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      London – May, 1888

      She hated him. Lady Diana Pickwick hated Lord John Darrow, Viscount Whitlock, with the fire of a thousand suns. She hated him when she woke up in the morning, as she went about her business during the day, paying calls and attending to the various political causes the May Flowers championed, and she hated him when she went to bed at night.

      He was standing across the large salon the May Flowers had rented for their political rally and tableau of powerful women in history, looking as smug as you please in his expertly tailored suit. The fashionable lines of the jacket accented John’s broad shoulders and trim waist. The way he moved as he laughed over something one of his friends said showed off the power in his fine frame. His dark eyes danced with mischief, and he brushed a hand through his thick, chestnut locks as he composed himself after his laughter. The strong set of his jaw formed a perfect contrast to his sensual lips.

      Not that Diana noticed any of that. She cleared her throat and dragged her eyes back to the podium she was arranging for the day’s speeches. She hated John Darrow. He was a menace and a rogue. He’d teased her mercilessly for over two years now, always singling her out for pranks and games at the gatherings their friends held. He winked at her and flirted with her, whether she wanted it or not, even in public. He vexed her at every turn, treating her the way a man would treat a barmaid at his favorite pub instead of taking her seriously. She was the leader of the May Flowers, after all. She had a right to be treated with respect. Something John failed to do in even the smallest way with his flashing eyes and his expressive mouth and his—

      “Good heavens, Diana. If you keep staring at the man like that, you’re likely to cause his clothes to combust and fall right off of him,” Lady Bianca Clerkenwell said, startling Diana out of her thoughts.

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked, her voice coming out breathless and strangled. She hadn’t heard Bianca approach, hadn’t noticed her sister, Natalia Townsend, with her, and likely wouldn’t have noticed if the roof had caved in, raining puppies on them all.

      Bianca grinned knowingly, patting Diana’s arm with a look of mock sympathy. “There, there,” she said, barely keeping her laughter—or her ribald sense of humor—in check. “If you want to lure the man into marriage, all you need to do is follow those sultry looks with sultry actions.”

      “I do not—how could you suggest—John Darrow is the last man on earth that I would want to take tea with, let alone marry,” Diana snapped. She might have stomped her foot as she avowed it as well.

      Bianca and Natalia exchanged an amused look, their eyes sparkling with mirth.

      “Marriage is actually quite lovely,” Natalia said. “Linus and I enjoy it very much.”

      “And heaven knows Jack and I are fond of the institution,” Bianca added. She smoothed a hand over her stomach. “Perhaps a little too fond.”

      Natalia whipped to face her. “Again?”

      Bianca sent her sister a sheepish look. “As if you’re one to talk.”

      Natalia sucked in a breath, her eyes going wide. “You aren’t supposed to know about that yet,” she whispered.

      “Darling, it’s written all over your face,” Bianca said.

      Their conversation was interrupted as Diana’s closest friend, Lady Beatrice Manfred, skipped over to join them by the podium. Bea practically glowed with excitement, her cheeks rosy and her eyes bright. Diana instantly dreaded what could have put such joy on Bea’s face.

      “I’m so happy to have found you all here,” Bea said, grabbing Diana’s arm and giggling. “I wanted you all, my dearest friends, to be the first to know.” She, too, dropped a hand to her stomach.

      “No.” Diana shook her head, peeling Bea’s hand away from her arm. “No, I refuse to hear it. Not you too.”

      “Me too?” Bea blinked, her mirth turning to confusion.

      Bianca raised one hand with a laugh. “It seems Natalia and I are in good company.”

      Bea’s smile returned full force. “The two of you as well?”

      Natalia grasped Bea’s hand and giggled. “Do you suppose all three of us will give birth in the same month? Oh, how lovely to think our children will all be of an age and grow up together! Perhaps, if one is a boy and another is a girl, they might even marry someday.”

      That was the final straw, as far as Diana was concerned. No, the final straw was when she glanced across the room as a means to escape her friends’ joy and found John staring right at her with that wicked little grin of his. As if he knew what sort of news her friends were sharing. As if he wanted to make it four pregnancies instead of three. How dare the bastard grin at her so blatantly in public? He made her feel so…so…so….

      She huffed out a breath and turned back to her friends. “Many felicitations on your happy conditions,” she said in clipped tones. “Now, if you will excuse me, some of us have chosen to continue the fight for the rights of women rather than sliding into tired old patterns of motherhood.”

      Diana knew the moment the words were past her lips that she sounded peevish and bitter. Her friends didn’t deserve that. Fortunately—or perhaps very much unfortunately—all three of them looked at her with sympathy and understanding.

      “Your time will come soon, darling. Just you wait,” Bianca said.

      “You sound exactly like my mother,” Diana growled. “Don’t let her hear you talking.”

      “Is she here?” Bianca glanced around.

      “She is, and Papa too,” Diana sighed. “As though I am a child giving a recital that they have to attend.”

      “Then I’ll just go have a word with them and suggest ways they can make your time come sooner,” Bianca teased her.

      “I do not want my time to come at all,” Diana insisted in reply. “I have only ever had one aim in life, and that is to be a strong, independent, powerful woman, like the women we will be portraying in today’s tableau.”

      “Yes, I suppose we should all don our costumes for that,” Bea said. “It’s too early for any of the audience to know they are watching three women in a delicate condition.”

      “At least three,” Natalia said. “I heard that Cynthia Withers is expecting as well.”

      “Oh?” Bianca raised one eyebrow, sending a concerned look Diana’s way. She slipped her arm around her sister’s back and gently led her to the curtain that separated the area where the podium stood from the backstage area, where the tableau was being set up. “Do tell me all about it.”

      Diana watched them go, doing her best to maintain an air of strength and fortitude. One final look of compassion from Bea before she, too, slipped backstage had Diana’s heart sagging. She fussed with the notes for her speech that sat on the podium, trying to chase the gloom from her heart.

      She was the last of her friends who remained unmarried. In the past few years, she’d watched each of them—from Cecelia Marlowe years ago to Bea just a few months prior—walk down the aisle to marry good men. Even Freddy Harrington and Reese Howsden had discreetly taken up with each other and were now raising a foundling girl, along with Reese’s son, Harry, though she wasn’t supposed to know the scandalous truth of their romance. It all made Diana feel very much like a dusty old doll that had been put on a back shelf, never to be played with again. She was hard-pressed to find men who would so much as waltz with her when she attended balls anymore, let alone ones who would walk out with her.

      Not that she wanted to walk out with any man.

      She shot a look straight across the room to John, her eyes narrowing. It was all John’s fault. He monopolized her time, both in public and in private. How was she supposed to draw the attention of anyone else when he constantly loomed over her the way he did? It wasn’t as though he had any intentions toward her other than his attempts to drive her mad.

      Her heart thudded miserably over that thought in a way that felt distinctly like yearning.

      No, that was wrong. She did not want John Darrow. She did not want him in any way at all.

      She cleared her throat and called out, “Ladies and gentlemen! Ladies and gentlemen, please give me the honor of your attention.”

      The room quieted with surprising speed. Diana had always possessed a powerful voice that demanded people listen to her. She wasn’t ignorant of the way her striking beauty held attention either. But if she was so very beautiful, why was she the last of her friends to snag a husband?

      She instantly pushed that thought aside with a bout of fury at herself. At least that fury was useful when it came to expounding on the cause that meant so much to her.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to celebrate the strength and power of women throughout the ages,” she began, standing tall and meeting the eyes of as many of the men and women in her audience as she could. When she met John’s eyes as he stared at her with a grin, arms crossed, she tilted her chin up farther and went on. “You all know that the goal of the May Flowers is to fight for women’s right to vote. The right to have our voice heard and to have our opinions counted in matters of government is exceedingly important. For it is our leaders that decide our fates. To be denied the right to have a say in who those leaders are is scandalous.

      “But I want to speak to you today about something that I believe is equally as important,” she went on, shifting to grip the edges of the podium. She stared particularly at the women in the audience as she said, “Ladies, though it is not a topic we are encouraged to think of, each and every one of you should turn your attention to your financial independence.”

      A surprised murmur passed through the room. It was precisely the sort of reaction Diana had expected for her unusual topic.

      “That is right, my friends,” she continued. “Several years ago, in eighteen eighty-two, our allies in Parliament passed the Married Women’s Property Act. Among other things, this forward-thinking parliamentary measure has given us the right to conduct our business as our own. We no longer need the permission or the supervision of our husbands, fathers, or brothers to maintain and grow our own finances. Our income does not automatically become the property of our husbands when we marry, and I, for one, think it is essential that we make the most of that.”

      Judging by the mutters and hums of the audience, Diana would have thought she’d called for a revolution. She loved the zip of tension her suggestion brought with it, though, so she went on with enthusiasm.

      “Now is the time, ladies, to educate yourselves about matters of money and investments. Now is the time to search out financial opportunities and to increase your own bank accounts. Women should no longer be reliant on pin money provided to us by the men in our lives. For the first time ever, we have it within our power to support ourselves on our own income. I believe this is the single most important step a woman can take to secure herself and her future. It is not the pen that is mightier than the sword, it is the pound.”

      She finished her speech with a triumphant smile and was rewarded with enthusiastic applause from many of the ladies present. The applause from the rest of the room was somewhat less enthusiastic, and a few of the gentlemen in attendance looked downright offended. Diana sought out John to see what he thought, but the blighter was already in conversation with his friends, Bea’s husband, Harrison, and Freddy and Reese. Diana tried not to take it personally, but it stung that he wasn’t paying attention to her.

      No, that wasn’t right. She didn’t give a fig what John Darrow thought of her.

      “And now,” she went on, “in a few moments’ time, the ladies of the May Flowers would like to present to you our tableau of powerful women throughout history.”

      A renewed smattering of applause followed as Diana stepped away from the podium and headed backstage. She needed to change into her costume depicting the Greek goddess Athena as quickly as possible, as she was one of the first scenes in the tableau. As pleased as she’d been with her idea earlier, it felt hollow now. She was filled with brave words about how women should live their lives—and her own financial portfolio was an impressive example of living up to her words—but more often than not, she felt as though she were fighting a losing battle against forces that hadn’t changed for hundreds of years and wouldn’t change anytime soon.

      

      John adored her. Lady Diana Pickwick was simply the most delightful creature God had ever made. Watching her speak, observing the way she held her audience captive with her beauty and her wit, never failed to stir his blood in his veins. As far as John was concerned, there wasn’t a lovelier and more exciting woman in all of creation. She was elegance and wisdom personified. He loved everything about her, from her perfect shape to her sharp mind. He wasn’t going to pretend he was anything other than a red-blooded male by ignoring her pert breasts or her kissable mouth either. In short, Diana was perfection.

      “If you looked any more like a lovesick schoolboy, we’d force you to wear short pants and to go bed without supper,” Harrison laughed, slapping John’s back as he watched Diana sweep backstage for her tableau.

      “I look perfectly reasonable,” John argued. “A man can adore a woman without making a fool of himself.”

      The others laughed. “Since when has that ever been true?” Reese asked, exchanging a knowing grin with Freddy.

      John laughed along with them. Reese and Freddy had behaved like perfect sots around each other. At least, they had when they could get away with it. And Harrison had made a complete ass of himself at Christmas in his attempts to propose to Lady Bea.

      “There is nothing wrong with my behavior where Lady Diana is concerned,” John said.

      His friends snorted and shook their heads in disbelief.

      “You’re horrible to her,” Harrison pointed out. “You flirt and tease her, then leave her hanging.”

      “Unless there’s more that you haven’t told us,” Freddy said, one eyebrow raised.

      A paradoxical sort of sadness filled John’s chest. If only there were more to the situation than his friends knew. Many had been the times in the last two years when he’d seriously considered seducing Diana like a cad. He drove himself to distraction on a regular basis imagining how amazing it would be to bed her. She would be a firebrand in bed, he was certain. He could barely contain himself at the thought of her naked body splayed beneath him. He could practically hear the sounds she would make as he pleasured her. His imagination ran wild almost nightly, but all he had to satisfy himself was his own hand.

      “There isn’t anything I haven’t told you,” he said to his friends with a sigh, adjusting the way he stood to hide what his thoughts were doing to him. “And unless certain situations change soon, there won’t be anything else.”

      All three of his friends stared at him with frowns.

      “This doesn’t have anything to do with that canal investment, does it?” Harrison asked, his frown turning scolding.

      John felt his face heat. He glanced away for a moment, hoping his friends wouldn’t see the shame in his eyes. “It was an unmitigated disaster,” he admitted in a quiet voice. “So was the investment in that gold mine in South Africa. And the shipping contract I was told would mean guaranteed wealth.”

      “How many faulty investments does that make now?” Reese asked, compassion in his expression.

      The compassion made John squirm. “Too many,” he admitted in a mumble.

      An awkward silence fell. Freddy, Harrison, and Reese shared another round of sage looks.

      At last, Reese cleared his throat and said, “You know what men have done for centuries when their financial situations have become untenable, don’t you?”

      John’s face heated even more. “Sought employment?” he answered, knowing that wasn’t what Reese had in mind.

      “They’ve married a woman with a fat dowry or money of her own,” Reese said exactly what John knew he would. Reese nodded to the stage area at the front of the room. It had been cleared, but Diana’s presence still somehow loomed large. “You heard what Diana said. I’d wager she has a nest egg of her own you might avail yourself of.”

      “No,” John answered so quickly and vehemently that a pair of middle-aged ladies beside them stopped their conversation to stare at John. They clucked and shook their heads at his rudeness. When they returned to their conversation, John lowered his
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