” He tucked her arm in his. “Let me escort you out.”

      “Really, my lord—Vaughn. There’s no need.”

      “I need to practice playing the part of a gentleman. I fear I may be a bit rusty.”

      She remained silent as he led her down the stairs. When he opened the front door, she paused as the bitter wind cut through her. She glanced at him a moment longer before she pulled her cloak hood back up, concealing her features. She rushed to the waiting coach and climbed inside. She chanced one last peek at him through the curtains. He stood there in the doorway without a coat. She remembered the heat of his body pressed to hers and shivered, but not from the cold.

      How strange to have made a bargain with Vaughn, Viscount Darlington. They were now bound together, and though they were united in their mission, she felt incredibly alone. She wished she could talk to her dear friend Alexandra, but she was the last person Perdita could confide in when it came to Vaughn.

      When Vaughn had kidnapped Alex, it had been a terrifying ordeal, even after Vaughn had revealed he had no intention of harming her. When Alex learned of her supposed engagement to Vaughn, she would no doubt rush to Perdita and try to put a stop to her madness. It was not a meeting Perdita looked forward to, but she and Alex had such different views on how to handle society. Alex had hidden from it while Perdita had embraced it.

      Perdita needed Vaughn’s dangerous reputation. It was the last shield she had against Samuel Milburn. It was something her dear friend would not understand because she was not the target of Milburn’s evil intent. Perdita had sold her soul to a lesser devil to protect herself from a worse one.

      She prayed only that their scheme would work, or she was doomed.
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      Vaughn Darlington watched the coach vanish into the wintry night, his smile fading as the distance between him and Perdita Darby grew. He was a tad melancholy after the whirlwind of the last half hour. Part of him was still amused by the little beauty—her tenacity, her courage, even her recklessness in approaching someone with his reputation in his bedchamber. At midnight, no less.

      A proposition, she’d said. And what a proposition it had been. The run of bad luck that had burdened him for so long seemed to be taking a turn for the better, and all because of a little country girl with sound intuition when it came to the darker side of Samuel Milburn.

      His smile grew grim. She thought his announced interest in her would put off Milburn, but Vaughn knew Milburn better than she did. Whatever intentions Vaughn had for her, as his mistress or his betrothed, her scheme would not likely matter to a man like Milburn. He was a true bastard, a danger to the fairer sex, and would find a way to claim what he thought was rightfully his.

      Yet Vaughn hadn’t been able to tell her that whatever he did with her would not be enough to stop Milburn. Not on its own. Vaughn could only hope their little charade would give him a chance to stop whatever Milburn was planning.

      He considered the larger problem. Leverage. That was what Milburn had. So long as he held this evidence regarding Miss Darby’s father, if it even existed, he would be in a position to pressure and cajole her. First, he would demand she break off her engagement, then bide his time before he held her feet to the fire to accept his own proposal. That sounded like the bastard’s style. But without that evidence, his position would crumble.

      He would put his butler on it. Craig was far more than he appeared to be, and he had not always been a butler. He had his ways of making men tell the truth. If anyone could get to the bottom of this, it was him.

      His thoughts turned back to Perdita and her reaction to the nip he gave her shoulder. While Vaughn was quite notorious for his penchant for pain mixed with pleasure in bed play, he never harmed his bed partners. Milburn, however, had killed his last mistress, or so it was said. The rumors had been murmured in the seediest clubs, and once Vaughn heard he’d been disgusted with the man. Without proof, there wasn’t enough to take the case to court. Milburn, as a gentleman, would escape prosecution.

      The affair left a sour taste in Vaughn’s mouth, which was why he’d agreed to help Perdita. He knew Milburn and his type. The man would stop at nothing until he was married to her, and then the law would do nothing once her new husband revealed his cruel streak.

      Perdita was in danger, and the only way to remedy that was to offer her the ultimate protection—his name given in marriage. It was the reason he had taken so long to give her an answer. She had no idea that what she really needed was a true wedding, not a false engagement. And ordinarily, he would have declined.

      But something about Perdita had changed his mind. It had happened ever so subtly over the course of their interaction. The way she’d softened in his arms when he’d kissed her. The way she’d challenged him when he’d reminded her of what her reputation would be like at the end of her charade. The way she was a charming and yet innocent country maiden who responded with fire and bravado. She’d intrigued him even as she’d stormed into his bedchamber, where there was no chaperone to save her from his clutches. None of it had been an act. Perdita was a woman worth knowing, a woman with secrets and passions and a mind all her own. That was a woman he could marry.

      A smile crept back onto his face, and this time it was one of hesitant joy.

      Vaughn walked into the drawing room and approached the tray of drinks his butler had set out earlier. He poured himself a glass of brandy before he took a seat in the chair by the fire just starting to turn to embers. He sipped his drink, savoring the flavor as he contemplated the unique opportunity Perdita had presented him with tonight.

      It had been so long since he had looked forward to anything. Ever since his parents had died five years past, he’d been mired in debts that were too deep to recover from on his own. No matter what he did, he seemed to be damned. He’d had to close his country estate, let go of his entire staff save for one caretaker, and reduce the staff at his London townhouse.

      His only way of getting by had been to win wagers at the clubs, and even that source was running dry. Every man in every major club now knew better than to wager large stakes when they found him across the gaming table. His ability to win should have helped pay off his family’s debts, but not even the most gullible lads were foolish enough to stake their fortunes against him now.

      He’d become known as the Devil of London in a matter of months. The moniker hadn’t upset him as much as he thought it would at first, but it had kept men from playing even a simple game of cards with him. His friends certainly didn’t approve of his actions, and in the last few years most had abandoned him.

      Of course, he’d done other things, worse things, to drive his friends away. In the fall he had approached White’s infamous betting book and found a five-thousand-pound sum wagered for publicly seducing a young woman named Alexandra Rockford, Perdita’s close friend.

      Kidnapping was not at all a charming prospect to him, unless of course the lady wished to be kidnapped. He’d played that particular game more than a few times with delightful results, but kidnapping Alexandra had been…dreadful.

      He indulged in a moment of self-loathing. The night he had taken Alexandra to his home to fake her ruination for the sake of a wager had left a dark stain. He hated himself far more than he ever had before, and it showed how desperate he had truly become. That loathing had deepened until it left a scar on his heart. One he doubted would ever go away.

      When he found Perdita in his doorway tonight, he hadn’t expected to feel anything. Yet he had. She’d lowered her hood, and her brown hair had turned a burnished bronze in the lamplight. Her eyes, a gentle shade of brown like topaz stones, turned warm as honey. His blood had burned with desire in a way it hadn’t in a long while. If that wasn’t reason enough to marry the girl, he wasn’t sure what else would be.

      He left the drawing room and sought out his butler. He found the older man in his office on the basement of the townhouse.

      “Mr. Craig, I have a task for you.”

      The butler glanced up from the papers on his desk. He gave Vaughn an appraising look. “Am I correct in assuming that this lies outside my usual duties?”

      “You are.”

      Mr. Craig sighed. “I am no longer a young man, my lord.”

      “This is not for my own selfish desires, Mr. Craig. That young woman you brought to me requires our help. Her very life may depend on it.”

      Those words seemed to give Mr. Craig new vigor. He rose to his feet like a man twenty years younger. “Name it, my lord.”

      “A man named Samuel Milburn claims to have evidence that Mr. Reginald Darby has been involved in smuggling and evading taxes. He’s using this as a means to pressure Darby’s daughter into accepting marriage to him.”

      Mr. Craig scowled. Though he did not look it, he was at heart a romantic. In fact, Vaughn had caught him reading the works of L. R. Gloucester, a gothic novelist, on more than one occasion. The thought of any man forcing a woman by such means would be anathema to him.

      “I want you to look into this. Miss Darby believes her father invested with men who might be working with Milburn. It could be they are trying to lay false evidence that Darby is the one behind the ill deeds. What we need is proof that Milburn is attempting to blackmail the Darby family, or proof of Mr. Darby’s innocence. And if at all possible, I want you to put a stop to whoever is causing these problems, if you understand my meaning.”

      Mr. Craig’s grim smile was a reminder of the man he’d once been, a man who’d fought valiantly for his country in the shadows years before.

      “Understood.”

      He rarely spoke of those times, and when he did it was often in an allegorical fashion, but Vaughn had seen on more than one occasion just what Mr. Craig was capable of. And despite his complaints of old age and weariness, it took little to light the old fire under him again.

      He left his butler and called for his valet, knowing the fellow would be up late.

      “Barnaby!” His voice echoed in the darkened corridor. A few seconds later the man appeared around the edge of the door leading to the servants’ quarters.

      “My lord?”

      “Pack me a valise for at least a week. We’re going to Lothbrook in a few days and shall be there for Christmas.” He tipped his brandy back and finished it before he headed for the stairs to return to his bedchamber.

      Barnaby wrinkled his nose. “Lothbrook again? I’m still scraping the dust out of your trousers from the last visit, my lord.” The man muttered this more to himself than to his master. Neither of them cared much for the country. It was so bloody provincial, but if he had to return there to seduce his unknowing bride, then that was where he must go.

      He would deal with the details of his travel arrangements in the morning once he had had word from Perdita’s parents that he was invited to their estate. With another small smile, he returned to his bedchamber and began to strip down for bed. He always slept in the buff, even in winter. It was a habit that would no doubt shock his little bride-to-be, but he suspected she would shock him right back. He closed his eyes, letting his mind flash images of her as he bent to kiss her, and the memory of it resurrected a smile upon his lips.

      Her startled look, then the way she’d melted in his arms. She’d tasted like honey and fire, burning, yet impossibly sweet. He could still feel the velvet of her cloak, crumpled in his hands as he latched on to her. He had wanted to slide his hand up her skirts right then, but that would’ve been a step too far, no matter how she’d claimed she was not an innocent creature.

      She was wanton, he would agree, yet still innocent in so many ways. Introducing Perdita to the mysteries of a man and woman coming together was not a thing to be rushed. Hasty fumblings in the dark would not do. No, she deserved a well-planned, deliciously slow seduction of the body and the mind.

      Vaughn sat on the edge of his bed, raking his hands through his hair as he considered his next move. Tomorrow he needed to purchase a ring. He had little money to do so, but he’d find a way. His smile stretched into a broad grin. The invisible forces of fate had seemed determined to stop him from restoring his family’s name in the ton, and now he had found a way to win against them: marry the ton’s darling. Miss Darby was the answer to his prayers. What a shock it would be to them all.

      London’s sweetest lady mated to its fiercest devil.
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      Perdita stood by her mother’s writing desk in her private sitting room, her heart racing more than it ought. Her mother sat at her delicate escritoire and was diligently checking the guest list for the party that would occupy their country estate in a few days. Perdita shifted about, her red shawl dropping from her shoulders to hang about her elbows and lower back.

      “Perdita dear, you’re lingering. You know how much I detest lingering. Either come and speak to me or be off.”

      Smoothing the skirts of her pale-rose gown, Perdita approached her mother and cleared her throat.

      “I should like to add a guest to the list, Mama, if you don’t mind. I know we have extra rooms.” The estate was an ancient one that, while lacking the pomp of a peerage family with a title, was still a rival to many of the aristocratic homes in the country. It boasted no less than twenty bedrooms, a ballroom, and a music room. Perdita had numerous unpleasant memories of plucking away at a harp during an arranged musicale performance when she debuted two years ago.

      Her mother glanced up, wisps of brown hair threaded with silver creeping out from her turban. “Oh? And who do you wish me to invite?”

      Perdita straightened herself. “My fiancé.”

      The quill in her mother’s hand seemed to hover a moment in midair before it clattered flat on the writing desk, splattering ink on the corner of the list her mother had been writing.

      “Your…”

      “Fiancé. Yes.”

      Her mother’s eyes were as large as saucers. “So you accepted Mr. Milburn, then?”

      “Er…no. It is someone else.”

      “What? But who?”

      Perdita understood her mother’s shock. It had been two long years since her debut, and she had rejected all offers that first year. The second season she had not received any offers. Rather than become a spinster, she’d cultivated her reputation as a young lady of good character. Debutantes came to her for advice, society mamas sought the name of her modiste, and gentlemen sought her for conversations.

      She was well versed to play the role set out for her. Charming and delightful, she was welcome in every London household. The one thing she had not done was allow herself to be courted. The men of England had given up, until Samuel Milburn met her a few months ago at a dinner party.

      Their encounter had been brief, pointedly cool, at least from Perdita’s side. Milburn had taken her cool aloofness in stride and informed her parents the following day of his intentions. Once Perdita learned of this, she’d come up with her desperate plan and had been biding her time until she felt safe enough to go to Vaughn.

      “It’s Lord Darlington, Mama. He and I have been seeing each other in secret. I know you disapprove of such things, but we wanted to be sure of our affections before we let society pry into our affairs.”

      Her mother’s eyes nearly bulged out of her head. “Darlington? But… Good heavens, what about Milburn? I can’t rescind his invitation for Christmas. He was most excited to come shooting with your father.”

      “I know…” Perdita pretended to consider the dilemma carefully, though she already knew her mind about it. “He must still come. However, we must also extend Lord Darlington an invitation.”

      Her mother picked up her quill and poised herself to write, but paused. “Are you quite sure, my dear? Lord Darlington is quite wicked, so I hear. I know I teased you in September about pursuing him, but it was only a jest.”

      “He is a viscount, Mama. His title will further us in society, will it not?”

      “It will, but that’s no reason to marry a man. If you loved him, that would be one thing, but if you don’t, I wouldn’t expect you to marry him.”

      Perdita held her breath, trying to summon the courage to lie to her mother, a thing she had never liked to do and avoided whenever possible.

      “I love him, Mama, and I believe with a bit of time I can tame his restless spirit.” She gave her mother an imploring look.

      “Well, that is entirely possible, even of the worst rogues. I tamed your father, after all.”

      There was a loud harrumph from the doorway. Perdita turned to see her father standing there. He looked dapper in his blue breeches and waistcoat, his gray mustache twitching as he watched them.

      “Tame me?” her father chortled. “Woman, you didn’t tame me.”

      “I most certainly did!” Her mother stood, moving from her writing desk and to her husband. “You were a terrible rogue in your day, and it was quite the feat to bring you to your senses.”

      Perdita watched her parents with a blush in her cheeks.

      “I only let you believe that.” Her father’s eyes twinkled as he caught Perdita’s mother by her waist and pulled her close, kissing her cheek.

      “Heavens, Reginald!” her mother hissed, but she was smiling as she chastised him. “Not here!”

      “Very well.” Reginald sighed dramatically. “Now, what’s all this about taming men?”

      “Well.” Her mother waved at Perdita. “Your daughter seems to have gotten herself engaged and is only just now telling us.”

      “Milburn asked you, then?” Her father studied her curiously. His gaze was serious rather than delighted that his daughter had just announced she was to be married.

      Perdita shook her head. “Um, no, actually. It was Lord Darlington. You remember him, don’t you, Papa? He came to the garden party in September and stayed with us for a short time.”

      Papa raised one dark brow. “Darlington? You don’t say…”

      “Yes.” Perdita’s mother would be too blinded by the joy of knowing her child was to be married, but her father was a little more levelheaded and might see through things.

      “And you want to bring him for Christmas, is that it? Well, bring the lad so I can measure him and see if he is up to snuff. He ought to have come to me first, like that Milburn fellow did.” Her father appeared to look stern, but there was a twinkle in his eyes that made Perdita want to laugh. If only she really were engaged. It was surprising to see how happy she had made her parents.

      “We were keeping it a secret until we were sure of ourselves.” Perdita pleaded with her eyes, hoping her father believed her. She needed Vaughn to come. She’d tried to mention Samuel Milburn’s reputation to her father before, but he’d brushed it aside as idle talk. He knew all too well that gossip had been known to ruin lives unjustly and was disinclined to hear any more about it. It was one of the few times she’d ever been furious with him.

      “Hmm, well, invite the boy, then.” Her father kissed her mother’s cheek and left them alone again.

      “Perdita dear, I am most happy for you, of course, but are you quite sure Darlington is the one? I mean, you may have offers again from more than one gentleman. I was worried that…” Her mother trailed off, and heavy silence filled the room. It was only a matter of time before the ton tired of her and she was left on the shelf to become a spinster. She did not mind, but she knew her parents wished to see her happily married.

      “Vaughn is the one for me.” She used his given name purposefully, and it had the desired effect.

      “Is it truly a love match? You know I only ever wanted a love match for you. That’s why I always invite every young man I can find in hopes he might be perfect for you. Milburn seemed so attentive, and everyone spoke well of him. I had hopes that you might feel the same…but if your heart belongs to Lord Darlington, then that’s settled, isn’t it?”

      Perdita clasped her mother’s hands and squeezed them. She was a determined matchmaker for sport, but Perdita knew her mother’s intentions were pure. She had married Papa for love and only wanted the same for her daughter. As often as her mother could be exasperating, she was also impossibly wonderful. That was why it hurt so much to lie to her.

      “Yes. It is a love match. I never thought I’d win the heart of a man like Vaughn, but somehow I did.”

      “Win his heart?” Her mother chuckled. “You only need to win his mind first. It is he who must win your heart.” Her mother squeezed her hands in return. “Very well, I shall invite your darling Darlington.” She winked at Perdita and walked back to her desk to resume her guest list.

      “If you don’t mind, Mama, I am to have tea with Lady Lysandra Russell this afternoon at Gunter’s.”

      “Of course.” She returned her focus to her list. “Give her mother my regards, and take a footman with you.”

      “Thank you, Mama. Don’t forget to send Darlington’s invitation today. I wanted it to come from you so he would feel welcome.”

      “Consider it done.” Her mother pulled a fresh bit of parchment toward her and began to scratch away with her quill, her turbaned head bowed.

      Perdita called for Hensley, one of the young footmen, to bring her cloak and summon a coach. It would be too cold for ices, which Gunter’s was most famous for. Tea would be preferable. They would also have to meet indoors. Gunter’s was a treat when the weather was fine. A lady could arrive in Berkeley Square and remain in her open carriage while the men rushed from Gunter’s to bring ices out to waiting customers. Indoors was perfectly fine for her intentions today. She and Lysandra had important things to discuss.

      Hensley met her by the door and held out her dark-blue cloak. She slipped it on and took a white mink muff, tucking her hands inside. Then she and Hensley walked to the coach waiting for them.

      When they reached Gunter’s, Hensley came inside with her but kept his distance so she might enjoy her time alone with her friend. Lysandra Russell was waiting, a tea service in front of her at one of the tables. Her bright-red hair was like a flame that danced in the lamplight of the shop. Lysandra didn’t seem to notice the appreciative stares of the men around them. But that was just how Lysa was, her head buried in books, her mind preoccupied with their shared purpose.

      “Lysa.” Perdita took an empty chair opposite her friend at the small tea table.

      “Oh! Perdita, forgive me.” Lysa blushed and raised her head from her stack of letters. She tucked the letters into her lap and poured a cup of tea for her friend.

      “Thank you.” Perdita slipped the muff off her hands and sipped her tea.

      Lysa beamed. “Our paper on the astronomical developments of the last few months is ready for publication. I believe we might be accepted this time.” Lysa grinned and nodded at the pen name they had chosen to hide their genders: P. L. Bottomsley.

      “I’ve drafted a proper introduction. Officially, we are a gentleman from Tintagel, Cornwall. I’ve acquired the use of an address there. There’s a man named Mikhail Barinov. He’s agreed to collect any correspondence and deliver it to London first. I believe this time we shall have our ducks in a row. The Astronomy Society of London must publish us.”

      Perdita couldn’t help but smile as well. This was her dream—their observations and scientific discoveries published. As ladies and not learned gentleman scholars, their articles had been continually rejected. And so, a ruse had to be devised. The need for it was maddening.

      “Brilliant, Lysa.” Perdita took the article and reviewed the neatly written words, checking each page carefully. Then she handed it back to Lysa, who tucked it into a leather folio.

      “I will submit it on the morrow with the messenger and let you know once I hear if we’ve been successful.”

      “Excellent.” Perdita glanced around the shop, her eyes taking in the couples having tea. Gunter’s was one of the few places in London a lady could meet with a gentleman alone and not worry about scandal or ruination. The door opened with a small bell tinkling as a group of men came in from the cold. Perdita recognized one of them, and her heart pitched straight to her feet.

      Samuel Milburn was here.

      “Lysa, I’m so sorry, but I must leave immediately.” She nodded discreetly at Samuel, who was removing his hat and coat.

      Lysa’s eyes settled on the man as she nodded. “Of course. Good luck.”

      Perdita waved Hensley over.

      “Miss?” Hensley asked, brushing crumbs from his trousers.

      “I’d like to leave. Please have the coach brought around at once.”

      Hensley pulled his coat on and ducked outside. Perdita carefully walked around the edge of the tea shop, weaving between the couples and tables, trying to keep out of Samuel’s sight. She pulled her hood up and reached the door just in time to overhear part of his conversation with the other gentlemen.

      “You’ve still not proposed to the Darby chit yet?” one of the men asked.

      Samuel chuckled. “Not officially. I’m waiting for Christmas. Women love that sort of romantic drivel. I also need to make sure she’s mine. I have to be able to have her before I make my decision. There’s enough fire in her that I believe she’d be a pleasure to break. Have to make sure though. She might be one of those weepy virginal debutantes. Can’t have that. I want her to fight me before I break her completely.”

      His companions laughed, one comparing such “sport” with the hunting of a wild animal.

      Milburn sneered. “Indeed, except one must be stuffed before it is mounted, while the other must be mounted in order to be stuffed.”

      The grating sound of their harsh laughter made Perdita nearly toss up her accounts. She couldn’t bear to hear another word. She rushed out into the cold, not caring if the biting wind tore at her face. Samuel’s threats were unimaginable. How could the ton be so blinded by him not to see his evil? Yet she feared that was the sort of darkness lying in his soul. He was a man with no heart, and he cared for nothing except his own needs. She would not become his victim; she would do anything to escape such evil. Vaughn would be her salvation. She trusted him, something which should have been surprising, yet it did not feel so.

      Evil and sorrow left very different shadows on a man’s face. Evil was a malignant presence that smothered and strangled the goodness around it. But it was different with sorrow. Vaughn’s eyes were painted in shadows of pain and loss. It was a shadow that might someday be vanquished by the rays of the sun. She had glimpsed the hope of it in his eyes when she’d kissed him last night, like sunlight streaking through the parted curtains of a mansion that had been shrouded in darkness for eons. It was foolish, she knew, to take pleasure in knowing their kiss might’ve lessened his sorrows, whatever they were, but she did.

      Perdita looked around for Hensley and saw with some relief the coach was already approaching. She could not wait another minute this close to Samuel. He and his companions had confirmed her worst nightmares.

      Thank heavens for Vaughn.

      Hensley had their driver stop the coach, and he helped her inside. The velvet cushions were cold, but she sighed in relief when Hensley placed a foot warmer at her feet.

      “Where to now, miss?” Hensley asked.

      “Home, I suppose.” She parted the curtains on the opposite side of the square, but then she held up a hand. “Wait. Stay here. I should like to go to that shop. The one just there.”

      She pointed at the little jewelry shop across the street. She could have sworn she’d seen Vaughn entering it. Had she been dreaming merely because she was thinking of him just now? There was only one way to find out.
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      She climbed back out of the coach, heading directly for the row of shops. If it was Vaughn, she needed to tell him what she’d overheard in Gunter’s. He had a right to know Samuel’s intentions. He might have an idea of how to protect her against the man since Samuel had made it clear he wanted to get her alone.

      Hensley closed the coach door behind her and followed her as she passed a milliner’s shop and reached the jeweler’s. She peered into the windows, which were frosted around the edges from the cold, but she couldn’t see Vaughn.

      Perhaps he’d gone deeper into the shop. She tugged on the brass door handle. It creaked open, and she slipped inside. The little shop was warm, but a faint musty smell emanated from the shelves where a variety of necklaces hung on stands and both bracelets and rings were displayed in glass cases. It was clear from the designs that these jewelry items were old, not newly fashioned.

      Perdita peered around the shop, searching for Vaughn. She paused behind a row of tall shelves, considering the possibility that she’d only seen a gentleman who bore a passing resemblance to him.

      A voice came from the other side of the wall of jewels behind which Perdita stood. “My lord, what may I do for you?”

      Perdita perked up at the sound and was prepared to seek out the jeweler, but something held her back. She stayed hidden and peered between the dusty shelves, fighting the need to sneeze with one hand. She glimpsed an elderly shopkeeper with a hooked nose and spectacles speaking with a tall man with dark-blond hair. The man stood with his back to her, but Perdita was positive it was Vaughn.

      “What can I get for this?” Vaughn held out a pocket watch, a very old but beautiful piece. Its silver cover glinted with light as it swung from a fine chain. The jeweler took it and held it up, leaving Vaughn to shift slightly. His face turned away from the jeweler, offering Perdita a glimpse of his profile and the pain etched in his features.

      “Well now, let me take a look.” The jeweler paused to push his glasses up the bridge of his nose and studied the watch closely.

      “Finely made, with the Darlington family crest… Forty pounds, I should think. Are you quite sure you want to part with it, my lord?” The jeweler eyed the watch and then Vaughn. Perdita held her breath. Hensley shifted behind her, and she threw out a hand, catching his arm and raising her other hand to her lips to indicate silence. She did not want to interrupt whatever Vaughn was doing.

      It appeared as though he was selling off his family heirlooms. Given the condition of his home—the lack of furnishings and general disrepair—it shouldn’t have surprised her. However, if she was being honest, she didn’t want to think of Vaughn as so destitute he was selling such a personal item. Her heart gave a painful twinge as she held her breath, listening.

      “Forty? I suppose that’s a fair enough price. Is there a ring which I might trade it for?” Vaughn set the pocket watch on the counter between him and the jeweler. His fingers didn’t immediately let go of the watch. Perdita’s heart gave another painful jerk. He was looking at rings? Why would he wish to sell a watch for a ring?

      Then a thought struck her. Was the ring for her?

      The jeweler lifted a velvet box onto the counter. “These here are quite lovely.” Perdita stood on tiptoe to get a better view. She was thankful the shelves were open for her to peer through.

      “This one here, is it a ruby?” Vaughn pointed at a ring. She couldn’t see which because his body was blocking her view.

      “Yes, a fine ruby. I suppose we could make a fair trade for the watch,” the jeweler said.

      “Good.” Vaughn nudged the watch toward him. “Do you have a box for it?”

      “I do.” The jeweler disappeared into the back and moments later emerged with a small blue velvet box. He placed the ring inside and handed it back to Vaughn.

      “Thank you.” Vaughn took the box and tucked it securely into his coat and lifted his hat off the counter.

      “Good day, my lord,” the jeweler said as Vaughn turned toward the door—and Perdita. Perdita grasped Hensley and propelled him around the opposite end of the shelf, just missing being seen by Vaughn as he left. Once she was sure Vaughn was no longer inside, she and Hensley moved around the shelf and approached the counter where Vaughn had stood. The jeweler was still putting the set of rings back beneath the glass display counter.

      “Oh! Good day, miss” the jeweler said. “I didn’t realize you’d come in. How may I assist you?” He brushed his hands on his apron and readjusted his glasses with a warm smile.

      Perdita noticed Vaughn’s watch still sitting on the counter and tried to act slightly interested. “This is a lovely watch. May I see it?” she asked.

      The jeweler eyed her quizzically. “The old pocket watch?”

      She nodded, chancing one glance at the door. There was no sign of Vaughn returning.

      “Of course.” The jeweler set the watch down on the counter so Perdita could examine it. It was indeed an old watch, possibly Vaughn’s father’s or even his grandfather’s. How could he bear to part with it? For a ring, no less?

      She hadn’t thought what it meant to provide evidence to support their story of an engagement. Had Vaughn believed he needed proof such as this? Or was it for a mistress? For some reason, she didn’t think so. If he was as destitute as she now believed, he could not afford a mistress. That left her with the sad knowledge that the ring must be for her, and he had sold his watch for it. She had to buy it back. He had sold the watch, one she suspected was dear to him, for a ring she believed he meant to give to her. Therefore, she would make sure he got his watch back when the time was right. Vaughn was a proud man, and she would not endanger his pride by letting him know she’d witnessed this moment.

      “How much for it?”

      “Pardon, miss?” The jeweler’s brows rose.

      “How much to buy the watch? I’d like to buy it.” She didn’t want Vaughn to lose one of the last pieces of his family’s past if she could help it.

      “Well…I believe fifty pounds is fair.”

      She met his gaze. “But you traded it for forty.”

      “Forty-five then,” the jeweler countered.

      She lifted her chin. “Forty-two.”

      The jeweler stuck out his chin as well. “Forty-three.”

      “Agreed.” She lifted her reticule onto the counter and counted out the notes. She rarely carried large sums of money, but she had planned to do a bit of shopping today after meeting with Lysandra. She hadn’t expected it to be for her false fiancé.

      She had the jeweler wrap it for her and then entrusted the box to Hensley.

      “We’re going home now, miss?” His hesitant tone implied his hope at the thought.

      “Not a lover of clandestine meetings or secret missions, Hensley?” she teased. The footman, a man close to her age, blushed to the roots of his hair.

      “It isn’t that, miss… I just worry about you, is all.”

      The footman’s honest comment caught her off guard.

      “Worry about me?” she asked. He was unable to meet her eyes.

      “I shouldn’t have said that, miss. My apologies.” He continued to avoid her gaze, and she didn’t force him to speak of it further. Mostly because she was afraid to hear what he would say. There was an infuriating pity that came from servants when they dealt with spinsters, as though even downstairs they felt sorry for the unmarried maids who aged on the shelf.

      The thought made her sour. Women had a right to aspire to other positions than simply being a wife and mother, did they not? Yet those were the only positions society valued for them. It wasn’t her fault she didn’t wish to be seen as a broodmare. The idea filled her with a defiant purpose. Once she and Vaughn were done with this charade and Milburn had lost interest, she would devote herself to seeing her astronomy essays published.

      “We have one more stop to make,” Perdita announced. “Have the driver take us to Half Moon Street.” Then she climbed into the coach and listened for Hensley to give orders to the driver.

      She peered eagerly out of the coach window as
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