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            Dedication

         
         
            This book is dedicated to my friends. 

             

            You probably don’t know them. Then again, you might. 

             

            They’re the kind of friends who understand the importance of plying an introvert with caffeine to get her out of the house.
               They can have an entire conversation using movie quotes and song lyrics from the 1980s. They’ll meet you for breakfast and
               help you choreograph a fight scene for your book by using the salt and pepper shakers, silverware, and a napkin dispenser.
               They’ll text random memes to let you know they’re thinking about you, even though it has been months since your schedules
               have allowed you to see each other. And they are the kind of friends that, no matter what, will always be there when you need
               them. 
            

             

            To JuLee, Tracy, Alicia, April and Gwen 
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            Prologue

         
         
            Paris

         

         Oscar Flint raked the razor down the hollow of his cheek, dispensing with the beard that had been part of his identity for
            the past six cities.
         

         
         He would become someone new. Again. Someone refined, cultured and wealthy. Someone who looked like he belonged at the Count
            du Maurice’s gaming tables.
         

         
         After all, how could he resist such a temptation? Word had spread as far as Prague about the deep pockets of the reckless
            aristocrats on the invitation list. And there was nothing he enjoyed more than taking the fortunes of other men.
         

         
         Oh, and he would take them.

         
         Ruthless when it came to cards—and everything else—he knew what it took to win.

         
         It took knowing what it felt like to fight a rat over the core of a rotten apple. Or how to ignore the rapacious gazes from
            the toffs who’d paid a farthing for a pretty boy to shine their buckled shoes, then being prepared to do whatever came afterward
            for a sixpence so that his sickly mother could eat.
         

         
         It took having nothing left to lose. And that was why Oscar always won.

         
         In the mottled mirror that hung cockeyed on the wall of this dank lodging room on the fringes of Paris, his flinty gaze tracked
            the movement of the door. 
         

         
         Without knocking, Ignatius Cardew strolled in, his teeth clenched around the stub of a cheroot. A curl of smoke rose up past a pair of wizened gray eyes and a Caesar of short white hair to disappear amid the water-stained ceiling. 

         
         “The forgery is flawless, if I do say so myself,” Cardew said while surveying the parchment in his hand with a self-satisfied
            grin.
         

         
         Wiping the blade against a square of flannel, Oscar gave the page a cursory glance. “Never doubted you.”

         
         According to the self-canonizing mythology of Cardew, he’d been mastering languages and appreciating the great artists since he was old enough to hold a brush. And when there’d been no money left to buy canvas and paint—usually
            after spending it all on wine, women and song—he’d turned to other forms of replication.
         

         
         He could copy a man’s signature as well as his voice and bearing. And he was good at it. So good, in fact, that he’d developed
            a reputation. Which didn’t bode well if a man traveling with him ever intended to spend time in one place for long.
         

         
         “Of course, I had to weather the paper to make it appear as though both you and the invitation had traveled far and wide,”
            his mentor said with a familiar edge of accusation.
         

         
         Oscar slapped the razor against the strop and waited for the rest. Waited to hear the harping of how he hadn’t applied himself
            enough and, with one iota of effort, he could have become a truly exceptional charlatan.
         

         
         But in the seconds that followed, the expected shower of castigations did not come. Pleasantly surprised, he lifted his chin
            to scrape the sharpened blade upward along his throat.
         

         
         In the mirror, the tip of Cardew’s cheroot glowed orange on another drag. “Although, if you’d ever bothered to be precise
            in your elocution in any language, I wouldn’t need to take such pains.”
         

         
         Aaand there it was.

         
         “Eight postmarks. Eight. And all because your French sounds as though it spent a night of debauchery in a Florentine brothel with a Scot and a Spaniard.”
         

         
         “If the best lies contain a kernel of truth, as you say, then why should I force my tongue to disguise the fact that I’ve
            spent my entire life roaming from one continent to the next?” Oscar asked.
         

         
         “Entire life. You’re still a cub, barely eight and twenty. Why, I was older than that when I first met your father.”
         

         
         “And just how old were you then?”

         
         Cardew exhaled a curtain of smoke. “Older than your left boot.”

         
         It was a familiar retort between them. This time, it was tossed over his shoulder as he crossed the room toward the bottle
            of brandy waiting on the sill. While conceit kept him from ever revealing his true age, with his timeless aristocratic features,
            tanned by the sun, he could pass for any worldly gentleman between the ages of fifty and seventy.
         

         
         In fact, Cardew had looked the same for as long as Oscar could recall. He’d been about seven—hungry and already jaded after
            his father had abandoned him and his mother—when Cardew had first come to the door.
         

         
         He’d doffed his tricorn with a flourish and claimed that he was sent to look after them until his friend could return. Though,
            calling himself a friend of his father’s did him no favors. John Flintridge—or whatever name he was currently using—never
            had any luck staying in one place for long. Sooner or later, the creditors came a-knocking.
         

         
         Even so, Cardew had seemed like a savior, sweeping in and rescuing them from a rat-infested hovel to provide a sense of security.

         
         But Oscar had soon realized that nothing was ever too permanent with Cardew.

         
         The forger’s fortune often altered in the span of a single night. But, to his credit, he’d always managed to keep them fed, clothed and with a roof over their heads. Whether that roof would be in the same location from one day to the next, however, remained to be seen. But Oscar couldn’t hold that against him. Risk was just in his nature. 

         
         Though, no matter what flaws he might possess, Cardew had been the one constant fixture in his life.

         
         “My left boot was once an ancient cow who roamed the earth at the dawn of civilization,” Oscar said in flawless French as
            he toweled off his face.
         

         
         His mentor narrowed his eyes. “Ah. So the cub possesses proper elocution, after all.”

         
         “I prefer to let the cards speak for me.”

         
         Cards, and numbers for that matter, had always made more sense to him. The moment he’d first spied a pair of blokes hunched
            over a gaming table, everything clicked into place. Without any effort, he could remember every ace, king and queen laid and
            could anticipate which card would follow.
         

         
         He hadn’t known at the time that his abilities were considered cheating. Not that it mattered. Cheating, lying and stealing
            were all tools of the trade. All tools of survival.
         

         
         Even so, Cardew had helped him disguise it with a few simple tricks. And, over the years, he’d learned to hone his skill into
            an artform until he was the one who kept a roof over their heads.
         

         
         But now, food and shelter weren’t his only motivators. In the years since his mother had died, he’d only wanted one thing:
            to hunt down his father and make the bastard pay for what he’d done.
         

         
         “I suppose you’ll do,” Cardew said, his gaze appraising. “With your lean face all smooth-shaven and those high shirt points
            framing that mulish jaw, you nearly look the part of haute society.”
         

         
         “Nearly?” he scoffed, buttoning the stiff collar. “I could pass for nobility.”
         

         
         “Hmm . . . perhaps. There’s just one thing missing.”

         
         Cardew tossed back the amber liquor and crossed the room. Reaching into the open neck of his shirt above a snuff-colored waistcoat, he gripped the cord perpetually tied around his neck and tugged. Then he freed the black onyx ring. The same one he’d never parted with, no matter how many times they could have used the coin from selling it. 

         
         Resting in the palm of his hand, lamplight glanced off the faceted black stone, cut in a unique star shape.

         
         Oscar frowned and lowered his arms to his side. “You don’t expect me to wear that. A gambler drawing attention to his hands
            is asking for trouble.”
         

         
         “But you’re not just any gambler, are you, my boy? And wearing a ring will show everyone that you’ve got nothing to hide.
            It will help to earn their trust. After all, these men are playing for high stakes.” Impatient, Cardew snatched Oscar’s hand
            and shoved the ring onto the fifth finger. “There. Perfect fit.”
         

         
         Oscar yanked his hand back and tried to remove it. But the bloody thing refused to budge. And the weight seemed heavier than
            he’d remembered from all those times in his youth when he’d asked about it, but that might have been his imagination.
         

         
         Then, as if in an afterthought, Cardew said, “Oh, and you should probably know, they’ve posted guards at the door.”

         
         “Guards?” 
         

         
         Ring forgotten, a shiver snaked down Oscar’s spine, like a ghost rattling its chains over his bones. Even though it had been
            eight years, the memory of his time in an Italian prison still haunted him.
         

         
         He didn’t want to know what a French prison was like. Though, considering the guillotine on display in the Place du Carrousel,
            he could hazard a guess that any stay at the Conciergerie would be of brief duration.
         

         
         “This is all due to your arrogance,” Oscar fumed, reaching for a length of pristine white silk draped over the back of a spindle-legged chair, then he faced the mirror again. “If you hadn’t tried to sell one of your supposedly lost Titians to an infamously bloodthirsty Spaniard known as El Coleccionista, we wouldn’t be in this fix in the first place.”
         

         
         “How was I to know that Miguel Ladrón’s lovely auburn-haired mistress was also my muse?”

         
         “Hmm, I don’t know. Perhaps think twice before painting her wearing the ruby necklace and ermine cloak that she stole from
            his wife?”
         

         
         Unbothered, Cardew wielded the cheroot like a brush, signing the air in whisps of smoke. “I called it Venus in Winter. The pelt was necessary. Besides, what can I say? Women are my Achilles’ heel.”
         

         
         “Then, it’s time to consider hobbling yourself to save me the trouble.”

         
         “Well, you’re the one who promised to make arrears of four times the amount that he paid for my Venus. Even though she was
            an exceptional work of art.”
         

         
         “I was—I am trying to save our lives,” Oscar muttered, taking care not to wrinkle the silk as he tied his cravat. “And to think, I’d
            thought Ladrón’s promise of severing our heads from our bodies if I lose tonight was pressure enough. But now he’s posted
            guards?”
         

         
         “The guards aren’t for us,” Cardew said as if that made all the difference. “They’re here for some English rose. Apparently,
            the Count du Maurice met her on the packet between Dover and Calais, instantly became besotted and was willing to grant her
            every desire, even a stake at his tables. His wife, on the other hand, decided that she didn’t want her husband unduly distracted
            and likely to lose a fortune. To ensure it, she posted the guards to keep this supposed femme fatale from stealing inside.”
         

         
         Oscar shrugged into his coat, only to have the ring catch on a loose thread. Muttering a curse, he shoved his hand through the sleeve. “And so I’m being bloody inconvenienced because of your paramour, her possessive protector and now a jealous countess?” 

         
         “L’amour, mon fils.” Cardew cuffed him on the cheek. “Someday you will understand.”
         

         
         No, he wouldn’t. If Oscar wanted a woman, he had her. He didn’t care who’d had her before or who would have her after. It
            was a simple matter of basic need, seduction and an exchange of services without expectations.
         

         
         “In the meantime, I need to win two thousand pounds or we’ll be dead by morning.”

         
         “We’ve faced worse. Unless”—Cardew took another long drag on his cheroot—“you’re worried that you’ve lost your touch.”

         
         Oscar scoffed at the taunt and sank a pin into his cravat. “You know very well there isn’t a man alive who can best, bluff
            or outplay me.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         There wasn’t a man alive that Honoria Hartley couldn’t play like harp strings.

         
         She wanted to crow. To throw her head back on a laugh that reached all the way up to the silver crescent moon hanging in the
            midnight sky. Oh, how she loved Paris! She wanted to twirl. To dance. To taste every decadent pastry. Drink a flagon of fizzy
            champagne. Marvel at the new gaslights illuminating the city beyond the ivy-enshrouded walls of this courtyard. And flirt
            with dozens of men she would never see again.
         

         
         Then again, the flirting would have to wait until she was more . . . herself, she thought wryly, as she looked down at her
            aubergine velvet waistcoat and woolen Cossack trousers.
         

         
         So, the Countess du Maurice thought posting a few guards at the door would keep any distracting females away? Ha!

         
         Honoria grinned, the upward curl of her lips testing the glue beneath her broad tawny mustachios and pointed beard. But a surreptitious glance into the dark pane of the chateau’s vacant conservatory assured her that the movement remained as natural as if she’d grown the whiskers herself. She knew from experience that she would have another hour before it would start to give way. 

         
         Even her father, a veteran of the theater, had said there was no one better at stage makeup than she. Of course, he had no
            idea she would be using those skills to sneak away from her cousin and chaperone on her first night in Paris to gamble.
         

         
         Better yet, none of those men at the tables realized they’d been playing against a woman either.

         
         A sly giggle escaped before she could stifle it. Fortunately, no one was in the garden to hear it. And yet . . .

         
         No sooner had she drawn a breath of relief than she heard the scuff of a heavy sole on the tiles behind her.

         
         Devil’s doorknocker!

         
         She went still and quickly assessed her surroundings: the ivied wall to her left, a fountain and lichen-speckled lion to her
            right, the shadows to her back and a gate to freedom twenty paces ahead.
         

         
         Her first impulse was to make a dash for the gate. However, during her brief London Season as a debutante, in addition to
            the handful of times she’d become Signor Cesario, Honoria had learned a few things about men.
         

         
         The male animal was a rather basic creature. 

         
         Much like a dog, they were forever hungry, underfoot at the most inconvenient times, and they scratched themselves without embarrassment. Additionally, they were always up for a game of fetch or tug. Send them on an errand for one glass of punch and they’d hang about, watching every sip and waiting for you to finish so they could do it again. Or carry a parasol through the park and a gentleman would soon find a reason to playfully extricate it from your grasp. Though their nature tended toward mischief, they could usually behave for brief intervals when promised a treat . . . 

         
         Unless they caught the scent of potential quarry. When that happened, nothing could dissuade them from giving chase.

         
         So instead of bolting for the gate, she paused to place the bronze handle of her walking stick in the ever-roaring mouth of
            the stone lion. Casually, she breathed on her monocle, rubbed the fog from the concave glass, then fixed it in place. 
         

         
         Taking up her walking stick, she ambled past the fountain, all the while keeping her senses on alert. After all, being dressed
            as a man did not protect her from pickpockets and cutthroats. And there had been more than a dozen men inside the chateau
            who’d wanted the two-thousand-pound purse she now had on her person.
         

         
         When the clap of her booted footfalls on the tiles met with no responding echo of a pursuer on the prowl, she breathed a sigh
            of relief.
         

         
         The footfall she’d heard had likely been that of a servant. Or perhaps a guest stepping out for a breath of fresh air. Not
            that it mattered. She was only a few paces away from the gate and the safety of her carriage, without anyone being the wiser
            of who she really was.
         

         
         Perhaps it was that sense of certainty that made her reckless. That made her hesitate with her hand on the smooth iron thumb
            latch. And made her lips tilt slyly as she cast one final glance over her shoulder.
         

         
         She should have known better.

         
         Something moved within the inky shadows near the courtyard wall.

         
         “I commend you on such a clever trick,” came a man’s voice.

         
         A breath stalled in her throat as she recognized the timbre of it. Which was odd because the owner of said voice hadn’t spoken
            more than a handful of words.
         

         
         Seated at the far end of the gaming table, his responses to the dealer’s questions had typically been a nod, an almost imperceptible shake of the head or a double-tap of his fingertips on the table. To the footman serving drinks, his manner of speaking was economical, as though every word cost a shilling. And yet, there had been something undefinable in his tone that seemed to reach across the space between them and caused her skin to tingle with gooseflesh as if draped in a length of raw silk. 

         
         Honoria felt that same reaction now, her skin prickling as she searched the shadows and listened to the sound of his unhurried
            approach.
         

         
         Before she replied, she cleared the tightness from her throat. After all, it was important to keep her vocal folds relaxed
            when using the lower register of her voice, in keeping with her disguise as a wealthy Florentine merchant.
         

         
         “I am afraid I do not know what you mean, sir.” The words were in English, but heavily accented with the romantic lyricism
            of the Italian language.
         

         
         “Never been choused by the likes of you.”

         
         She frowned, the glue of her carefully applied wiry eyebrows puckering as she shook her head in feigned confusion. But there
            was no mistaking that he’d just called her a cheat. “Choused? Che cosa significa choused?”
         

         
         The man emerged, stepping into a patch of moonlight. The pale beam shone down on thick wavy hair the color of wet walnut shells
            that swept back from an escarpment of a forehead, above a pair of dark slashing brows that kept his eyes in shadow.
         

         
         There was something feral about him. Something that strained against the layers of fine wool and silk. Like a wolf in the
            forest, waiting for the shepherd to lose sight of one little lamb.
         

         
         His features were more angular than most of the pampered aristocrats she knew—puppies with soft chins, doughy cheeks and the
            fleshy promise of forthcoming jowls.
         

         
         But this man’s face was lean, his jaw hard, honed to a razor’s edge. His nose, not quite straight, suggested a life beyond Eton, Oxford and afternoon teas. A life far removed from white-gloved dances with debutantes and talk of touring the Continent. 

         
         This man had lived.

         
         There was something intriguing in that . . . if she found that sort of thing intriguing.
         

         
         Which she didn’t. At all. Because she was all too aware of the weight of the winnings tucked into the padded lining of her
            waistcoat, and how little she knew about the man introduced to the party as Mr. Flint.
         

         
         Then again, she was also conscious of the poniard hidden inside her walking stick.

         
         Her gloved hand tightened around it. Though, as of yet, she hadn’t been forced to use the blade to defend herself.

         
         She knew how to fence—to win a match but not to save her life. In fact, most of her experience with fighting consisted of
            what she’d learned from her eccentric father on the family stage. So she excelled in almost slapping someone and almost running them through with a sword.
         

         
         To her, the choreography of a fight was like dancing in the center of a ballroom. But this? Somehow she doubted that if this
            man meant to silence her or take her purse by force, he would be intimidated by her almost attacking him.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Honoria knew she was quick on her feet. And, as her father always said during rehearsal, “When in doubt, feint.”

         
         Casually, she slid one foot behind her, balancing her weight.

         
         “Let us leave the games behind us, hmm?” He stopped and offered a good-natured shrug. “I merely wanted to congratulate you,
            from one Captain Sharp to another.”
         

         
         Gone was the ruthless gambler she’d met at the tables as one lean cheek lifted to form a bracket beside his mouth. Earlier she’d thought he was smirking at her, which had made her immensely glad to best him at that last hand. But now, the lopsided quirk seemed almost affable. Charming, even. 

         
         So when he held out his hand, she responded reflexively. Felt his grip enfold hers. It made her feel fragile and altogether
            too feminine.
         

         
         Honoria realized her mistake at once. 

         
         She tried to withdraw, but he held fast. And before she could blink, he removed her black lambskin glove. Simply peeled it
            down from wrist to fingertip!
         

         
         “As I said before, you’re clever. But not quite clever enough. Not even for a woman.”

         
         “I beg your pardon,” Signor Cesario said with a huff of indignation and a futile attempt to free himself.

         
         The stranger took a step closer, lifting her captive hand. “If not for these nimble fingers, you might have fooled me. The
            bitten manicure is a nice touch, but there are certain ways women move that men do not. It’s from needlework, I think. That
            dainty pinch of fingertips. Nevertheless, I suggest you watch the way you lift your cards from the table in the future. If
            you’re going to continue this charade.”
         

         
         “How dare—”

         
         She stopped on a gasp when he bent his head and licked the top of her finger. Actually licked her, where she had painstakingly
            drawn and shaded a series of very masculine-looking hairs.
         

         
         But her outrage was quickly overshadowed when she felt the heated rasp of his tongue. The sensation was so startling that
            it stole her breath. Her stomach gave a curious little hop.
         

         
         Distractedly, she watched as the ink smeared underneath the circular rotation of his thumb, and she didn’t know whether to
            demand satisfaction at dawn or . . .
         

         
         Ask him to do it again.

         
         “You are mistaken,” she said in her best Signor voice, albeit a tad raspy since all the saliva had dried up in her mouth.

         
         But she jerked her hand free, cradling it almost protectively.

         
         The man grinned and wagged an accusatory finger. “And that’s another tell. You’re too quick to shy away. Any man, even one
            so much smaller in stature, would have displayed affront with his chest out, shoulders back. A woman on the other hand will
            make herself appear smaller, hunching her shoulders ever so slightly to protect her soft underbelly. And yet, even as she
            does that, her eyes will flash with ire—just as yours are doing now—while she plots six different ways to murder a man in
            his sleep.”
         

         
         “Only six?” she asked, and he chuckled. “I’m not saying you’re correct. However, if you were, just what would you do with
            that information? Extortion? Blackmail?”
         

         
         “I may be a scoundrel, but I draw the line at blackmailing a woman. Though, I’m guessing you’re hardly . . .” He cast an appraising
            glance from head to toe, his mouth pulling at a frown.
         

         
         She huffed, forgetting to lower her voice. “That I’m hardly what?”

         
         “It would be ungentlemanly of me to say.”

         
         “I thought you were a scoundrel.”

         
         “Even a scoundrel wouldn’t dare suggest that you might resemble your disguise.” When her nostrils flared with irritation,
            it only seemed to encourage him. “For all I know your voluminous mustachios are concealing a rather hairy mole. I once knew
            a woman who had one in the shape of Australia. It had three hairs growing out of it.”
         

         
         One dark brow arched as he stared suspiciously at her mouth.

         
         This was a novel experience, indeed. In all her life, no one had ever accused her of being anything less than goddesslike.
            Flattery was such a common occurrence that she took it for granted. And she’d had no idea that being called unattractive would cause her defenses to rally.
         

         
         “I’ll have you know that I’m quite pretty.”

         
         He had her so vexed that she didn’t realize she’d pulled out her poniard and was brandishing it at him.

         
         His brow flattened and his eyes—still immersed in shadow—seemed to darken even more. “I don’t take kindly to threats.”

         
         “And I don’t take kindly to insults,” she said, refusing to back down. “Those guards inside? They’re here because of me, you
            know. I’m that beautiful.”
         

         
         “Or that delusional.”
         

         
         He took a step toward her. She cut through the air in a warning feint. But he was quick. Too quick.

         
         He took hold of her wrist in a punishing grip that forced her to drop the blade. “Since we’ve apparently exhausted all niceties,
            I’ll be blunt. I need that purse.”
         

         
         “Pocket’s thin from paying for your chères amies?”
         

         
         “That has never been a problem for me. You, on the other hand, obviously cannot catch a husband because no man would have
            you.”
         

         
         Drawing her arm down, he pinned it behind her back, bringing their bodies close enough that, even through all the layers of
            binding and padding she wore to disguise the swell of her breasts, narrow waist and the flair of her hips, she could still
            feel that he was a wall of solid muscle.
         

         
         She caught the scent of him, a mélange of amber, smoke and sandalwood. Drat! He even smelled as if he’d roamed several continents
            and lived three lifetimes before they’d met. It made her lightheaded.
         

         
         Then she felt his free hand steal inside her coat and—

         
         “Ouch!” He drew back sharply.

         
         Knowing that he’d encountered one of the many pins keeping her disguise in place, she flashed a taunting grin. “Needlework.”

         
         She twisted out of his hold. Unfortunately, there was nowhere to go. He’d corralled her into a corner. The cad.

         
         So she maneuvered into a defensive position, prepared to dodge under his arm when he came at her again. “And for your information, I’m already betrothed.” 

         
         “To a fellow troll, no doubt,” he said crossly, examining the tiny beads of blood on the tips of three fingers.

         
         “I’m certain my fiancé is quite handsome.”

         
         “Do you not know? Or is it that you keep him courting from a great distance to ensure that he does not see your actual face
            and run in the opposite direction?”
         

         
         “Oh, he would most assuredly run toward me.”

         
         “Then, perhaps he doesn’t want you to see his bald head, mottled complexion and woodchuck teeth?”

         
         She refused to laugh at that. “Our arrangement has been since birth.”

         
         That stole his attention. He stopped an arm’s length away. “Wait a moment. Are you saying that you’ve never actually met the
            man you intend to marry?”
         

         
         “The arrangement was forged between his grandmother and mine. After eloping with an actress, his father had become estranged
            from the family. Since he was the youngest of four brothers, he likely never thought his son would succeed to the title. It’s
            entirely possible that my betrothed doesn’t know that he’s a viscount.”
         

         
         “You’re making this up.”

         
         She stiffened. “I am not. He is the honorable Viscount Vandemere.”

         
         “And you’re simply waiting for this supposed viscount to arrive on your doorstep?”

         
         “Obviously not, if I’m gambling to secure my future. So kindly let me pass.”

         
         He shook his head, slowly advancing. “As much as I’ve enjoyed our little tête-à-tête, I’m more concerned with my own future
            than yours. I’ve got a lot of living to do yet, and I’m not leaving here empty-handed.”
         

         
         When her shoulder blades met the wall, she braced her hands against his chest. “But don’t you see? That’s what I’m attempting to do as well. We only have this one life. I aim to live it to its fullest extent. And I won’t let anyone stop me.” 

         
         She felt the weight of the locket she kept tucked against her heart—a reminder of the promise she’d made long ago. There was
            no force on earth that would prevent her from honoring it.
         

         
         But she saw her own firm resolve harden his expression. And she knew he wasn’t going to be deterred by a few pins a second
            time.
         

         
         Therefore, there was only one thing she could do. Only one device left in her arsenal . . .

         
         Feminine wiles.

         
         In a flash, Honoria took his face in her hands and pulled his mouth to hers. It was the most . . . unusual kiss of her life.

         
         Even though she’d been kissed by a number of gentlemen, none had ever felt like this. Of course, her mustachios were a bit
            distracting. But that wasn’t all.
         

         
         There was something almost familiar about him. Perhaps it was his scent, reminding her of girlhood daydreams of far-off places
            while drowsing in the leather chair by the library hearth. Or perhaps it was the spicy essence on his breath, the hint of
            port and some mysterious flavor that curled low in her belly. Then again, it might have been the warm pressure of his lips
            as she angled her head, causing the ground to tip ever so slightly beneath her feet as it once had when she used to twirl
            around in the garden amidst the twinkling lights of fireflies.
         

         
         She wasn’t sure. But whatever it was, it caused a hum to purr in her throat.

         
         A peculiar sensation swirled in her midriff. It was both hot and fluttering at once, like moths foolishly drawn to the flicker
            of stage lights . . . just before they burned themselves to ash.
         

         
         She disconnected the kiss. Then, for good measure, she kicked him in the shin.

         
         Caught off guard, Flint stumbled back. “What the—”

         
         If he finished his rant, she didn’t hear it because she flew as fast as she could through the gate. 

         
         Once she was safely inside the carriage, with her driver spurring the team, she let her head fall back against the squabs
            and thanked her lucky stars that she would never see the likes of Mr. Flint again.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            One year later

         

         Standing in the foyer, Honoria grinned as she watched her older sister dash toward the carriage to elope with the Duke of
            Longhurst. Then the front door of Hartley Hall closed, their ever-stoic butler unmoved by the romantic display.
         

         
         Though, to be fair, Mr. Mosely usually witnessed some degree of insanity every day, such as Father scaling the trellis to
            reenact the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet, or Mother having the servants dress in the attic costumes in order to air them out from time to time. Therefore, a mad dash
            to Gretna Green likely seemed little more than a commonplace Wednesday.
         

         
         In fact, life in the small hamlet of Addlewick was rarely conventional.

         
         Of course, it wasn’t as thrilling as Paris by any means, but—

         
         “Would you like me to see to the matter of Miss Hunnicutt?” Mosely asked with a passing glance down to the brass key dangling
            from Honoria’s fingertips.
         

         
         Only then did she remember that their odious neighbor was locked in the closet beneath the stairs. She pursed her lips, thinking
            that it would probably be best to let her out. Then again . . .
         

         
         Nell Hunnicutt had always been an interfering harpy who’d made Verity’s life a misery and had tried her best to stop the elopement. So, what kind of sister would Honoria be if she let her out too soon? 

         
         “Thank you, but I’ll see to it.” She tossed the key aloft and caught it smartly in her hand.

         
         Then she turned and nearly ran directly into her mother.

         
         The smile that Baroness Roxana Hartley wore upon her lips wasn’t like the beatific smiles for which she was known. No, indeed.
            This one was glowing. And her eyes, set within a heart-shaped face framed by a chestnut coiffure with only the barest wisps
            of gray at the temples, were uncommonly bright as if she’d come down with some sort of illness.
         

         
         Considering the fact that she’d been perfectly hale a minute ago, Honoria suspected the affliction was brought on by Verity’s
            elopement. A clear case of matrimonial fever. 
         

         
         With one daughter settled, she wouldn’t rest until all of them were. And as the middle daughter, Honoria was next in line.
            Well, not if she could help it.
         

         
         The last thing she wanted was for all the matchmaking attention to turn to her. So she decided to put her younger sister in
            the limelight instead. “Have you seen Althea? She was just here a moment ago.”
         

         
         “Oh, she had an idea for another play and went off to find a new ledger,” Mother offered with an elegant flit of her fingers.
            “It has been quite the momentous morning, hmm?”
         

         
         The words were spoken with a hum of delight. To Honoria’s ears it sounded like the low murmur of bees, and she had the misfortune
            of being the only flower in sight.
         

         
         Honoria took a reflexive step back. “Indeed it has. And I’m certain Verity will be quite content with Magnus. Then again,
            after all the moping she’s done of late, any alteration would be an improvement.”
         

         
         Realizing that she’d stepped directly into the fan of light streaming in through the transom window above the door, she quickly
            sidestepped her mother . . .
         

         
         Only to encounter Countess Broadbent, who happened to be Longhurst’s grandmother and an old friend of the family. The silver-haired matron stood between her and the arched passageway that was her only escape from the hive. 

         
         “How right you are, Miss Hartley,” the countess said in smooth, rounded tones, steepling her fingers like a cage in front
            of her bosom. “Your concern for her welfare does you credit. And having one’s sister married so well provides a sense of . . .
            liberation, I should think. Perhaps even enthusiasm, hmm?”
         

         
         More buzzing, Honoria thought. The bees were circling.

         
         She darted a sideways glance to her mother to see her eyes soften, the way they did when she was listening to Father recite
            love sonnets. Drat! But Honoria knew that she needed to keep the focus where it belonged: on the pair who’d just run off to
            Gretna Green.
         

         
         They were today’s news, not her.
         

         
         “I have every hope for Verity’s happiness. She is, more often than not, ruled by her sensibilities. In that regard, I believe
            she and your grandson are well matched, my lady.”
         

         
         Honoria oh so casually feinted left, then dodged right to slyly circumvent the countess.

         
         But Lady Broadbent was crafty. Sidling up to her, she wove their arms together to promenade down the paneled hall toward the
            morning room. “I admit, this was my very hope from the start. I couldn’t have planned it better myself. And while I have a
            mind for planning, I do believe we should discuss your Season, my dear. Of course, I shall be your sponsor.”
         

         
         “You are too kind. Truly. However, I’ve already had my Season.”

         
         “Pish tosh.” She clucked her tongue. “As I recall, your uncle chaperoned you and your cousin to a few inconsequential parties.
            Then his daughter quickly caught the notice of a colonel and was wed shortly thereafter. You couldn’t have had much of society.”
         

         
         “Well, there was the scandal—”

         
         “Which has nearly been wiped from your family’s name, or soon will be once your sister and my grandson are officially wed.
            A duke in the family opens many doors. Mark my words, some handsome gentleman will soon sweep you off your feet, and you’ll
            never look back.”
         

         
         When Honoria’s mind suddenly conjured a vision of a night sky filled with a fingernail moon amidst a cluster of twinkling
            stars and a pair of dark eyes that had seemed to see through to her very soul, she knew it meant nothing. It had happened
            before. And the fact that her middle might have issued a moth-wing flutter during those episodes meant even less than nothing.
         

         
         “Being swept off one’s feet sounds rather primitive. As if men were lurking in their caves, clubs at the ready and eager to
            carry off the next unsuspecting female.”
         

         
         “That isn’t far from the truth,” Mother said with a laugh, falling into step behind them. “In fact, when I first met your
            father—”
         

         
         Thankfully, Mother’s story, which was often too descriptive regarding how well Father had looked in his snug buckskin breeches,
            stopped abruptly at the interruption of a rather irate voice coming from the closet beneath the stairs.
         

         
         “Will someone please let me out!”
         

         
         Mother stopped. “Is that . . . Nell Hunnicutt?”

         
         That was when Honoria remembered she had the key in her palm. Met with her mother’s and the countess’s dubious looks, she
            shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t blame me. Longhurst was the one who locked her in. Something to do with recompense. Regardless,
            it isn’t as though that’s the strangest thing to happen in this family.”
         

         
         Lady Broadbent pursed her lips and refrained from comment.

         
         Mother nodded and held out her hand. “Better leave the matter to me, then. I’ll have to smooth things over with her mother.
            Lady Macbeth has nothing on Elaine Hunnicutt.”
         

         
         “I heard that,” Nell sneered.

         
         “Did you, dear? How splendid for you.” Mother took her time in turning the key in the lock.

         
         When Nell was finally let loose—looking a bit frazzled as she pushed back a fall of straw-colored hair, her feathered hat
            sagging off to one side—she pointed at each of them in turn. “You all deserve to be in Bedlam!”
         

         
         Then she stormed off, marching toward the front door and passing Althea on the way.

         
         “Don’t tell me I’ve missed all the excitement again,” Thea groused, stomping her stockinged foot.

         
         She was a beauty in her own right, favoring their mother in form and feature, with curling mahogany hair and sooty eyelashes
            so thick they could start a hurricane with two blinks. More than half the men in Addlewick were in love with her. But she
            only had eyes for her plays.
         

         
         “Serves you right for leaving me alone with them,” Honoria muttered. When a throat cleared behind her, she turned to the countess,
            who arched a rather intimidating silver brow. “Not that I mind, of course. It’s simply that, with Thea at the ripe age of
            nineteen, all the talk of Seasons and matchmaking ought to be directed at her.”
         

         
         “I’d love to go to London,” her sister volunteered, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Just imagine all the stationers I
            could visit. Not to mention all the juicy gossip for my plays. And I’m certain that something thrilling would happen every
            day. Whereas, in Addlewick, my muse is dying a slow, agonizing death.”
         

         
         “You see? She’s more than eager to go. And Mother could certainly spare her, especially after she brought the piglets into
            the drawing room last week.”
         

         
         “Only because I learned my lesson with the chickens. And besides, it gave my pastoral comedy an aura of authenticity.”

         
         Mother cleared her throat and cast a disapproving glance to her youngest. “I’m not certain that London is quite prepared for Thea. You, on the other hand . . .” 

         
         The muscles along Honoria’s nape and shoulders tightened. Another Season of being courted? Wooed with promises she didn’t
            care to hear? Gifts that . . . well, actually she quite liked the gifts.
         

         
         However, another Season meant more expectations that she had no intention of meeting. Because she had no intention of marrying.
            Ever.
         

         
         The sound of three succinct knocks reverberated through the house, seeming to penetrate her skull as if someone were hammering
            down the final nail in her coffin. Whack. Whack. Whack.

         
         Backed into a corner, she knew that there was only one way to win this argument. One way to drop this matter for good. She
            would have to invoke the name of Viscount Vandemere.
         

         
         Even so, one could not simply blurt out the name of a man one has invented—more or less—throughout one’s life. No, indeed.
            Such an incantation should never be employed lightly.
         

         
         Like a well-delivered line in a play, one must speak the name with reverence as if holding on to the dream of him. One must
            convince the audience that, no matter what odds stand in the path of happiness, the heart will always yearn for him and him
            alone.
         

         
         “Mother, you are right, of course. And I would be honored to have the opportunity to be sponsored by Lady Broadbent.” She
            smiled at both of them, letting them have one last glimmer of matrimonial hope. And then she issued a perfectly executed sigh.
            “But I fear it would come to naught. As you know, I’m already betrothed. And Grandmother made certain that it was a binding
            contract which only death could sever. In truth, I cannot lawfully marry any other man aside from—”
         

         
         “I beg your pardon, but there is a caller for Miss Honoria,” their butler announced, his wizened eyes wide as saucers above a beak of a nose. “A gentleman.” 

         
         “I shouldn’t know why you appear so shocked, Mosely,” Thea said on a slow exhale, the shoulders within her primrose day frock
            sagging with eternal ennui. “There is always a gentleman calling for Honoria. And aside from Verity eloping with Longhurst,
            nothing truly inspiring ever happens in this house. We might as well be living the same day over and over again.”
         

         
         Mother ignored their resident diva. “And does this gentleman have a name?”

         
         “He does, indeed, ma’am. However, it seems . . .” Their butler swallowed and blinked as if to clear cobwebs from his vision.

         
         The hesitation filled the hall with palpable anticipation. The air fairly crackled with it.

         
         For reasons unbeknownst to Honoria, the fine gossamer tendrils against the nape of her neck lifted. A terrible suspicion skittered
            over her nerves. One that would explain why Mr. Mosely appeared as though he’d just spoken to a ghost.
         

         
         But no. It couldn’t be, she thought. It isn’t possible.

         
         A shadow shifted behind their usually implacable butler. It filled the archway, blocking out the light filtering in from the
            foyer as it limned a silhouette.
         

         
         An impossibly familiar silhouette.

         
         The weight of dread plummeted to the pit of her stomach like a stone through water. And when the figure approached, she knew . . .
            she just knew . . .
         

         
         “Viscount Vandemere, at your service,” the caller said in a voice like raw silk as he bent his dark head in a low, courtly
            bow.
         

         
         Mother and the countess both gasped.

         
         Thea withdrew a notebook from the pocket of her dress. “Now, this is interesting.”
         

         
         But Honoria, who usually excelled in the art of improvisation, wasn’t certain what to do.

         
         This wasn’t any viscount. This was Mr. Flint, a conniving and ruthless gambler. And by the wolfish gleam in his gaze when
            it alighted on her, she knew he’d come to collect a debt.
         

         
         Her heart faltered, stopped, then started up again, the beats too fast to count. And there was a buzzing in her ears.

         
         This stranger knew far too much. Things her family didn’t know. Couldn’t know. Things that would plunge the Hartley name back into scandal, and they hadn’t even recovered from the last one yet.
         

         
         She needed a moment to think.

         
         The problem was, everyone’s attention was now trained on her as if she were center stage.

         
         The stage, she thought. Of course!

         
         Years ago, her mother had taught her a simple tool to redirect an audience’s attention when a scene wasn’t going quite to
            plan. “When in doubt, my dear, faint.”
         

         
         So that’s precisely what Honoria did.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Honoria had practiced the art of fainting countless times.

         
         To deliquesce with the perfect blend of grace and drama, there was a proper way to arrange one’s limbs to minimize injury.
            Bruising was inevitable, but one must suffer for one’s art, after all.
         

         
         And yet, as she let her bones fall slack and sank to the floor, she never felt herself hit.

         
         Instead, she was gathered up into someone’s arms. His arms, to be precise. There was no mistaking that strong, secure hold. No mistaking that evocative scent that transported
            her to a single night in Paris in one heady rush. And no mistaking the moths.
         

         
         Those pesky little insects were back.

         
         She’d tried to keep them dormant, locked in a jar . . . but they suddenly took flight.

         
         A frustrated sound rumbled in her throat.

         
         She heard a low chuckle in response before he murmured in her ear. “Did you miss me, Signore? Is that why you were longing
            to be in my arms again?”
         

         
         At once, her eyes flew open. Then she shut them abruptly before anyone else saw through her pretense.

         
         But the glimpse was long enough for her to catch the smirk on his mouth and for her to realize that she’d been wrong about one thing in Paris.
         

         
         Flint’s eyes weren’t dark. They were a shade somewhere between ethereal blue and slate gray. The color of the sky as a storm approached. She wondered what tempest he was about to unleash into her life. 

         
         A shiver of foreboding snaked down her spine.

         
         Roxana Hartley fretted and fussed, directing the stranger to carry her poor, overwrought child into the morning room. But
            Honoria had little doubt that Mother was up to something. After all, she’d taught her daughters everything she knew about
            commanding a stage.
         

         
         “Just lay her down here, on the sofa, my lord. And Mr. Mosely, would you send to the kitchens for a ewer of fresh water? I’m
            afraid that a fly has fallen into this one. Thea, fetch your sister’s favorite pillow. We want her to be comfortable. And
            Olympia, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, would you accompany me while I search for a vial of smelling salts?”
         

         
         “I believe I have a vinaigrette in my reticu—” Lady Broadbent broke off when Mother cleared her throat. Then, with an amateurish
            exclamation, she continued on haltingly. “Oh . . . dear. It seems I was mistaken. Such a pity.”
         

         
         Inwardly, Honoria rolled her eyes.

         
         Flint lowered her body effortlessly onto the gold damask cushions. She paid no attention to how weightless she felt in the
            sturdy strength of his arms. None whatsoever. Nor did she acknowledge that her every inhale was filled with amber, sandalwood
            and him.
         

         
         She had far more important matters on her mind at present . . . like how to be rid of him.

         
         “My lord, we’ll be back in a snippet for a more proper introduction after her recovery,” Mother said an instant before the
            graceful, unhurried patter of her retreating footsteps echoed along the corridor.
         

         
         And just like that, they were alone.

         
         “Damn,” Flint muttered under his breath, sliding his arms out from beneath her. And she did not, absolutely not, miss his
            warmth. “I was afraid of this.”
         

         
         Honoria’s eyes flew open to see him standing over her, his dark brows furrowing into a scowl. Which was not the typical reaction she received from men. “Of what?” 

         
         “That you weren’t lying about all of”—he gestured with an irritated sweep of his hand from her forehead to feet—“this.”

         
         Understanding at once, her lips curved in a self-satisfied grin. “Told you I was pretty.”

         
         She rose sinuously and stood before him. A surge of feminine power tingled beneath her skin when she saw a flare of male appreciation
            in those eyes as she adjusted the fall of her dress, smoothing her hands down the trim waist of the apricot chintz and over
            her hips. Take that, Mr. Flint.

         
         A muscle jumped in his cheek. Then he abruptly turned on his heel and stalked away from her, crossing the brightly lit room
            to stand in the angular shadow beside the parted drapes.
         

         
         “Why couldn’t those mustachios have been yours? And why weren’t they hiding a hairy mole the shape of Australia? It really
            isn’t fair otherwise,” he said as if to himself as he stared toward the garden, his profile etched in stone.
         

         
         She narrowed her eyes. “What isn’t fair?”
         

         
         “I don’t want to be distracted by you again. Your little adventure into the world of highfliers cost me more than two thousand
            pounds. In fact, I barely escaped Paris with my head.”
         

         
         “You can hardly blame me for the fact that someone wants to be rid of a man like you. I should think that would be a daily
            occurrence.”
         

         
         He cast a glare over his shoulder. “I may be a gambler, but I pay my debts. Until you, that is. Ever since I had the great
            misfortune of meeting you, my luck has apparently run out. So I’m here to take back what’s mine.”
         

         
         Honoria suddenly understood why he’d arrived on her doorstep. Unfortunately, the knowledge did nothing to ease her disquiet.

         
         “How did you find me?”

         
         “An old friend. The same one who saved my neck.” His hand reached up to smooth the folds of his cravat in an absent gesture
            as he turned away from the window and began toward her again. “When I let it slip that a woman swindled me out of a fortune—”
         

         
         “Swindled,” she scoffed.
         

         
         “—he naturally wanted to know how such a thing was possible. So after sharing a few pints, I told him.”

         
         “You told him?” She blanched, wondering how many people had heard of the woman who pretended to be Signor Cesario. There were bank
            accounts in his name. Properties. Her entire future. The discovery of her alter ego would ruin everything.
         

         
         “Not everything,” he said. “After all, I firmly believe that some secrets are sacred and should only be revealed when it’s
            of the best advantage to me.”
         

         
         “Be still my heart. You’re a veritable prince charming.”

         
         He flashed a grin at her withering glance. “Viscount, if you’ll recall.”
         

         
         “But we both know you are not.”

         
         “Do we? Strange, but after relaying a portion of your tale, my friend took it upon himself to look into this Vandemere fellow.
            Since you and my friend are part of the same society, he had heard mention of the name. Though, he was surprised to have never
            met him. Then he discovered some rather interesting information.”
         

         
         Honoria kept her expression impassive. She would not reveal her cards. Not to him.

         
         “Apparently,” Flint continued, “there are many tales of the world-traveling adventurer, painting Vandemere as a heroic figure of mythical proportion. If this saint isn’t plagued by the need to aid the downtrodden, he is inescapably driven to conquer the next mountain. Due to these circumstances beyond his control, his trek homeward has been delayed, leaving his faithful betrothed forever waiting.” He arched a sardonic brow. “In the meantime, he writes letters to her. They’ve passed through different port cities over the past four years. And yet, no one seems to recall ever meeting Vandemere. Though, by a strange coincidence, there happened to have been a certain merchant sailor—a man by the name of Hawk Hartley—who was in those very ports at the same time.” 

         
         She swallowed down a rise of dread.

         
         Hawk was her older brother’s sobriquet. Truman had been given the pet name when he was young and his unruly brown and gold hair
            had stood up like ruffled feathers.
         

         
         When Honoria had asked if he would keep her secret and help her with her ruse, Truman had agreed without question. Never in
            a thousand years had she imagined that someone would make the connection.
         

         
         Flint waited for that to sink in. “My friend was intrigued by this. He just happened to know of a family by the name of Hartley
            and a certain scandal that ruined the fortunes of many members of the haut ton.”
         

         
         “My father was proven innocent,” she said, hiking her chin a notch higher.

         
         “Yes. I recently read about it in the newspaper. And yet, even with an exoneration in print, there will always be those who’ll
            harbor doubts.” A cunning gleam lit those stormy eyes as he stopped a single pace in front of her. “And wouldn’t it be just
            dreadful for your family to be embroiled in another scandal? Even a small one . . . perhaps involving a daughter and a make-believe
            fiancé? That would certainly cast a rather unfavorable light on the Hartley name. Again.”
         

         
         “You and I both know that you aren’t Viscount Vandemere,” she hissed, keeping her voice lowered.

         
         “The same way that we are both aware that you aren’t Signor Cesario?”

         
         She glanced over her shoulder to the open doorway, grateful to find it vacant. “If you think to blackmail me, then you’ll be sorely disappointed. My family wouldn’t care a fig to learn that I’ve dressed in costume. In fact, they’ve seen me wear one on countless occasions over the years. If you had done your due diligence, then you would know my family is rather famous for our dramatic ability.” 

         
         Flint didn’t even blink. “Be that as it may, I shudder to think what society would presume about a young woman’s character
            when they learn she flits about unchaperoned, immersing herself in a world of men and gambling and . . . whatever else she
            might fancy during those midnight escapades.”
         

         
         He made it sound so sordid. And the results would be ruinous. One whisper was all it would take, and her entire family would
            be outcasts once more.
         

         
         Conchobar Hartley had worked hard to repair the damage done by the scandal. Even though he hadn’t been guilty, he’d felt responsible
            for being the unwitting voice of the true culprit.
         

         
         It began one afternoon at Tattersall’s, with an investment opportunity whispered in her father’s ear by a friend. And it wasn’t
            long before his silver tongue proceeded to gain more interest in this speculation.
         

         
         He didn’t know at the time that he was being swindled. Didn’t know that every person he’d spoken with would also be cheated
            out of their fortunes and would soon cast the blame on him. And he most certainly didn’t know that the resulting scandal would
            cost the lives of two men he’d known since boyhood.
         

         
         Leander Warring, the late Duke of Longhurst, was one of those. Because of that, his son and heir, Magnus Warring, had sworn
            vengeance against the Hartleys.
         

         
         At least, until he fell in love with Verity seven years later.

         
         Then, the Fates interceded once again when the true culprit behind the swindle was revealed a few months ago, thus slowly beginning the process of removing the tarnish from the Hartley name. Not only that, but Truman—who’d been driven away by the scandal and forced to earn his fortune as a merchant sailor—was now returned to the bosom of their family. Both he and their father were in London, finding him lodgings as he moved forward to finally begin his life as an architect. 

         
         As for her overly romantic mother, who wanted nothing more than for her children to find love, she would be heartbroken to
            learn that the reason Honoria prepared for a future alone was that she never intended to marry.
         

         
         But this man—this stranger she had met only once in her life—was backing her into a corner yet again. And this time, she couldn’t
            see her way out.
         

         
         “You seem to know a great deal about me,” she said coolly, refusing to reveal the anxiety roiling inside her. “And yet I don’t
            even know your name.”
         

         
         “You may refer to me as Lord Vandemere, my lord husband, darling, dear heart . . .”

         
         “Blackguard, charlatan, devil.”

         
         “Such lovely, sharp claws you have, Signore,” he said with a grin as he reached out and grasped one of her hands.

         
         An instant shock of sensation trampled through her, rooting her to the spot. The touch caused her pulse to sprint on a haphazard
            path through her veins, reminding her of the time a squirrel had fallen through the parlor chimney and darted around the room
            in a frenzy, looking for the nearest exit.
         

         
         Reflexively, she tried to snatch her hand away. However, his hold was deceptively gentle, those long, tapered fingers encircling
            her wrist.
         

         
         He was not about to let her get away. Not this time.

         
         Honoria refused to think about the sensations he caused or the way the pad of his thumb moved in slow, sinuous circles over
            her harried pulse. And when she met the challenge in his gaze, she ignored the sudden, sharp clench in the pit of her stomach.
         

         
         “Just tell me what you want.”

         
         One corner of his mouth curled like the tip of a snake’s tail when it was ready to strike. But instead of telling her, he did something she never expected. 

         
         Still imprisoning her hand, he sank on bended knee. This time, when he looked at her, his expression was so tender and open
            that it stole her breath and robbed her of speech.
         

         
         “Just you, Honoria Hartley,” he said. “In all the time we’ve spent apart, I’ve only been living a half life, searching for
            something I could not name. Yet, from the very moment we met, a sense of certainty filled me. I saw the rest of my days unfold
            in the heavens reflected in your eyes, and I realized that my life could never be whole without you by my side.”
         

         
         Her pulse started rioting again. An entire family of squirrels zigzagged through her, knocking over the jar of moths in her
            midriff and sending them all aflutter. And her brain was caught in quicksand, unable to make sense of this declaration.
         

         
         They were just words, she told herself. A prepared speech. A soliloquy. She’d heard hundreds of them throughout her life.

         
         And yet . . .

         
         She knew his tell, knew the way his thumb absently drifted to the ring on his little finger. But his hold remained steady,
            his gaze unswerving and no longer mocking.
         

         
         Had he, too, felt that uncanny shift that seemed to click something into place when their lips had met in Paris? She had tried
            not to think about it. Had tried for a year to keep her thoughts away from him. Away from that night, that moment, that . . .
            kiss.
         

         
         She hated to admit it, even to herself—especially to herself—but ever since, she had compared all other kisses to that one. It had irritated her beyond belief. But now? Well,
            now she felt rather—
         

         
         Her mother squealed from the doorway.

         
         In an instant, Honoria’s senses cleared. Someone might as well have dashed cold water in her face. Dimly, she heard Lady Broadbent sigh and Thea hum with delight, her pencil scratching on a page of her pocket ledger. 

         
         A coldness seeped into Honoria’s veins as she caught the triumphant gleam in Flint’s eyes. The liar had only been performing
            to his audience. She, of all people, should have known better.
         

         
         But he was more skilled at the game than she’d given him credit for. And when the great pretender slipped the onyx ring from
            his finger and held it up to her, she concluded that the stone was as black as his diabolical heart.
         

         
         Clearly, she’d allowed her thoughts to run amok. But she wouldn’t make that mistake again.

         
         So, the gambler wanted to play the role of Viscount Vandemere, did he?

         
         Well, she’d just see about that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Oscar relished the daggers that his cunning little gambler’s gaze hurled at him.

         
         Though, unlike in Paris, the surrounding flesh wasn’t painted and powdered to provide a wizened, masculine appearance. Gone
            were the wiry eyebrows, the tawny wig, mustachios and beard. In their place was hair the color of sunlight spun into strands
            of silk and a flawless complexion of the finest cream. And in the full light of day, her irises were so blue and fathomless
            that they reminded him of the Aegean Sea.
         

         
         In short, she had the face of an angel.

         
         Well . . . almost.

         
         The impish upward tilt at the corners of those eyes, along with a sinfully full mouth and a figure ripe with tantalizing curves,
            all suggested that her beauty was a gift from both heaven and hell.
         

         
         It was the latter that reminded him not to underestimate her.

         
         Then again, he didn’t require any reminder. Ever since this diabolical creature had disappeared into the night with his winnings,
            leaving him at the mercy of Ladrón’s blade against his throat, he’d thought of nothing else aside from ensuring that she paid.
            And paid dearly.
         

         
         If it hadn’t been for the timely intervention of an old friend, both he and Cardew would have been killed. But his friend had helped them escape and flee to Marseille where they stole away on a cutter bound for Spain. 

         
         Along the way, rum and rage had loosened Oscar’s tongue, and he’d let a few things slip. Not about a chit dressed as a man.
            No, he’d never have survived the ribbing from that. However, he had mentioned a femme fatale who’d distracted him for an instant.
            And he’d cursed her every day since she’d slipped through his fingers.
         

         
         Listening to Oscar’s slurred recitation, his friend had taken particular interest in the name Vandemere. He’d heard it mentioned
            in passing during his life. Or rather, his other life. That was when he confessed that he’d been reared among the haut ton. Then he revealed his true identity as the second born son to the late Duke of Longhurst.
         

         
         Oscar had been gobsmacked by the news. Even though he’d long suspected that there was more than met the eye with the devil-may-care
            wastrel, who’d always managed to be in the right place at the right time, he had never thought of Rowan Warring as quality. A former military officer, perhaps. But the son of a duke? Never.
         

         
         However, when Warring had explained that he knew of a family with a connection to Vandemere—a family whom he despised, incidentally—Oscar’s
            shock fell away as a plan began to form.
         

         
         Suddenly, he’d known precisely how to repay Ladrón. And his friend had been more than happy to assist him with this charade.

         
         Which brought Oscar here, pretending to be a long-lost viscount and Miss Honoria Hartley’s betrothed. And he couldn’t leave
            until he had her right where he wanted her.
         

         
         Even though Warring and Cardew had compiled enough documentation to add plausibility to his claim, Oscar needed this betrothal
            to provide an aura of authenticity to this production.
         

         
         Unfortunately and predictably, she wasn’t making it easy.

         
         She dug her fingernails into her palm to prevent him from slipping his ring onto her finger. Clenching her teeth, she hissed, “I never said yes.”
         

         
         Undeterred, he stood and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “But we both know that it is more than a mere betrothal contract
            that binds us. I can see it in your eyes that you feel it, too.”
         

         
         Murder. It was murder lurking in her eyes.
         

         
         But this was hardly his first time being the recipient of such a look, so it didn’t rattle him in the least. In fact, it only
            made him more determined to earn every ounce of hatred she could dole out.
         

         
         She tugged to extricate her hand. Though knowing she would likely dash away without a backward glance and run for the hills,
            he was reluctant to release her. Instead, he threaded her arm through his and anchored her to his side like a besotted groom.
         

         
         Then his audience glided into the room, smiles radiant, and Oscar knew that he’d just caught several fish in the same net.

         
         Of course, he had no intention of continuing this ruse long enough to actually marry the trickster, but she didn’t need to
            know that. The fact that he could torment and blackmail her, while being safely hidden in the wilds of Lincolnshire away from
            Ladrón, was simply icing on the cake.
         

         
         “Dear me, where are my manners? I’m Lady Hartley. This”—she gestured with a graceful sweep of her arm to the grinning older
            woman—“is the Countess Broadbent. The girl scribbling in her ledger is my youngest, Althea. But you likely already knew that.
            Welcome to Hartley Hall, my lord. Oh, but that’s far too formal. We will be family soon, after all. You may call me Roxana,
            and we shall call you . . . ?”
         

         
         “Oscar,” he said, because every good lie contained a kernel of truth.

         
         Honoria’s flaxen brows arched, her lips pursing with anticipatory triumph. “Oscar is an unexpected moniker for a name like yours.” 

         
         “My mother always called me Oscar. Though, I imagine that with a name like Manford Octavius Rutherford Fairfax, it was just
            easier.”
         

         
         For the second time that day, he saw her artful expression slip. It was the barest flicker of a frown and pucker of her brow,
            but he saw it. And he flashed a grin. Ah, yes, my dear. I’ve done my research.

         
         She offered no reply. But what he wouldn’t give to be an earwig crawling around inside her skull to hear her every thought.
            Likely what she wanted to say was unsuitable for polite society. Nevertheless, he relished watching her school her features,
            hearing the faint creak of her molars grinding.
         

         
         “Oscar’s a fine name,” Lady Hartley said, beaming as her gaze slid between the two of them as if they were standing before
            an altar instead of beside a sofa. “And what does your family think of your sudden arrival after all this time?”
         

         
         “I haven’t been to the abbey yet.”

         
         When she gasped in response, he could see that he might have slipped down a notch in her esteem. And since being a convincingly
            devoted fiancé, who was finally ready to come home to roost was part of his ruse, he had to think quick.
         

         
         Lifting his shoulders in a sheepish shrug, he tucked his chin a fraction toward his chest in the universal sign of repentance.
            “I suppose it was bad form. My only excuse is that, because of my father’s estrangement from the family, I know naught of
            them. We are all strangers. Whereas with your daughter, I feel as though I know her better than I know myself.” He gazed at
            Honoria adoringly, watching as shadows swept across her countenance like a black veil as she plotted his early demise. “As
            if we’d met not long ago, perhaps somewhere in a courtyard, far from here and beneath a star-strewn sky . . .”
         

         
         She growled.

         
         Lady Broadbent laid a hand over her bosom and sighed. “How romantic. And here I was ready to whisk her away to London. ’Tis fortunate that you arrived when you did.” 

         
         “Well, I had to ensure that she didn’t dash off and marry someone else.”

         
         “I shouldn’t be too worried. Miss Hartley has rejected dozens of proposals while waiting for you.”

         
         “Well, I’m grateful to hear that. When she’d professed as much in her letters, I admit that I thought she was gilding the
            lily in order to make me jealous. After all, what is a man supposed to think when a woman talks incessantly of her own beauty?”
            He made a dubious face, earning a snort of laughter from her sister. “But I knew that, even if she had the face of a baboon,
            it wouldn’t have mattered as long as she was my Honoria.”
         

         
         His captive cast him a tight smile. “For your information, the proposals run more in the vein of hundreds. I’ve rejected twelve this week alone.”
         

         
         “My darling, you needn’t try so hard. I am here to stay. However, I realize my appearance came as quite the shock to you.
            Therefore, I will bid you good-day and call on you after I’m settled at Dunnelocke Abbey.” He bowed to each in turn. “Until
            we meet again, my lady, Roxana, Miss Althea, and my steadfast Miss Hartley.”
         

         
         Honoria abruptly blinked away her seething glare an instant before turning to her mother and, with a beatific smile, said,
            “I’ll just walk him out.”
         

         
         Ever the gallant gentleman, he proffered his arm. She accepted but only to dig her fingernails into the woolen sleeve
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