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Praise for The Naked Marquis
“The Naked Marquis is an endearing confection of sweetness and sensuality, the romance equivalent of chocolate cake…every page is an irresistible delight!”—Lisa Kleypas, New York Times bestselling author
“With a delightfully quirky cast of characters and heated bedroom encounters, MacKenzie’s latest Naked novel delivers a humorous, sprightly romance.”—Romantic Times BOOK Reviews
“A pure delight…filled with very lovable characters, and perhaps the sexiest hero I’ve read in a long, long time.”—rakehell.com
“Charming…funny…full of delightful characters…The Naked Marquis merits a place on the keeper shelves of readers of the traditional Regency and the spicier Regency-set historical romances alike.”—Romance Reviews Today
“A delightful read.”—Fallen Angels Reviews
“A wild, witty, and wonderful romance.”—coffeetimeromance.com
“Sally MacKenzie has written a book filled with steam and humor.”—themysticcastle.com
“A sensual and breathtaking story that drew me in and would not let me move until the final sentence was finished.”—Romance Junkies
“MacKenzie’s mix of humor and sensuality, with just a hint of suspense, definitely works…. The Naked Marquis is a lot offun.”—booksforabuck.com
“A highly enchanting and thoroughly polished novel…you will not want to let the characters out of your sight. Their lives are your life, their discoveries are your discoveries, and their passions become your desires.”—roadtoromance.ca
“The Naked Marquis is a delicious indulgence. Treat yourself!”—onceuponaromance.net
“With Sally MacKenzie’s The Naked Marquis, you’ll never stop laughing at the antics of the countryside.”—Writers Unlimited


Praise for The Naked Duke
“MacKenzie sets a merry dance in motion in this enjoyable Regency romp.”—Booklist
“This is a funny, delightful debut by a talented writer who knows how to blend passion, humor and the essence of the Regency period into a satisfying tale.”—Romantic Times BOOK Reviews
“Delightful Regency story of love and danger.”—The Best Reviews
“The Naked Duke is a thoroughly enjoyable story with several wonderful characters.”—Romance Reviews Today
“A well-written and enjoyable first novel. Ms. MacKenzie has a wonderful voice.”—The Romance Readers Connection
“Debut author Sally MacKenzie has penned a marvelously witty novel…. Readers who enjoy a large dose of humor will love The Naked Duke. The characters are charming, and the pace is quick. It is the perfect book for a cozy winter retreat.”—aromancereview.com
“If you like Regency-set romances that offer both humor and excitement, you should enjoy reading The Naked Duke. MacKenzie’s voice is fresh and intriguing, her characterization is sound, she knows the period—and her villain is extremely nasty.”—rakehell.com
“We just might have a new star in the making! This is definitely a new author that one should take a closer look at.”—Historical Romance Writers
“Author Sally MacKenzie combines humor and suspense in her debut novel.”—booksforabuck.com
“Sally MacKenzie’s first novel, The Naked Duke, runs a range of emotions that will have you laughing out loud and then biting your nails in anticipation…. The characters were realistic, the story was fast paced and the love story of an American girl returning to her father’s homeland to find love and happiness is straight out of a fairy tale.”—Fallen Angel Reviews


PLEASE EXPLAIN

“Be that as it may, miss, you cannot entertain naked men in your room and not promptly attire your finger with an engagement ring.”
Meg squeaked again. She was becoming a regular mouse.
“Robbie was naked?”
“Well…yes.” Lizzie feared she would spontaneously combust from mortification. “In a manner of speaking, that is.”
“Hmm.” Lady Bea’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “And how can a gentleman be naked in a manner of speaking?”
Lizzie would not meet the older woman’s eyes. “It was dark.”
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Chapter One

Robert Hamilton, Earl of Westbrooke, was a light sleeper. His eyes opened the moment his mattress shifted. He turned to see what had caused the disturbance.
Two very large, very naked breasts dangled in front of his nose. Damn! He looked up to see to whom they belonged. Lady Felicity Brookton. She gave him an arch look as she drew in her breath to scream.
Bloody hell.
He bolted from the bed and leapt for the window. There was no time for such niceties as breeches or shoes. Once Lady Felicity started her caterwauling, the entire house party would be banging on his door. He’d be securely caught in parson’s mousetrap, condemned to face Lady Felicity at the breakfast table every morning for the rest of his life.
Could there be a more succinct description of hell?
He swung his leg over the sill and dropped down onto the roof of the portico as she emitted her first screech. The sharp surface cut into his bare feet, but the pain was nothing to the panic raging in his chest.
He had to get away.
Thank God he had scrutinized the view from his window when he’d arrived at Tynweith’s house party. He’d made a habit of looking for escape routes since the ladies of the ton had gotten so persistent. If they only knew…. Well, if he was forced to flee naked from his bed perhaps it was time to do something. A discreet rumor judiciously planted should deter most marriage-minded maidens. He glanced back at his window. Or perhaps they would be happy to have his money and title without having to pay for them in his bed.
He shivered as an early spring breeze rushed over the portico. He couldn’t stand here like a nodcock. At any moment one of Tynweith’s guests would respond to Felicity’s screams, look out the window, and wonder what the Earl of Westbrooke was doing standing naked in the night. He snorted. Hell, all of Tynweith’s guests would assume they knew exactly what he had been doing, and he’d be as securely caught as if he’d stayed between his sheets.
It was much too long a distance to the ground to consider jumping. He had not quite reached that point of desperation.
Felicity screeched again. Someone shouted. He scanned the other windows that faced the portico. There, at the end—flickering candlelight showed an open window. He sprinted for it, hoping the room’s occupant was male.

Lady Elizabeth Runyon stood naked in front of her mirror, hands on hips, and frowned at her breasts. She tilted her head, squinting at them through her right eye and then her left. Bah! They were small, puny little lemons next to Lady Felicity’s lush, ripe melons. No corset in England could make them more impressive.
She turned sideways, grabbing the bedpost to steady herself. Perhaps this angle was more complimentary?
No.
A gust of cool air blew in from her open window, sliding over her skin, causing her nipples to tighten. She covered them with her hands, trying to push them back into place.
She had an odd tingly feeling, as if a vibrating harp string ran from her breasts to her…her…
She took her hands off her body as if burned. She should put her nightgown back on and climb into bed. Pull the covers up to her chin, close her eyes, and go to sleep. She would if the room didn’t swirl so unpleasantly when she did so. She grabbed for the bedpost again.
That last glass of ratafia had definitely been a mistake. She wouldn’t have taken it if she hadn’t been so bored. If she had to listen to Mr. Dodsworth drone on about his stables one more time…It was drink or scream. The man hadn’t had an original thought—or any thought that did not involve prime bits of blood—since her come out three years ago.
She leaned against the bedpost. How was she going to survive another Season? Seeing the same people, hearing the same conversation, tittering over the same gossip. It had been exciting when she was seventeen, but now…
Was it possible to die of ennui?
And Meg was no help. Lud! She’d finally persuaded her friend to leave the weeds of Kent for the wonders of London, and Meg turned out to be as big a bore as Dodsworth. Her topic of verbal torture was horticulture. Shrubbery. Damn shrubbery. If Meg had her way, she’d spend every moment in the shrubbery—and not with a gentleman bent on seduction.
Lizzie scowled at the bedpost. She should have poured that last glass of ratafia over Robbie’s head. That would have livened things up. Ha! She pictured the looks of horror that would have adorned the assembled ton if Lady Elizabeth Runyon, sister of the Duke of Alvord, pattern card of respectability, had caused such a scene.
At least she would have gotten Robbie’s attention. She’d wager next quarter’s pin money on that.
She looked at her mirror again. It was very daring standing here naked. She straightened, letting go of the bedpost. Perhaps she should be daring this Season. Wanton, even. Playing by the rules hadn’t gotten her what she wanted—whom she wanted—so she’d break them.
She put her hands back on her breasts. She sighed. The poor little things barely filled her palms—they would be lost in Robbie’s larger hands.
Mmm. She half-closed her eyes, biting her bottom lip. Robbie’s hands. His long fingers, his broad palms. On her skin.
She felt very daring indeed. More than daring—hot. She rubbed her thumbs over her nipples. The harp string started vibrating again. She licked her lips, arching her hips, spreading her legs slightly so the breeze might find and cool her where she most needed cooling.
What would it feel like if Robbie touched her there?
Her hand slid down her body.
“My God!”
A male voice, hoarse and strained. She screamed as her eyes flew open. Robbie’s reflection was staring at her in the mirror. Robbie’s very naked reflection.
She spun to face him, grabbing the bedpost to keep from falling. The room shifted unpleasantly, then righted. She blinked. Yes, Robbie was still there, still naked, standing just inside her window.
She had never seen a naked man before, except in paintings or statues. She stared.
Art did not do reality justice. Not at all.
Then again, perhaps no artist had ever had a model quite as splendid as Robbie.
He looked so different from the civilized London lord she had left downstairs. He was larger. Well, obviously, he could not have grown simply by shedding his clothes, but it certainly seemed as if he had. His neck, freed from yards of muffling cravat and concealing collar, was a study in angles and shadows. And his shoulders…How had they fit into his coat?
She never would have guessed he had hair sprinkled across his chest. Golden red hair dusting down to his flat stomach, then spreading out below his navel around…
Oh, my.
She’d never seen that in any artwork. The…appendage was long and thick and stuck straight out.
How did he hide it in his pantaloons?
Lizzie looked back at Robbie’s face. It was far redder than his hair. Could he be injured? The blacksmith’s thumb had swollen to twice its size when he’d hit it with his hammer. Had Robbie bumped this part of his anatomy climbing in the window?
“Are you in pain?” She glanced at her bed. “Lie down. I’ll get a wet compress.”
He made a short noise that sounded like a cross between a laugh and a moan and jerked around to slam her window shut, pulling the curtains tight.
“No, I’m not in pain. Where’s your nightgown?”
“Are you certain?” His back was almost as beautiful as his front. She studied his tight buttocks. She would love to touch them. “You sound like you are in pain.”
“Just tell me where your blood—blasted nightgown is.” He turned back to her, jaw clenched, eyes focused on her face. “Better yet, just put it on. Now.”
Lizzie did not care for the note of command in his voice.
“No. I don’t want to. I’m hot.” She flushed. “Very hot.” Uncomfortably hot. And damp. Wet, really. She moved her hand down to be certain she wasn’t dripping.
“God, no.” He caught her before she reached her stomach. His fingers—thick, warm—encircled her wrist. She needed them somewhere else. Her breasts ached; her nipples had tightened into hard pebbles.
He shook her arm slightly. “Put on your nightgown.”
He sounded a bit desperate.
She shook her head. She could smell him now. She inhaled deeply. He smelled of Robbie. She giggled. Silly, but true. It was a musky, spicy scent, stronger now that it wasn’t muffled by layers of clothing.
His eyes kept darting looks at her breasts. She felt them swell with his attention. She needed to rub them against the hair on his chest.
Who cared about a nightgown? She didn’t want a nightgown. She wanted his body against hers. His skin on hers. Everywhere. She panted slightly. She was certain a puddle of need was forming at her feet.
She reached for him.
“Lizzie!” He grabbed her other hand, holding both wrists in a firm grip.
“Let me go.” She jerked back. His grasp was gentle but unbreakable. Well, she knew how to get free. She had an older brother. She wasn’t above telling a small lie if necessary. “You’re hurting me.”
He released her at once.
“Ah!” She lunged, but he caught her by the shoulders.
“Lizzie, you’re bosky.”
“N-no, I’m not. I just want to touch you. Please? Just let me touch you.” His arms were too long. No matter how much she stretched, she could not reach his body.
“I don’t think that would be a good idea. Now put on your nightgown.”
“I think it would be a splendid idea.” She lunged again. No luck. “Why won’t you let me touch you?”
“Because besides the fact that you appear to be thoroughly foxed, I’m certain there are going to be people at your door and quite possibly your window any moment now. You don’t want them to find us like this, do you?”
She hiccupped. “Yes, I do.” She lurched toward him again. If she didn’t feel his body against hers soon, she would cry.
Robbie gave an odd little growl. “You wouldn’t say that if you were sober.”
“Yes, I would.” She stopped fighting and touched him where she could reach. The muscles in his arms were warm rocks. She could barely get her fingers around his forearm. She stroked his wrist with her thumb and saw sweat bead on his upper lip. She wanted to lick it off.
“I love you, Robbie. I’ve loved you forever.”
His jaw tensed. “No, you haven’t.”
“Yes, I have.”
He shook his head. “Hero worship. Calf love.”
“No. Kiss me. You’ll see.”
He rubbed his face on his arm, wiping off the sweat. “There’s no time for that, Lizzie.”
“Yes, there is. Kiss me.”
“Lizzie.” His hands clenched on her shoulders, but gentled when she drew in a sharp breath. “Lizzie, please. If I’m found here, the scandal will be beyond belief. James will kill me.”
“No, he won’t. You’re his friend.”
Robbie snorted. “You’re his sister. Trust me. He will kill me.”
“I don’t see why. He met Sarah naked, didn’t he? How can he complain?”
“That’s different.”
“No, it’s not.”
“Yes, it is, and if you weren’t so foxed you would see that. Now put your nightgown on.”
“All right, but you’ll have to let me go. I can’t put it on with your hands in the way.”
“True. Just don’t—”
Robbie loosened his grip too soon. Lizzie closed the distance between them in one step and threw her arms around his waist.
“Lizzie!” He moved almost as quickly, dropping his hands to her hips, pushing them back.
She had forgotten about his swollen part. She didn’t want to hurt him, but she so ached to feel his entire body against hers. What she could feel felt very, very good. Her hands played over his back, running up and down his warm, smooth skin. She pressed her cheek against his chest and heard his heart pounding. She found a drop of sweat trickling down between his nipples and licked it, running her tongue up the trail to his neck.
“Lizzie!”
“Mmm?” His hands on her hips were wonderful, but they were too still. She tried to wiggle, to encourage his fingers to roam. Perhaps she could show him the way. She slipped her own hands over his buttocks and around to his stomach, careful not to touch…
“Lizzie!” Robbie leapt back as if scalded.
“Did I hurt you? I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to.” She glanced down and smiled in relief. “No, see—you’re better. The stiffness and swelling are almost gone. You should be able to tuck your…um, well, you should be able to tuck it into your pantaloons now.”
“God, Lizzie.”
Lizzie frowned, looking up. Robbie’s mouth was so tight a muscle jumped in his cheek. His eyes looked…haunted.
“Robbie, I—”
She jumped. Someone was banging on her door—and someone else was banging on her window.
“What…?”
“Your company has arrived.” Robbie grabbed her shoulders, turned her, and pushed her toward the bed. “Get your nightgown on.”

Bloody hell. Lizzie was not moving quickly enough. And she was clearly half-seas-over. Did she grasp the seriousness of the situation? No. She was sitting on her bed, staring at him. Staring at a particular part of him.
At least she had stopped grabbing him.
More banging. Whoever was hitting the window might manage to break it if Lizzie didn’t get her nightgown on soon.
He snuffed out the candle, leaving the room lit only by the banked fire in the hearth. Perhaps darkness would help her concentrate on the matter at hand.
“Put on your nightgown.”
“Hmm?”
“Lizzie, you need to put on your nightgown now. You have to answer the door.” He reached to help her—and encountered a soft breast.
“Mmm.”
Good God, the girl was purring. If only…No, he wouldn’t think of it. It was impossible. Completely im—
“Lizzie!” He tried to keep his voice down, though with all the door and window pounding, he could have shouted and not been heard over the din. “Lizzie—yikes!”
He grabbed her wrist and pulled her fingers away from where they had wandered.
“Did I hurt you? You’re swollen again.”
“Lizzie, just put your nightgown on and get the door. Please?”
She huffed and the small puff of air tickled over his stomach.
“All right. Will you touch me again after they are all gone? It felt so good.”
Damn. He balled his hands into fists. He really would like to hit something. He tried to keep his voice calm.
“We’ll see. Now be a good girl and put on your nightgown.” Louder banging on the door and some muffled shouts. At least James wasn’t here. He was at Alvord, awaiting the birth of his second child. “Hurry. The door first. Try to look as if you’ve just woken up. And remember, I’m not here.”
“Not here. Right.”
He watched her take her first steps toward the door, then he jumped onto the bed, pulling the curtains closed.
Betty, Lizzie’s maid, must sleep like the dead, he thought. Hell, she must be dead if this racket hadn’t woken her. Of course, that was assuming she was in her bed at all. More likely she was with his valet somewhere. It was no secret those two would like to make a match of it. Collins had certainly hinted about it enough. Robbie was beginning to fear for his life when the man shaved him each morning.
Betty and Collins would be merry as grigs if he wed Lizzie. Well, he would be, too, but it would never happen. He sighed. When he had seen her, standing naked in front of her mirror, the candlelight making her skin glow, her hand sliding down her curves to exactly the place he most wanted to be…
He buried his face in the pillow. A mistake. He inhaled her scent and grew even harder.
He stifled a moan.
The door had swung open. Light and the babble of voices flooded the room. Only a miracle would keep him from detection.
He prayed for a miracle.

“He’s here, isn’t he? I know he’s here.” Lady Felicity Brookton, clad in a pistachio-colored dressing gown, pushed Lizzie aside and stepped into the room, holding a candle high. “Where are you hiding him?”
“Um.” Lizzie blinked, staring out her door. Half the house party had assembled in the corridor.
“Someone is knocking at the window.” Lady Caroline, the daughter of the Earl of Dunlee, maneuvered her ample bulk across the room and opened the curtains. “Oh, look! It’s Lord Peter.”
“Let him in.” Lady Felicity peered inside Lizzie’s wardrobe.
“Um.” Lizzie wished she could think. That last glass of ratafia had definitely been ill-advised. Her head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton wool.
She couldn’t let them find Robbie. He didn’t want to be found. She watched Lady Felicity light all the available candles. How was she going to stop them? There were only so many places to look.
Lord Peter, dressed in his shirtsleeves and pantaloons, climbed in the window. “Saw him vault in here.” He chuckled. “Hard to miss his lily-white as—” He coughed. “Ankles. His lily-white ankles. Hard to miss them in the dark.”
“So where is he, Lady Elizabeth?” Lady Felicity glared at her.
“Um, he who?”
“Lord Westbrooke, of course. Didn’t he just climb in your window?”
“Uh…” Lizzie’s mind went blank.
“Lady Felicity, surely you cannot be suggesting that Lord Westbrooke would behave in such an inappropriate manner?”
Lizzie turned to see Lady Beatrice, her nominal chaperone for the Season. Thank God! Lady Bea would deal with this mess in short order.
Lady Felicity lifted her chin. “I only know what I saw.”
Lady Bea lifted an eyebrow. “And what exactly did you see, miss?”
“I saw Lord Westbrooke leap naked out the window.”
“I thought you said he came in the window.”
“Not this window.”
“Ah, the window in your room then? Correct me if I am wrong, but any man exiting your window would end as a rather unsightly corpse on the terrace. Or have you changed rooms recently? I thought your bedchamber was just a few doors down the hall from mine on the other side of the corridor.”
Lady Felicity turned red. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but no words issued forth.
“Let’s look in the bed, Felicity.” Lord Peter left the window and reached for the bed curtains. “I’ll wager Westbrooke is hiding between the sheets.”
“Lord Peter!”
Everyone turned to stare at the petite woman who’d managed to push to the fore of the crowd. The Duchess of Hartford—Lady Charlotte Wickford before her marriage to the elderly duke—was not someone Lizzie would ever have imagined coming to her rescue. Charlotte hated her. Well, she really hated James, but James spent most of his time in Kent these days. Lizzie was a much more convenient target.
“What, your grace?” Lord Peter stood back, gesturing to the bed curtains. “Would you like to do the honors?”
Charlotte stared at him. He flushed and dropped his arm.
“If you won’t do it, I will.” Felicity grabbed a handful of cloth.
“Lady Felicity.” Charlotte’s tone stopped Felicity’s hand before it had moved an inch. “Surely you do not mean to imply that Lady Elizabeth would entertain a man in her bedroom?”
Felicity looked at Lizzie’s small breasts. Lizzie crossed her arms over them.
“Entertain? No. However—”
“However, if Lord Westbrooke should be so bold as to visit Lady Elizabeth in her room at night—if he were found in her bed—I assume he would do the gentlemanly thing and offer for her.” Charlotte shrugged. “Her brother, the duke, would insist, wouldn’t you say?”
Felicity paused, an arrested expression on her face.
“In fact, I imagine if Lord Westbrooke were indeed hiding behind those bed curtains, he’d be wed to Lady Elizabeth before the week was out.” Charlotte smiled. “I’m certain you would want to dance at that wedding, hmm, Lady Felicity?”
Lady Felicity’s hand fell to her side. “Uh. Yes. You’re right. Of course. Lord Westbrooke would never invade Lady Elizabeth’s room. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
“I know what you were thinking. You told me—”
“Lord Peter!”
Lord Peter frowned and turned to Charlotte.
“I believe we intrude on Lady Elizabeth’s privacy.” Charlotte smiled up at him as she ran her fingers over his shirt cuff. “It’s time you went to…bed, don’t you think?”
It was Lord Peter’s turn to have an arrested expression. He stared down at Charlotte for a moment and then grinned.
“I believe you are correct, your grace.”
“Of course I am.” Charlotte glanced at Felicity. “I imagine you dreamt the event, Lady Felicity. Sometimes our dreams are so vivid, they appear real, do they not?”
Felicity tore her eyes off the bed curtains. “Yes. Yes, I’m certain you are right, your grace.” She glanced back at the bed. “Sometimes my dreams do seem real.”
“Exactly.” Charlotte moved toward the door, Lord Peter at her side. “So sorry to disturb you, Lady Elizabeth.” Her eyes drifted to the bed also. “I’m certain you are eager to get back to”—Charlotte smiled slightly—“sleep.” She inclined her head. “You have depths I never suspected.”
Lizzie watched the crowd disperse. Lady Beatrice was the last to leave. She looked at the bed and raised her eyebrows.
“Anything you would like to tell me, Lizzie?”
Lizzie looked at the bed, too.
“Um, no.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes.” Lizzie nodded. She was definitely certain. She did not want to discuss the evening’s bizarre events with anyone. She was of half a mind that she, too, was the victim of a very vivid dream. “I’m a trifle out of curl. I think I will just go to bed.”
“I see.” Lady Beatrice addressed the bed in a very stern voice. “Well, I am more than certain the duke would eviscerate any man who played fast and loose with his sister’s reputation—or harmed her in any way.”
“Yes. I’m sure. Thank you. Good night.”
Lizzie ushered Lady Bea out the door and closed it firmly behind her. Then she sagged against the solid wooden surface, puffed out her cheeks, and eyed the bed.
Could she have dreamt the entire sequence of events? Was it possible the evening was simply the product of overindulgence?
There was only one way to find out. She pushed away from the door and stepped toward the bed.



Chapter Two

“What were you thinking?” Charlotte drew Felicity into her room. Sometimes she wanted to shake the girl. If she were serious about catching Lord Westbrooke, she’d have to start using her head for something other than keeping her ears apart. Men were supposed to think with their nether regions, not women.
Felicity stopped just inside the door. “Aren’t you expecting company?”
“Yes, thanks to you.” Charlotte took a deep breath, repressing her annoyance. Perhaps it was just as well. She needed to get Lord Peter into her bed. The evening’s drama had served to force her over her initial reluctance. She glanced at her watch.
“He’ll be here soon.” And gone soon, too, she hoped. “I told him I had to speak to you first.” And she wanted to fortify her nerves with a sip or two of brandy.
“Peter’s not a patient man.”
Charlotte shrugged. “He’s not a bright man, either. If I hadn’t distracted him and reined you in as well, Westbrooke would be engaged now—and you would not be the woman sporting his betrothal ring. Have you never learned discretion?” She headed for her bureau. Why had she agreed to help Felicity trap Westbrooke?
The answer was simple. Trapping the earl for Felicity meant the Duke of Alvord’s sister could not wed the man. Taking Westbrooke off the marriage mart might even send Lady Elizabeth into a permanent decline—and that would hurt Alvord.
Three years ago when Alvord had chosen an American interloper as his duchess, Charlotte had been livid. She’d been determined to marry a duke, and the only marriageable one available after Alvord wed had been Hartford—eighty-year-old Hartford. As she was walking up the aisle at St. George’s to meet her decrepit bridegroom, she’d sworn to make Alvord pay. Now, perhaps, he would.
She waited for the thrill she always experienced at the thought of finally getting her revenge. It didn’t come.
She felt nothing.
She jerked on the bureau drawer, pulling it open more forcefully than she’d intended. She caught it before it came out entirely and dumped her belongings onto the floor.
What was the matter with her? She took out her small silver flask and closed the drawer carefully. It was the house party. That was it. She’d been feeling on edge ever since she’d arrived. She should have known being around Tynweith would do this to her.
She uncorked her flask and breathed in the pungent scent of brandy.
No, the truth was, she had more pressing concerns on her mind than revenge.
Hartford was failing. He needed an heir. Time was running out.
An all-too-familiar knot formed in her stomach.
“Discretion wasn’t part of the plan.” Felicity flung herself into a chair by the fire. “I was supposed to be discovered in bed with Westbrooke. Who knew he’d take to the window?”
“You might have guessed. He’s made an art of avoiding parson’s mousetrap. He’s made an art of avoiding you.” Charlotte raised her flask to her lips, then paused. “Care for brandy?”
“No.”
“Suit yourself.” She took a long drink. The liquid was comforting, as always. She closed her eyes, savoring the warmth that spread through her chest.
If she didn’t need Lord Peter’s services so badly, she would have stayed in London.
“You’d better go easy on the drink. You’ll be passed out before your paramour arrives.”
“I’ll be fine.” She wished she could pass out, but Lord Peter would probably prefer a sentient partner. Not that her alertness would make any difference, if her experience with Hartford was a guide.
She sat on the chaise across from Felicity. “I wonder what Lady Elizabeth thought when Westbrooke appeared naked in her room.”
Felicity snorted. “I’m surprised Miss Prunes and Prisms didn’t scream loud enough to wake deaf old Mr. Maxwell in London. She is such a prude.”
“I thought she was, too, but now I’m not so certain. She was as cool as ice when everyone was crowded round her, your hand on the bed curtains ready to open them wide. She never flinched. I would not have guessed there was a naked man in her bed.” Charlotte took another sip of brandy. “Are you sure Westbrooke was there?”
“Yes, I’m sure. There was nowhere else he could be. Lord Peter followed him. He saw him go in that window.”
“Hmm.” Charlotte shook her head. “I just can’t picture Lady Elizabeth greeting a naked Lord Westbrooke. Of course, her brother always acted very proper, and you know what everyone said about him.”
“That he was a regular satyr.” Felicity’s mouth slid into a sly smile. “He seems content enough now to stay home with his wife.”
“She’s breeding again, you know.” The anxious knot twisted in Charlotte’s stomach again. She took a deep breath.
Lord Peter would solve her problem.
“I’d heard. That’s why Lady Beatrice is acting as Lady Elizabeth’s chaperone this Season—that and the fact Knightsdale’s sister-in-law has finally been dragged to Town.” Felicity picked up a miniature from an end table and studied it. “This looks like you.”
Damn. She should have put that picture in a drawer.
“It is me.”
“Do you make a habit of taking your picture with you? I would have thought your glass would suffice.”
“It’s not mine.”
She watched Felicity’s eyes widen, then quickly narrow. Charlotte bit her tongue. She should have lied.
“What do you mean, it’s not yours? How did it get here?”
She shrugged. “Our host has an odd sense of humor.”
Felicity’s nose twitched like a hound scenting a fox. “But why does he have a miniature of you?”
“I have no idea. Perhaps you should ask him.”
“Hmm.” Felicity put the picture back on the table and picked up the porcelain shepherdess standing next to it. “Perhaps you should have chosen him to come to your bed.”
“Oh, no. Lord Peter suits my purposes far better.” Lord Peter was more than a decade younger than Tynweith, and more importantly, his family was known to produce males. He should give her a son. A daughter would not do.
“Are you going to tell him what your purposes are?”
“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” Charlotte could not imagine that conversation. “Probably not. There is no need for him to know.”
“You’re going to make him think you lust after his body when all you want is his seed?”
“I don’t mean to make him think anything. Thinking is not required for the procedure.”
Felicity laughed. “No, I suppose not.”
“I am offering him some free sport—why should he complain?”
“True. And Hartford? Will you tell him?”
“Definitely not.”
“Won’t he be suspicious?”
“I don’t see why. Most babes look the same—and I can’t imagine he’ll survive the child’s infancy.” God, she hoped he didn’t. She hadn’t thought he’d live this long. “If he does, Lord Peter’s coloring is much like mine. He’ll just think his little sprig resembles mama.”
“Well, yes, but if a man doesn’t plow the field, he can’t plant a seed, can he?”
“That is not a problem.”
“You mean he still…?” Felicity’s eyes widened and her mouth twisted up in a look of disgust.
“Yes, he still does.” Every Thursday evening—except the last two Thursdays. He’d tried, but he had not been able to rise to the occasion.
Her stomach clenched. She sipped some more brandy.
If she were able to get with child during this house party, Hartford should not suspect a thing. He had been able to accomplish the deed three Thursdays ago. Her courses were not terribly regular. She could be increasing now for all she knew.
“I just thought…well a bit of younger seed may help the plant grow faster.”
Felicity grinned. “At least the planting will be more enjoyable.”
“Perhaps.” Charlotte doubted it. The act of coupling was uncomfortable, messy, and embarrassing by its very nature. How could substituting the male change that? “I do hope Lord Peter will not want to make too much of a production of the thing. You told me he wouldn’t.”
“He won’t. Peter has a reputation for being quick.” Felicity laughed. “Very quick. A good man for a tryst at a ball. He can get the job done easily while sitting out a set—or even between sets if need be.”
“Lovely.” Charlotte closed her flask regretfully. Lord Peter should be arriving soon.
Felicity examined the shepherdess in her hands. “So, how am I to get Westbrooke’s ring on my finger?”
“Perhaps you should target Lord Peter instead. He is a marquis’s son.”
“Fifth son.” Felicity shook her head. “No, I definitely want Westbrooke’s title and money.”
“Well, if he really was in Lady Elizabeth’s room, I imagine there’ll be a betrothal by breakfast.”
Felicity clenched the shepherdess. “There had better not be. Westbrooke is mine.”
“Careful!” Charlotte sat up abruptly. “Tynweith might well be a bit possessive of his trinkets.”
Felicity looked at the figurine in her hand, then put it carefully back in its place. “If he treasures the knickknacks, why put them in the guest rooms?”
“I assume he harbors the mistaken impression that his guests are civilized.”

Lizzie’s hand shook as she lit a candle. At least the events of the night had cleared her head. She no longer felt muzzy with wine.
She eyed the bed. So far, no motion or sound had come from behind the curtains. Had she imagined the evening’s odd occurrences? There was only one way to find out. She reached out to pull back the cloth.
“Eek!”
Robbie’s hand twitched aside the curtain just as her fingers touched it. He glared at her.
“Shh! You’ll get everyone back in here. And watch that candle. You don’t want to set us both aflame.”
“No.” Lizzie already felt flames burning in some very odd locations. Her breasts and her…belly. Robbie might be glaring, but he was still naked. Her sheet covered him from the waist down, but his lovely neck, arms, and chest were exposed. The candlelight created interesting shadows begging to be explored.
She was very hot indeed.
Robbie turned away from her and tugged on the sheet. She watched his muscles bunch in his back and arms.
“Could you give me a hand here, Lizzie?”
“What?” Robbie needed a hand? Where? She would love to give him a hand—both her hands. She’d love to run them over his shoulders, down his back, under the sheet at his waist….
He tugged again. “It’s not coming loose.”
“What?”
“Can’t you say anything other than ‘what’?” He jerked on the sheet once more. “This. The sheet. It’s not coming loose. Could you pull it out at the corners? I’m going to have to borrow it to get back to my room.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course.”
Lizzie put down her candle and pulled the sheet free of the mattress. Robbie wrapped it around his waist and slid off the far side of the bed.
“I don’t know why Charlotte came to our rescue, but I’m not complaining,” he said as he tucked the ends of the sheet more securely around his waist. “It would have been extremely awkward if Felicity had opened the curtains and everyone had seen me in your bed.”
“Uh.” Lizzie wasn’t thinking about their close brush with discovery. She was thinking about Robbie’s chest and shoulders. About the muscles in his upper arms. About how she wished the sheet would slip free of his waist.
Would he jump again if she touched him?
She started moving around the bed.
He started moving toward the window, giving her a wide berth.
“I do apologize for disturbing your sleep.”
“I wasn’t sleeping.” She flushed.
His face turned red, too. Obviously he’d remembered what she had been doing.
“Still, I apologize for invading your room. I was in desperate straits, believe me.”
Lizzie reached for his arm, but he jerked it away. He tried to take a longer stride, tripped on his sheet, and caught himself on the wall.
“Why did you come to my room?”
He grabbed the windowsill and turned. “I wasn’t coming to your room, Lizzie. I was fleeing mine. As I’m sure you guessed from all the commotion, I woke up to find Felicity in my bed—quite uninvited, I assure you. I had to exit quickly.”
“So you went out the window?”
He shrugged, making the muscles in his chest move in a most intriguing fashion. “I had no choice. I’m certain Lord Peter was stationed in the hall ready to nab me at Felicity’s first scream.”
Lizzie nodded. “Felicity is rather determined.”
“Determined!” Robbie ran a hand through his hair. His arm muscles bunched and shifted delightfully. “She’s beyond determined. She’s a bedlamite.”
Lizzie bit her lip and clutched her nightgown to keep her fingers from misbehaving.
“Once I was out on the portico roof, I had very few options. Yours was the only open window. I was hoping it was Parks’s. He got in late, after most people had retired.”
“I know. His room is next to mine.”
“Yes, well, I realized that rather quickly.” Robbie leaned out the window and looked right and left.
“Would you have wed Felicity if her plan had worked?”
He looked back at her and frowned.
“I suppose so. I don’t know. The thought is appalling. You can be sure I will find a way to secure my bedchamber door from now on.” He sat on the sill and swung his legs over it. “I am sorry for all the, um”—his gesture encompassed the room—“commotion. I think—I hope—there will be no lasting repercussions.”
“Repercussions?”
He shrugged.
A naked shrug was definitely more interesting than a clothed one.
“Rumors, that sort of thing.” He looked everywhere but in her eyes. “I’m certain it will all blow over if we don’t let ourselves get flustered by the gabble grinders.”
“Yes. Of course. Certainly.” Surely he didn’t think she was as bad as Felicity? She would never try to trap him into matrimony.
“Good. Then I’ll see you in the morning, shall I?” Robbie dropped down to the portico’s roof. “Sleep well.”
“Sleep well.” Lizzie hung out her window, watching him mince back to his room. He took a longer step and his sheet slipped. She held her breath, but he caught it quickly, allowing her only a glimpse of the top of his muscled buttocks.
When he reached his window, his hands went to his waist. Was he going to discard the sheet? It would definitely be easier to climb in without it.
She hung farther out her window. Yes, he was opening it….
He glanced back and saw her just as the cloth slid past his waist. He caught it.
She could have cried in frustration.
He waved.
She waved back.
He waited. It was clear he was not going to attempt to reenter his room while she was watching. She pulled back from the window….
…And leaned out again. All she saw was the sheet slithering over the windowsill.
She sighed and shut the window, drawing the curtains closed. Now that Robbie was gone, she could think more clearly. She glanced at the mirror and flushed. In her high-necked white nightgown, she looked the perfectly proper virginal sister of a duke, but earlier….
What had possessed her? She covered her face with her hands. Her cheeks were hot to the touch. Perhaps she was feverish. She had a brain fever, that was it. An alcohol-induced brain fever. She didn’t know herself. She had never behaved in such a way before. She certainly had never entertained such feelings before.
She had not even known such feelings existed.
What could he possibly think of her?
Lud!
She blew out her candle and stared up at her bed canopy. The firelight filled it with shadows.
Was she compromised? No one had actually seen Robbie in her room, though Felicity, Lady Beatrice—no doubt the entire house party—must believe he’d been naked in her bed.
What if Felicity had opened the curtains? Then she would have been compromised—spectacularly compromised. Robbie would have had to offer for her—Lady Beatrice would not have let him out of the room until he had done so.
She turned over and buried her face in her pillow. She breathed in Robbie’s scent.
He hadn’t offered for her. He could have, once everyone had left.
She stretched out on her side and hugged her pillow to her chest. Perhaps he intended to offer tomorrow. Perhaps he simply felt a marriage proposal should be presented in more formal attire—or at least some attire. She rubbed her cheek on the pillow. She would have been glad to hear his offer naked. Very glad.
If he were going to offer. She shifted to her back again. Perhaps he had no intention of doing so. He had seen her, all of her. Clearly, he had not been impressed. He must prefer more buxom women—though he most definitely did not prefer Felicity.
Her head hurt. There was nothing she could do tonight. Perhaps everything would make more sense in the morning.
She certainly hoped so.

Robbie sighed with relief as soon as his feet touched the floor of his room. He shuffled over to check his door. It had a lock, but the key was missing.
“Collins!” No answer. His valet was not on the cot set up in his dressing room. Envy twisted his gut. As he’d suspected, the man was probably in a snug corner of Tynweith’s estate cavorting with Betty, Lizzie’s maid. Just as he’d like to be cavorting with Lizzie.
He pushed a sturdy chest in front of the door. That should do the trick until the key was located. Then he unwrapped Lizzie’s sheet from around his waist and stuffed it in the bottom of his wardrobe. Collins could give it back to Betty tomorrow and then all would be well.
He hoped. What a nightmare. His heart had stopped when he’d seen the bed curtains bunch in Felicity’s hand. If Charlotte hadn’t stopped her….
Bloody hell, if Felicity had opened those curtains, half the ton would have been treated to the sight of the Earl of Westbrooke naked in the Duke of Alvord’s sister’s sheets. The story would have spread like the Great Fire of London, and the scandal…? God! The scandal would have been enormous. Bloody enormous. The ton would have buzzed with it for the entire Season. Next Season, too. And Lizzie’s reputation…well, Lizzie would not have a reputation, unless….
No, he would not think about that.
He inspected his bed for stray maidens, snuffed the candles, and climbed in. He’d been sleeping soundly before he’d had to flee over the rooftop. He’d been in the middle of a pleasant dream. He closed his eyes.
Damn.
He jerked them open and stared up at the bed canopy.
He could see Lizzie’s naked body as clearly as if she were standing before him—the graceful line of her back, the generous curve of her buttocks, her long legs, her sweet breasts, her milky skin glowing in the firelight.
The blasted fickle part of him was hard as rock…now. It made a splendid tent in his blankets. But put a female between his sheets and the damn thing turned limp as stewed cabbage.
His shy little organ would not perform in the presence of company.
Once upon a time he’d been able to…well, twice. It was the third time that had created the problem.
He’d gone with some fellows to the Dancing Piper. He’d been hardly seventeen—it had been his first visit to a brothel. His other two forays into Venus’s delights had been with Nan, a cheerful, uncomplicated country girl.
MacDuff had introduced him to Fleur. She’d had coal-black hair, startling blue eyes, and a lush figure. She’d been alluring, seductive, mysterious—everything Nan was not. He’d been flattered when she’d agreed to go upstairs with him.
He flung his arm over his eyes.
What an idiot he’d been, but then he’d not been thinking with his head.
She’d moaned and writhed more than Nan ever had. He’d felt extremely cocky in every way. When he’d climbed between her thighs, he’d thought himself the greatest bloody lover in England.
He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. He couldn’t rub away the memory. It was as clear as if it had happened yesterday.
She’d yelled, apparently overcome with need.
“Gawd, give it to me now!”
He’d hesitated. He was not so far gone in lust that he’d lost his mind completely. Something seemed off.
Something was off.
The door flung open, and MacDuff and the other boys rushed in laughing. Fleur laughed, too, letting her legs flop, holding her sides. It had been a grand joke.
He had not seen the humor. He’d leapt off the bed, got tangled in the sheets, and fallen at MacDuff’s feet.
“Fleur, lass,” MacDuff had said, “looks like we saved you from a wee little man.”
“Aye. Thankee kindly, my lord. From the size of him, ye’d think he’d carry a great sword, but ye’ll see now he carries only a little dirk.”
He’d been on his back, the sheets tangled around his feet, his tiny “dirk” exposed for the amusement of the assembled multitude. Covering it with his hands had only added to the merriment.
He clenched his jaw. The damn thing had happened more than a decade ago and still it haunted him. He’d not been able to mount a woman successfully since.
He turned over on his side and pounded his innocent pillow.
He was an intelligent man. He should be able to put the stupid incident in the past where it belonged.
A specific part of him refused to listen to reason.
Bloody useless appendage. It was a damn agent of torture, that was all. It had forced him to worship at Onan’s altar too many times to count.
He snorted. If he’d been discovered in Lizzie’s bed, Lady Beatrice would have cured him of his problem. She would have castrated him on the spot with the handle of her lorgnette.
He flopped onto his back and stared up at the bed canopy again. What was Lizzie thinking now? Surely she must have expected an offer.
At least the commotion in her room appeared to have cleared her head. She’d shown more restraint after everyone had left. Thank God! What would he have done if she’d touched him?
He knew what he’d like to have done. Taken her straight back to bed.
His ridiculous appendage leapt at the thought. He scowled down at the author of his misery. The miscreant had no shame. No one looking at him now would think he could not perform his bedroom duties.
He was going to have to take himself in hand, literally, if he hoped to get any sleep tonight.
Still, he would never have guessed Lizzie was so passionate. She had been so sweetly wanton. God, how he wished he were a normal man….
The truth was, he would disappoint her if he came to her bed. He couldn’t give her passion. He couldn’t give her children.
She would want both—must want both. She needed a man—a husband—who would take care of her in bed and out.
He turned over on his stomach and buried his face in his pillow.
No need to use his hand to find relief. The thought of Lizzie in another man’s arms deflated his uncooperative organ most efficiently.

Baron Tynweith paused in the darkened corridor to observe Lord Peter slip out of the Duchess of Hartford’s bedroom.
Hmm. So Charlotte had started to play games, had she?
A flicker of pain flashed in his gut, but he doused it at once.
Lord Peter sauntered down the hall, apparently not caring who saw him. He did glance back when he reached his door. He froze for a moment, then grinned, his teeth flashing white in the dim light, and nodded at Tynweith before he went into his room.
Cocky.
Tynweith eased open his own door. He heard Grantley stirring in his dressing room. He did not relish seeing his sour valet right now, but he’d never get out of this damned coat by himself.
He shrugged. The stiffness in his shoulders was not due just to his coat’s tight fit. He rubbed the line between his brows.
Lord Peter was little more than a boy. He would amuse Charlotte—if he did amuse her—only briefly. She was too canny to take him as a second husband once Hartford cocked up his toes. Short of a gruesome miracle, there was no hope of Lord Peter inheriting. His father, the Marquis of Addington, was barely sixty and still rode to hounds. The heir had six strapping boys and there was a plethora of nephews crowding the country. The Brants were legendary for producing males—the title had never passed out of the direct line.
And Charlotte would have to marry again, unless she was able to produce the next duke. Hartford’s current heir was not inclined to be generous with her. Claxton had been rather vocal at the wedding—Hartford had threatened to horsewhip him if he didn’t stop maligning Charlotte. He’d stopped his public tirades then, but not his private grumbling. No one in the ton, least of all Charlotte, had any doubt as to Claxton’s sentiments.
No, if she were looking for Hartford’s successor, she would not look to Lord Peter. He was merely a diversion.
Tynweith pressed on his temples. He did not want Charlotte to have diversions.
He’d worked hard to block the thought of her in bed with her wizened husband from his mind. Did he also have to expunge the image of Lord Peter’s very unwizened body entwined with hers? The bloody boy was not much more than twenty.
Bah. The whelp was inexperienced. Only a boy—and boys focused only on their own pleasure. He wouldn’t know how to satisfy Charlotte.
Not like Tynweith could.
He ripped off his cravat. Where the hell was Grantley? He wanted to get out of this coat, out of his eveningwear, into his bed.
He snorted. What he really wanted was to get into Charlotte’s bed.
He balled up the cravat and threw it at the dressing room door. The damn cloth opened in flight and fell limply to the floor.
Surely he would have heard if Charlotte were taking lovers. A juicy piece of gossip like that would have had all the old tabbies—and most of the younger ones—in alt. Lord Peter must be her first.
The ache had moved to the back of his head. He’d have Grantley mix up a powder.
Why the hell was he having this bloody house party anyway? He must have been drunk as an Emperor when he’d hatched the notion. He didn’t give a rat’s ass for any of the over bred cod’s heads cluttering his estate.
“My lord.”
“Grantley. Get me out of this damned coat, man.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Another reason to curse his guests. He couldn’t wear his comfortable old coats and baggy breeches with the ton invading his house. A pox on all of them.
Well, not Charlotte. She was the reason he had invited this plague of idiots. She’d been restless. He’d noticed—and had hoped to tempt her to some dalliance.
Damn Lord Peter.
“You heard about the disturbance this evening, my lord?”
“What? Oh, if you mean the confusion in Lady Elizabeth’s room, yes, Flint told me.” Tynweith paid the butler well. One of his duties was to keep his master informed of everything that happened on the estate.
“Her grace came to Lady Elizabeth’s defense.”
“Yes, I heard. Interesting. I would not have thought the duchess harbored any warm feelings for the Duke of Alvord’s sister.”
Grantley twisted his thin lips into a more supercilious smirk than usual. “I believe her grace was assisting Lady Felicity.”
“Oh?”
“The duchess pointed out that if Lord Westbrooke was found in the room, he would be obliged to wed Lady Elizabeth.”
“Ah. And Lady Felicity would prefer that she be the next Lady Westbrooke.”
Grantley nodded. “One of the upstairs maids observed the woman slip into Lord Westbrooke’s room shortly before the incident.” Grantley’s nostrils flared as if they had encountered an unpleasant odor. “The maid believed Lady Felicity had not been invited to share the earl’s bed.”
“I’m certain she had not. Westbrooke’s been studiously avoiding her since her come out.” Grantley pulled off the blasted coat and Tynweith sighed in satisfaction, rolling his shoulders. “Perhaps I should not have lingered in my study. I seem to have missed a very entertaining tableau. Do you suppose Westbrooke was actually cowering in Lady Elizabeth’s bed?”
“Certainly, my lord. Lord Peter followed him and saw him climb in the window.”
“Climb in the window?”
Grantley smoothed the coat’s lapels. “Yes. From the portico roof.” His mouth pursed so tightly it resembled the sphincter of another orifice. “Unclothed.”
“Naked? The Earl of Westbrooke was capering over my portico roof naked?” Tynweith choked on a laugh. He really had missed an interesting series of events.
“It would seem so, my lord. Will you require anything else this evening?”
Charlotte.
Tynweith bit his lip. Surely he hadn’t said that aloud, had he? No, Grantley’s expression had not changed—it was still his habitual, mildly dyspeptic frown.
“No, that will be all.”
Grantley bowed. “Very well. Pleasant dreams, my lord.”
God, the man was annoying. He’d have gotten rid of him years ago if he weren’t so good at what he did.
And he was not going to have pleasant dreams. He was going to have hot, sweaty dreams of Charlotte—Charlotte whom the wags now called the Marble Duchess.
She wasn’t cold. He knew there was passion in her. He sensed it. She just had not yet found the right man to bring it out. He’d bungled the job all those years ago in Easthaven’s garden. He’d been too ardent—and too insignificant. If he’d been a duke, she’d have suffered his touch.
Well, she’d gotten her duke—a randy old codger. Better Hartford, though, than Alvord. Hartford would not live many more years—perhaps not even many more months.
He climbed into bed and blew out his candle.
When the duke died, Tynweith planned to be the first in line for the duchess’s hand.
Would she have a mere baron this time? He smiled up at his bed canopy. Yes. He meant to have her panting for him.
He was going to get into Charlotte’s bed during this house party, even if he had to drag Lord Peter out.



Chapter Three

“Up early, Westbrooke?”
Damn. Robbie’s appetite fled. He wished he could do likewise.
“I might say the same of you, Lord Peter. I did not think to see you before noon.” He’d hoped not to see anyone. He did not care to make idle conversation. He chose some toast and eggs from the sideboard and took a seat at the table.
Lord Peter grinned. He had obnoxiously white, straight teeth. “You wouldn’t find me up so early in the normal course of things. Usually can’t abide mornings.” He cut a large bite of beefsteak, speared it, and pointed the bloody morsel at Robbie. “I just had an, um, especially stimulating evening, as I’m certain you can understand.” He popped the meat in his mouth and chewed vigorously, waggling his brows in a knowing way at the same time.
God. Robbie stared down at his plate. The eggs looked distinctly unappealing. He broke off a corner of toast instead.
“There is something invigorating about balancing the body’s humors, don’t you agree? Not that I enjoy bloodletting, of course. But other methods of ridding oneself of excessive fluids can be quite enjoyable.”
Robbie grunted. The toast was dry as dust. He poured himself some tea.
Lord Peter took a swig of ale and then leaned close, dropping his voice. “I highly recommend married women, Westbrooke, for adjusting one’s humors. No need to worry about pulling out at the most interesting moment. Much tidier and pleasurable to deposit the fluids inside a female body, don’t you know? And I’m certain it must be better for the female. Calms their nervous agitation.”
“Lord Peter!” Robbie did not consider himself a prude, but he had no desire to hear what the other man had been doing with the Duchess of Hartford. He assumed it was the duchess. The only other married female at the house party was Lady Dunlee. He could not see the young lord mounting Lady Caroline’s mother—and he assumed Lord Dunlee might lodge a strenuous objection to such an attempt.
“I offered to withdraw, of course. Wanted to be a gentleman about it. But the lady insisted I remain throughout the proceedings.”
“Perhaps it would be more gentlemanly not to discuss the experience.”
Lord Peter frowned and straightened. “I’m not one to bruit my conquests about. I thought we could speak man to man. It’s not as though you were languishing alone in your bed last night. Just thought I’d give you some friendly advice for when you’re ready to fish in other streams.”
“What?”
Lord Peter rolled his eyes. “I saw you go in Lady Elizabeth’s window, Westbrooke. I know you were naked in her bed.” He took another swallow of ale. “Damn, I’d never have guessed the girl would behave in such a fashion. I always thought her a pattern card of respectability, and yet, there she was, cool as a cucumber, only inches from having her perfect reputation shredded.” He shook his head, then grinned. “Have you two been trysting for a long time?”
Robbie’s right hand clenched into a fist. Lord Peter’s straight nose begged to be broken. Red blood streaming down over his snowy white cravat would be an interesting contrast in color.
“I am not trysting with Lady Elizabeth.”
“No? What do you call it then? F—”
Lord Peter did not finish his sentence. He was lucky to finish his breath. He might be on the verge of finishing his life.
Robbie twisted his hand again, pulling the man’s cravat even tighter around his throat. Lord Peter’s face turned an attractive shade of purple.
“Lady Elizabeth’s reputation is spotless. She is a wonderful girl, and I will personally kill anyone who says—who hints—otherwise. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”
Lord Peter gagged and nodded.
“Excellent. You will not be tempted to forget that, will you?”
Lord Peter shook his head no.
“I’m so glad we understand each other.” Robbie let the man go. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I seem to have lost my appetite. I believe I will go for a stroll.”
He left Lord Peter gasping like a trout in a fisherman’s basket.

“Wake up, slugabed.”
“Uhh.” Lizzie turned on her side and pulled her pillow over her head. Did Meg have to shout? “Go away.”
“I will not. It’s past noon—you should be up and dressed.”
Lizzie heard Meg open the window draperies. Light tried to get past her bed curtains. She burrowed farther into the bedding.
“What happened in here last night?”
“Nothing. Go away.”
“There were too many people clustered around your door for ‘nothing.’ I think I was the only member of the house party not milling around in my nightclothes in the corridor. The noise woke me from a very pleasant dream.”
“I’m so sorry.” Lizzie moved the pillow away from her mouth far enough to be heard distinctly. “Now go away!”
“Not until you tell me everything that happened.”
Meg had always been a stubborn busybody.
“Nothing happened.” Lizzie’s head started to throb. “Not that you care. I could have been murdered in my bed.”
“You will be murdered in your bed if you don’t tell me everything. When you said the ton lived on gossip, I didn’t realize you intended to feed them their main course.” Meg threw open the bed curtains and yanked the pillow away.
“Ohh.” Sunlight pierced Lizzie’s head like shards of glass. She covered her eyes with her arm.
“And here comes Betty with your morning chocolate—even though it’s no longer morning. Perhaps it will help you feel more the thing.”
The thick, overly sweet scent enveloped Lizzie.
“Meg.” She swallowed. She scrambled into a sitting position. Her mouth was watering, but not in a pleasant sense. “I think I’m going to be…”
Meg took one look at her and dove for the chamber pot, shoving it into her hands seconds before the previous night’s turbot a la Anglaise made an unfortunate reappearance.
“Apparently Lady Elizabeth doesn’t care for chocolate at the moment, Betty,” Meg said.
“Oh, my lady, let me get ye…”
Lizzie looked up at her maid, got another whiff of chocolate, and bent over the chamber pot again.
“I think it’s best if you just take the cup away.”
“Yes, Miss Meg. I’ll do that right quick. I’m sorry—”
“Just a moment.” Lady Beatrice’s strident voice cut through Betty’s apologies.
Lizzie groaned. She leaned her head against her bedpost. Lud! The woman looked like an old bruise in her puce and pomona green dressing gown.
“How long has this been going on, miss?”
“Uh?” Why did Lady Beatrice have to speak so sharply? And she was scowling at her. “What?”
Lady Bea’s nose wrinkled, and she pointed at the chamber pot. “That. How many times have you cast up your accounts?”
What an odd question. “Twice.” Lizzie felt her stomach lurch. “So far.”
“That is not what I meant.”
Lizzie’s head felt as if a blacksmith were hammering horseshoes against the inside of her forehead, her mouth tasted like a barnyard floor, and her stomach…. She gripped the chamber pot more tightly. Best not to think about her stomach. Suffice it to say, she was completely incapable of playing guessing games this morning. She looked to Meg for help.
“What do you mean, Lady Bea?”
Lady Bea put her hands on her expansive hips.
“What I mean is how long has this been going on? How many days has Lady Elizabeth been sick?” She frowned at the chamber pot and turned to Lizzie’s maid. “Betty? Can you give me an answer?”
“It was the chocolate, my lady.” Betty held up the cup in her hand. “The smell set her off. She was fit as a fiddle last night.”
“Really? She is sensitive to odors?” Lady Beatrice puffed up like her cat, Queen Bess, did when faced with a canine intruder. “The smell of chocolate made her…” She grimaced.
“Yes, my lady.”
“I see. Then let me rephrase my question yet again.” Lady Beatrice bit off each word. “How many mornings has Lady Elizabeth greeted the day hunched over that, that receptacle?” She gestured at the chamber pot. “This type of malady usually manifests itself in the morning, does it not?”
“My lady!” Betty drew in a sharp breath. “I don’t know what ye mean.”
Lizzie didn’t know either, but she wished Lady Bea would take her riddles elsewhere—along with the increasingly offensive chamber pot. She looked hopefully at Betty. For some reason her maid’s cheeks were bright red.
“So your mistress has not been shooting the cat regularly before breakfast?”
“Of course not, my lady.”
“There’s no ‘of course’ about it. I sincerely doubt Lord Westbrooke is a eunuch.”
“What?” Lizzie sat up abruptly, causing the contents of the chamber pot to slosh dangerously. Robbie a eunuch? She didn’t completely understand the specifics but—the image of Robbie as he had appeared the night before flashed into her mind. No sultan would put such a man in charge of his harem.
Betty’s face had turned a dark purple, rivaling the puce in Lady Bea’s gown.
“Ye can’t mean—”
“I most certainly can. Surely the rumors flying through this house party have reached your ears—wherever those ears were resting last night.”
An uncomfortable silence greeted this statement. Lizzie squeezed her eyes shut. Lady Bea could not be suggesting…
Her stomach twisted again. Sarah had been queasy in the mornings with her pregnancies.
The room started to spin. Someone—Meg?—took the chamber pot from her hands and pushed her head down between her knees.
Surely she could not be with child? There must be more to the process than merely touching hands or the entire female populace would be increasing. True, Robbie had not been wearing gloves….
A slightly hysterical giggle bubbled up in her chest. No, he had not been wearing gloves.
“Lizzie!” Lizzie cringed as Meg’s voice hissed in her ear. “What have you been up to?”
Lizzie grunted. Perhaps if she closed her eyes and kept them closed, everyone would go away. She buried her face in her hands for good measure. This was a dream, that was it. A bad, bad dream. She would wake up in a few moments, shudder, and get on with her day.
“Don’t think you can hide from me.” Meg’s voice was still buzzing in her ear like an annoying insect. “I mean to find out exactly what happened in here last night.”
“Mmphft.”
Meg laughed. “And don’t think you can hide from Lady Bea, either. She looks very determined.”
She sounded very determined also.
“You may go, Betty, but I shall have more to say to you later. And take that disgusting chamber pot away—far away—and dispose of it.”
“Yes, my lady.”
Lizzie kept her face in her hands. She heard Betty leave the room. There was a long pause. She began to wonder if the gods had smiled on her and she’d been left to suffer in solitude. Well, not complete solitude. Meg had not left her place on the bed next to her. But perhaps Lady Bea had departed?
She lifted her head cautiously. No. Lady Beatrice was still there, scowling at her.
“Would you like to explain what exactly is going on, Lady Elizabeth?”
Oh dear. She felt as if she were fourteen, being called on the carpet by her brother for some infraction.
No, that was ridiculous. She was twenty years old, a woman grown. This was her fourth Season. A lady of her age and experience did not need a chaperone, and certainly should not be cowering in fear of a dressing-down. Lady Bea was more of a companion really, an older woman to satisfy society’s strict notions of propriety.
Lizzie straightened her spine, took a sustaining breath, and looked Lady Bea in the eye.
Her stomach clenched immediately. She dropped her gaze to stare at her hands.
“Uh. I think…I believe…I’m just not accustomed to…”
“I should hope you are not accustomed to such activities, miss. I can’t imagine what your brother will say. The least you could have done was gotten Westbrooke’s betrothal ring on your finger before you got his—”
“Lady Beatrice, I believe you are laboring under a misapprehension.”
“Oh? And what would that misapprehension be? Are you prepared to tell me that Lord Westbrooke has nothing to do with your current malaise?”
“Yes. Definitely. It is all my own doing.” Lizzie cleared her throat. “Last night, well, I believe I had one glass of ratafia too many.”
“Hmph.”
Lady Beatrice stared at her, most directly at her stomach. Lizzie placed her hands over that area and tried to breathe slowly.
“You are positive your current indisposition has nothing to do with a certain lord?”
“Yes!” Lizzie took another deep breath and struggled to recover her composure. “Yes, indeed. Most assuredly. Lord Westbrooke’s presence—”
Meg made a very unusual noise, something between a squeak and a whoop. Lizzie and Lady Bea both turned to stare at her. Meg grinned back at them.
“So Robbie was actually in your room last night, Lizzie? I had heard the rumors, but I hadn’t believed them. How splendid! Not that I’m really surprised, though I would have thought he’d have chosen a more conventional setting for his proposal. When is the wedding?”
“Uh.”
“Yes, miss, when is the wedding?” Lady Bea frowned so that her brows met over her nose. “While it is fortunate that Lord Westbrooke apparently restrained his animal urges, the fact remains that he was here in your bedchamber.”
Lizzie studied her fingernails. “Robbie did not propose.”
“What?” Meg’s voice squeaked with indignation. “What do you mean, he didn’t propose? He must have proposed! You’ve loved him forever. And he loves you. How could he not have asked you to be his countess? Why else would he have sought you out in your room?”
Lizzie blinked at Meg. Robbie loved her? Where had Meg gotten that notion? Lizzie had hoped—prayed—for years that he did—that he would—but when she was being completely honest with herself, she had to admit he didn’t treat her much differently than her brother did. Meg must be confusing that brotherly sentiment with the kind of love Lizzie wanted—romantic love. Kisses-and-wedding love.
“He didn’t seek me out, exactly. His being here was more of an accident.”
“An accident? How could Robbie have come to your room by accident?” Meg scowled. “Surely he wasn’t looking for some other lady’s room?”
Lady Bea snorted. “Fleeing more like—and from his own room. It is too bad Lord Needham won’t rein in his daughter, but then that would require him to drag himself out of his brothels and gambling dens, wouldn’t it? Lady Felicity is far from the dirtiest dish in the Brookton cupboard.”
Lizzie nodded. She reminded herself of that fact whenever she wanted to strangle the other girl. The Earl of Needham was a large pill for any prospective suitor to swallow. True, the earl’s vast wealth had to make marriage to his daughter more palatable, but the embarrassment of having a father-in-law in trade—and such a trade—had made many a man choke on his proposal. It didn’t help that Felicity refused to consider any matrimonial applicants below her father’s rank.
“Be that as it may, miss, you cannot entertain naked men in your room and not promptly attire your finger with an engagement ring.”
Meg squeaked again. She was becoming a regular mouse.
“Robbie was naked?”
“Well…yes.” Lizzie feared she would spontaneously combust from mortification. “In a manner of speaking, that is.”
“Hmm.” Lady Bea’s eyebrows shot up to her hairline. “And how can a gentleman be naked in a manner of speaking?”
Lizzie would not meet the older woman’s eyes. “It was dark.” After Robbie snuffed the candles. “I really didn’t see….” Enough.
Lady Bea narrowed her eyes. “Immaterial. He was naked and in your room. He has to wed you. I am astounded that he did not propose the moment the door closed behind me. If word of this gets out—”
“Word won’t get out.”
“Word always gets out. Granted, only Lord Peter saw Westbrooke enter your window, and I suppose it could be argued he was mistaken since no one actually witnessed the earl with you, but still, as they say, where there’s smoke, there’s fire.”
Meg nodded. “And Felicity will stoke the flames.”
“No, I don’t believe she will in this case.” Lady Bea arranged her ample form in the upholstered chair by the fireplace. “She clearly wants Westbrooke for herself—just as he clearly does not want her. I expect he will offer for you this morning, Lizzie, so you must get dressed and go out. One would hope that he would address me first, as I am your chaperone, but given the fact that he has known you since infancy and is one of your brother’s closest friends, I doubt he will stand on ceremony.”
Lizzie rubbed her suddenly wet palms on her nightgown.
“Do you really think he will offer for me?”
“How can he not? He has compromised you quite spectacularly. Of course he will offer. He is probably searching the estate for you now.”
The thought of Robbie looking for her made her feel amazingly better.

Damn.
Robbie dodged behind a topiary bear. He’d taken a brisk walk around Lendal Park, searching for his equilibrium. He still had a number of days to live through this blasted house party. He couldn’t be trying to strangle Tynweith’s guests every time they mentioned Lizzie’s name—though Lord Peter had done far more than that. He forced his fists to relax. Every time he thought of the scene in the breakfast parlor, he wanted to hit something, preferably Lord Peter’s face. He would love to reorder his features. He would be doing the women of the world a favor, making Lord Peter’s countenance reflect the ugliness of his character.
He’d hoped to make it back to the house without encountering anyone wishing to discuss last night’s unusual activities, and here was Lizzie, not twenty feet away, examining an oddly shaped bush. Sunlight filtered through her thin muslin gown, outlining her long legs. God. He rubbed suddenly damp palms on his breeches. Muslin should be outlawed or at least restricted to darkened areas, free of revealing sunbeams.
He had not slept well. He’d been haunted by dreams of Lizzie’s white skin, her lovely small breasts and delicate pink nipples, her golden hair—all of it, curling over her shoulders, around her breasts, sweeping the curve of her lower back…and the separate patch nestling between her thighs.
He was going to spill his seed in Tynweith’s blasted garden if he didn’t think of something else immediately.
Escape. That was it. He needed to get back to his room undetected. He’d chosen this route because it went through one of the less popular gardens—Tynweith had actually discouraged the ladies from exploring it, telling them it was not suitable for their finer sensibilities. Why hadn’t Lizzie taken the hint and avoided the place?
He would just have to choose a circuitous route to his room. He peered around the other side of the bear.
Double damn. Lady Felicity, hands on hips, scanned the hedges. Her nostrils flared.
God, was she a hound that she could sniff him out?
What was so bloody attractive about the shrubbery today? This garden was sadly overgrown. The bear he was hiding behind, for instance. It definitely needed a trimming. Just look at…
Robbie’s jaw dropped. The bear was not a bear at all, but a very large woman. A very large, very enceinte, very naked woman doing some very odd things with her bushy fingers.
Tynweith’s gardener was clearly demented. Well, Tynweith had an odd kick to his gallop as well. Why Lady Beatrice accepted this house party invitation was beyond him.
Felicity was headed his way. He felt a sudden affinity for Odysseus, forced to sail between Scylla and Charybdis. Well, it was clear who the six-headed monster was. And really, he’d be happy to be sucked into a certain whirlpool.
He left the shelter of the obscene bear woman.
“Lizzie.” He kept his voice low. Felicity probably had preternatural hearing. “Walk with me, will you?” He grabbed her elbow and tried to hustle her away from disaster.
“Robbie!” She smiled widely up at him. “Have you been looking for me?”
“Uh…” He smiled back, thinking quickly. Clearly the answer was supposed to be yes. She would not be happy to hear the truth—that he had wanted to sneak past her. “Actually, I didn’t expect to find you here. Didn’t Tynweith discourage you ladies from exploring this garden?”
She shrugged. “I suppose he did. I got a bit lost and wandered in the wrong direction, I guess. But I found you.” She grinned.
God, she was beautiful, especially when she was practically glowing up at him like this. But he couldn’t stand here admiring her. Felicity would find them in a moment. True, Lizzie’s presence would put paid to any compromising plans Felicity might harbor, but he didn’t care to spend any time in that she-devil’s company.
“Yes. Well. Tynweith was correct. This is not an appropriate place for you. Come along.”
Lizzie didn’t move.
“This is a very odd garden. Can you tell me what this topiary is designed to depict? I’ve been studying it for the last five minutes and I cannot puzzle it out.”
“Oh, for—” They were running out of time. He could almost feel Felicity breathing down his neck. He looked at the bush. “It’s a dog.”
“Well, yes, I discerned that. But what’s it doing? What’s that part there?”
“That? That’s, uh, that’s…” Bloody hell! “That’s not something you should be looking at. Now come along.” He tugged on her elbow again, and this time she came with him, though she kept looking back at the lascivious vegetation.
“Why are you in such a hurry?”
“Shh. Felicity is just on the other side of that hedge.”
“Not anymore.”
“Blast!” Sure enough, Felicity was back by the pregnant bear creature. She was looking the other way—perhaps she had not seen them yet. There was a slight break in the foliage just up ahead. “Hurry.”
Robbie dragged Lizzie through a gap in the hedge. She tripped on a root, and he caught her against his chest, holding her tightly and turning so her dress would not draw Felicity’s attention to their hiding place.
They were in a small bower with just enough room for two people to stand close together. Very close together.
Robbie breathed in Lizzie’s light, lemony scent mixed with sunlight and vegetation. Her body was so soft against his. Her breasts. Her thighs. His hands smoothed over her bottom, pulling her toward him. He wanted her close. His palms moved up her sides, slid to her back.
Her arms were now wrapped tightly around his waist, and—God!—her fingers were tracing the curve of his buttocks. Then they slid up under his coat.
He was panting.
“Lizzie.” He put his mouth close to her ear—he couldn’t risk Felicity hearing him, could he? He brushed his face against her hair, sweet and silky. It would be a sin not to taste her throat, he was so close.
She tasted of sun and salt. Soft and feminine.
Lord, did she purr? She tilted her head, giving him room to kiss the spot behind her ear.
Was she panting also?
“Lizzie…”
“Mmm?”
Christ, her lips…they grazed his chin, his cheek, and then her mouth found his.
He was going to die. His head, his heart, his groin were going to explode.
Her lips were so soft. They welcomed him, promising heaven—and he was a dying man, desperate for salvation. He ran his tongue along their seam. She whimpered, opening for him.
He had known Lizzie forever. He had loved her as long. But he had lusted for her only since her come out and never quite like this. This was a mistake, a terrible mistake. He was starting something he could never finish; promising things he could not give.
It made no difference. He could no more stop his plunge into her warm, wet mouth than he could stop breathing.
Actually, he could stop breathing.
But he could not stop kissing Lizzie. Felicity could have marched into this private bower with Lady Beatrice and all the ton—even James, Lizzie’s brother—and he would not have, could not have stopped. She tasted of life, of hope, of all that he wanted and could not have.
His lips left hers and moved down her throat. He loosened the neck of her gown.
“When,” she breathed as he ran his tongue into the crease between her breasts.
“When will…ohh.” She made a breathy little noise as his fingers skimmed over her skin and dipped down to free her breast from her corset.
“When will we…”
His mouth found her nipple. She shuddered.
“Oh, don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”
He grunted. He was incapable of any more coherent response. He flicked her nipple with his tongue, and then had to cover her mouth with his when she squeaked.
God, this was heaven—or as close to heaven as he could ever hope to get. He wanted her naked. He wanted his hands, his mouth, on her from her throat to her ankles. He wanted to see her, to taste every inch of her.
His mouth found the pulse at the base of her throat.
“R-Robbie.”
She was moaning. Good. Could he make her squeak again? He touched her nipple and heard her breath catch.
He could.
“R-Robbie…when…Oh. Oh, do that again.”
She pressed closer. Her belly cradled his hardness. She rubbed against him. Heaven. If only…no, he wouldn’t spoil things by pining for what couldn’t be. He would enjoy the present moment.
It was a very good, a splendid moment.
“Do what again, love? This perhaps?” He cradled her breast with his hand and kissed its nipple.
“Oh, yess…” She put her hands on his hips and pulled him closer still. “When…ohh…when…will…we…”
“Hmm?” He moved to lave the other nipple. She arched back, giving him more room to explore, pressing her hips even tighter against his.
“Don’t…stop.” Her hands pressed into his buttocks. She twisted against him. Could he bring her to satisfaction just by fondling her breasts? It was a challenge he was happy to undertake.
“Robbie…what are you doing?”
The last word came out in a squeal.
“Shh.” He had never felt so powerful, so alive. “Not so loud. We don’t want to attract attention.” Thankfully, Felicity must have moved on. If she heard them, found them…well, if he wasn’t more careful, Lizzie was going to find herself chained to him for life.
“I don’t mind.”
“Hmm? What don’t you mind?”
“I don’t mind if we attract attention.”
“Lizzie, sweetheart…the scandal.”
She smiled up at him, her eyes glowing. “There won’t be a scandal, Robbie.”
“There won’t?” She must be more drunk with lust than she’d been with ratafia the night before. Her face was flushed, her hair was coming out of its pins, and her breasts…her breasts were completely, beautifully exposed. He traced a circle around one nipple and watched it pucker in response. “You look rather scandalous to me.”
She rubbed against him. “I feel very scandalous.” She ran her hands up his waistcoat. He watched her pink tongue moisten her lips and bent to capture that tongue again.
She giggled and pulled back before his mouth touched hers. “There won’t be any scandal because we’re betrothed.”
He felt the blood drain from his face. He felt limp—everywhere. He couldn’t wed Lizzie. She was passionate. She would want children. She would not want a useless excuse for a man.
Despair, all too familiar, choked him.
“Aren’t we betrothed?”
He hated seeing that lost look in her eyes, but he would hate more the disgust and pity he would see on their wedding night when he had to admit he was incapable of consummating their union.
He tried to smile, tried to sound blasé.
“I’m sorry—did I propose?”
The sting of her hand hitting his cheek actually felt good.



Chapter Four

She hated him.
Lizzie strode up the path to the house. She wanted to cry. She wanted to scream. She was afraid she would do both if anyone spoke to her.
“You don’t look happy.”
It was Meg.
“I’m not.”
“What happened?”
Lizzie shrugged and kept moving. It was quite impossible to get any words past the huge lump in her throat.
Meg fell into step beside her. “Did you see Robbie?”
Lizzie nodded.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
She shook her head. She most definitely did not want to talk about it. She lengthened her stride.
Unfortunately, Meg lengthened hers as well.
“Surely he proposed?”
“Gaa.”
“He didn’t? How could he not have?”
Excellent question. How could he not have? He should never have taken such liberties with her person if he were not going to offer for her immediately. Ha! Immediately? He should have offered for and married her before he touched her in such a way. He had had his hands on…Her breasts throbbed in memory. Her breasts and…She flushed and bit her lip. She would not think about the other part of her that throbbed.
And it was not just his hands! His mouth. His tongue.
She swallowed a moan. Oh, lud—she would go mad. She was so angry. That was it. Anger was making her stomach feel so peculiar. Achy. Shivery.
She was so angry she was panting.
She had to get to her room.
“Are you all right, Lizzie?”
“I…I really need…to be alone, Meg.”
“Oh, Lizzie.”
The sympathy in Meg’s voice stabbed through her.
She would not cry. Not now. Felicity, Charlotte—anyone could see her. She would not give them the satisfaction of witnessing her distress.
She walked even faster.
Meg must have decided she needed solitude, because by the time she reached her room, she was alone. She shuddered with relief as she shut her door—and then she shuddered into tears.
What had happened in the shrubbery?
She ran her hands up over her stomach to her breasts. She wanted to strip off her clothes and touch her own skin. Something was definitely wrong with her. It was not only anger that pulsed deep inside her. It was something else, something dark and bewildering.
What had Robbie done to her? His kisses had caused this problem. Each touch of his lips, of his hands, had wound something inside her tighter and tighter like a spring, until…until what? She didn’t know.
She really did feel like screaming.
If she had only waited, if she had kept her tongue between her teeth—she shivered—between his teeth—she felt certain he would have done something, taken her to some point of release, and she wouldn’t feel so…upset.
She went to the window and leaned her forehead against the glass. She looked out over Lord Tynweith’s estate, but she saw only the shaded bower.
Why hadn’t he offered for her? Certainly Lady Bea had expected him to do so. What would the older woman say when Lizzie had to tell her she was not betrothed?
Dear God, she had thrown herself at the man, literally. Well, technically she’d tripped, but that made no difference. A proper lady would have pushed herself away the moment her person encountered a hard, muscled male form.
Very hard. Very muscled. Very male.
He had felt so good. And when he’d wrapped his arms around her, she had felt as if she had come home.
She drew in a deep, shuddery breath.
For years she had wanted Robbie to hold her. She had dreamt of it. Prayed for it. And then, when it had actually happened…dear heaven! She had attacked him like an animal.
Could she have behaved more inappropriately? She’d clung to him, let her hands wander all over him. She pressed her head harder against the glass. She had actually touched his…pantaloons. Felt the curves, the muscles, of his…
She flung away from the window and threw herself onto her bed.
He had been there just hours before.
She muffled her mouth with her pillow.
He must be thoroughly disgusted with her. That’s why he hadn’t offered for her. She was worse than Lady Felicity. Lud! She had paraded herself—her naked self—in front of him with no shame last night. And then today…Could she have begged more desperately for any of the shocking things he had done?
He would never offer for her.
She turned over, staring up at the bed canopy.
Would he really never offer for her?
Tears pooled at the corners of her eyes and ran down the sides of her face. She turned over again, wiping them on the counterpane.
What was she to do? She loved Robbie. She had not lied last night. She had loved him forever. He was nine years older than she. When she was very young, he had seemed tall and gangly and godlike. James’s other friends had ignored her, but not Robbie. He’d smiled at her and teased her. And then, when she was twelve and James went away to fight Napoleon, Robbie had come regularly to check on her and Aunt Gladys. Her father certainly could not be bothered to come down from London to see how they went on. But Robbie came.
By the time she was fourteen and James returned, she was irredeemably in love.
She was supposed to marry him. He was her brother’s closest friend—well, his closest unmarried friend. She had turned down countless proposals these last three years because she knew she was supposed to wed him. She would live at Westbrooke and her children would play with their cousins at Alvord, with little Will and the new baby that was due soon. It would be perfect.
Why had he suddenly looked at her that way in the garden—with his London society face? And spoken to her in his society voice—that all-knowing drawl? She had felt like a worm.
Lud, and then she had slapped him! She had left the red mark of her fingers on his cheek.
She buried her head under the pillow.
Someone knocked on her door.
“Go away.”
“No.”
It was Meg again. Lizzie did not want to see anyone, even Meg.
“Go away.”
“No.” The doorknob rattled. “Lizzie, listen. I saw Lady Bea. I have to talk to you. Let me in before someone notices me standing out here muttering.”
Lizzie glared at the door. “No. I want to be alone.”
“No, you don’t.” Meg poked her head into the room. Lizzie sat up and threw her pillow at her.
“Hey! Is this appropriate behavior for the Duke of Alvord’s sister?” Meg closed the door and scooped up the pillow from its landing place near the foot of the bed. She flung it back and grinned. “You used to be better at throwing.”
“I used to be a lot of things.”
Meg’s smile dropped into a frown. “Lizzie…”
Lizzie could not bear the pity in Meg’s eyes. She turned over on her stomach.
The mattress tilted as Meg sat down. Lizzie shrugged away her hand.
“Go away.”
“But I have good news. Lady Bea says the story of Lord Westbrooke’s nocturnal visit has died. No one is talking about it—not the duchess, not Lady Felicity, not even that fat sow, Lady Caroline. Apparently Lord Tynweith took it into his head to scotch the rumor. Lady Bea actually saw him examine Lady Dunlee through his quizzing glass as if she were a particularly noxious species of insect when she had the temerity to mention it to him.”
Lizzie grunted. Meg’s cheerfulness was salt in her wounds.
“What is the matter, Lizzie? You should be happy. Aren’t you relieved there will be no gossip about last night’s events?”
“No. I don’t care. My life is ruined.”
“Lizzie! It can’t be that bad.”
“Yes it can.”
“Well, I don’t see how, unless…”
Silence. Meg wasn’t supposed to be silent. She was supposed to say something to make things better. Lizzie shifted onto her side and glanced up. Meg had a very peculiar expression. Lizzie leaned up on one elbow.
“Why are you looking at me that way?”
“I just can’t…” Meg turned bright red. “So, you mean…But you told Lady Bea….” Her hands fluttered at Lizzie’s middle. “So, last night, in your room…Robbie did…” She clasped her hands together finally. “You know.”
“I don’t know. I have no idea what you are getting at.” Lizzie dropped back down and covered her face again. “And anyway, last night was nothing compared to this afternoon.”
“This afternoon!” Meg grabbed Lizzie’s hands and pulled them away from her face. “You mean he actually…In the daylight? Out of doors?!”
“Yes.” Lizzie flushed and turned away. Meg didn’t have to look so very shocked.
“And he didn’t offer for you? After doing…that?”
“No, he didn’t.” The words came out as a wail.
Meg patted her on the shoulder, but she was clearly distracted. “I just can’t believe Robbie would be so heartless.”
“Well, believe it.” Lizzie shrugged off Meg’s ineffectual hand and sat up. Robbie should definitely not have done what he did, but he wasn’t the sole participant in the activity. She could have stopped him. Should have stopped him.
She should have had a colossal fit of the vapors.
No, no matter how much she would like to think of Robbie as a beast, she just couldn’t do it. She sighed. “I’m certain it was mostly my fault.”
“Ridiculous! He is much more experienced than you. He knew what he was doing. I just can’t believe he would do it without offering for you.”
“Neither can I.” Lizzie was wailing again. She covered her mouth with her hands and flopped back on the bed. “I was so sure…. I would never have done…would never have let him….” She shuddered. “I thought he meant marriage.”
“Of course you did. Anyone would. I still can’t believe….” Meg shrugged. “How could you have guessed Robbie had this side to his personality?”
No, how could she have guessed? Robbie had never given a sign of it before, and she had spent many hours in his company. The most he had ever done was kiss the air above her hand. He had never even kissed her cheek, let alone her lips.
Well, if she were completely truthful, she had been the one to introduce that activity, though she had had no idea of where it would lead.
Perhaps that was it. Perhaps men did turn into beasts when given suitable provocation.
She closed her eyes. She had not been behaving like a lady. What lady ran her hands over a man’s pantaloons, especially while they were still on the man’s body?
Perhaps Robbie had felt he was only being courteous to an elderly spinster.
Her breasts throbbed as she remembered his mouth on her nipples.
He didn’t have to be that courteous.
“Don’t worry, Lizzie. We’ll tell Lady Bea. She’ll tell your brother and he will insist Robbie marry you.”
“No, I don’t want Robbie that way. I don’t want to be married to a man who doesn’t want me.”
“I thought the problem was that he did want you.” Meg patted her shoulder again. “Chances are it was just the thought of marriage that frightened him for a moment. Many men have an irrational fear of matrimony, but once the knot is tied they settle down quite nicely. A bit like a horse being broken to bridle.”
Meg’s words did not lighten the leaden feeling in Lizzie’s stomach—if anything, they added a stone or two.
“I really don’t think—”
“No, don’t think. The deed is done. You have no choice—nor does Robbie. I’m sure he’ll realize that—most likely he has already realized it. If he hasn’t, your brother will help him see the situation quite clearly.”
“Perhaps.” Lizzie stared up at the bed canopy. She did not relish having a bridegroom who needed a pistol at his back to pronounce his vows.
Meg shifted on the bed. “There is one thing….”
“Yes?”
Meg shifted again. Lizzie was beginning to get seasick from the mattress rocking. She sat up. Meg was staring down at her hands, her face distinctly red.
“What is it, Meg?”
Meg addressed her hands. “I know I shouldn’t ask you, especially now, but I’ve been wondering ever since I overheard two of the maids at Knightsdale. I thought about asking Emma, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do so.”
Lizzie waited. Meg pleated her skirt.
“Yes?” Lizzie could not imagine a subject Meg was too hesitant to ask her sister. Really, she could not imagine a subject Meg was hesitant to ask anyone. Meg was not shy. “What did you want to ask me?”
Meg turned even redder.
“Does it hurt?”
Lizzie frowned. She must have missed some part of this conversation.
“Does what hurt?”
“It.” Meg stopped torturing her skirt and looked directly at Lizzie. There was annoyance as well as embarrassment in her eyes. “I do not understand why women keep unmarried ladies in ignorance of such things. You would think they would want to be certain we understood the procedure. I’m certain men know all the details as soon as they are out of short-coats.”
“What are you talking about?”
“What Robbie did to you in the garden. Did it hurt?”
It was Lizzie’s turn to blush. “No.” The activity had certainly evoked many sensations, but pain was not one of them. “No, of course it didn’t hurt.”
Meg nodded. “I didn’t think it could, else why would so many women consent to participate in the deed? Well, I suppose they want children—”
“Children!” Surely what she had done with Robbie in the garden did not lead directly to children, did it?
“Yes, children.” Meg frowned at her as though she were an idiot. “And I assume since it didn’t hurt, there was no blood?”
“Blood! Why would there be blood?”
“Because he breached your maidenhead, of course.”
“What?” Lizzie did not like the sound of “breaching.” It brought to mind James’s stories of storming fortresses on the Peninsula.
“So Sarah hasn’t told you anything either?”
“Of course not. Those discussions are reserved for the night before one’s wedding.” Lizzie shifted position. “What, um…” She cleared her throat. “What does a man use to do this breaching, do you know?”
Meg’s eyebrows shot up. “Don’t you? You were the one with Robbie in the shrubbery.”
“There was no breaching going on in the shrubbery.” Unless a tongue counted? But surely there was nothing constituting a maidenhead in one’s mouth.
“What was going on in the shrubbery?”
“Just tell me what a man uses to do this breaching.”
“His male organ.”
“His male organ? What exactly do you mean?”
“Well, I’ve never seen one in the flesh, of course, but I’ve seen plenty of naked statues.”
“Well, yes, so have I.”
Meg nodded. “The male organ is that little dangly bit in the front. I know it looks very odd, but I don’t suppose all those artists would have made it up, do you? Especially since they were all men. They must know what they’ve got in their breeches.”
“Oh.” Lizzie remembered quite clearly Robbie’s naked physique. She swallowed a large lump in her throat. There was nothing little or dangly about Robbie’s bit. “And the maidenhead?”
“It protects your womb, of course.”
“Of course.” Lizzie pressed her knees together. “And so you think the dangly bit somehow gets, um, into that area?”
“Yes. Haven’t you noticed the animals around Alvord?”
“No. Definitely not.” Lizzie was certain watching such behavior was extremely inappropriate. Meg had spent too much time in the fields, looking at plants and, apparently, other things. “There was no such activity going on between me and Lord Westbrooke in the shrubbery.”
“So what was going on?”
Lizzie gestured vaguely with her hand. “A bit of kissing. A little cuddling. Absolutely no breaching whatsoever.”
“Oh.” Meg blinked at her, and then grinned. “Well, if no breaching occurred, your life is not ruined. You’ve been somewhat indiscreet, yes, and if word of your activities gets out, you’ll certainly be compromised, but since Robbie is the only witness to your indiscretion, you should have no worries.”
“No worries?” Lizzie contemplated smothering Meg with her pillow. “How can you say that? I’ve loved Robbie forever.”
“Well, yes, I understand that. And I really did think he loved you, but if he won’t offer for you—you are sure about that?”
“Of course I’m sure. I’m not completely beetle-headed.” No, not completely beetle-headed, just beetle-headed enough to have spent the last six years or more in love with a man who didn’t care the snap of his fingers for her. Beetle-headed enough to turn down marriage offers from a duke, two marquises, and an assortment of earls, viscounts, and other men because she was certain Robbie would ask for her hand eventually.
She could not fool herself any longer. If Robbie’d had any intention of wedding her, he would have spoken today in the shrubbery. He would not have looked horrified and then hid behind his society manners.
She bit her lip and squeezed her eyes closed. She would not cry.
“Well, if you are quite certain,” Meg said, “I suppose there is little to be done about it. Unless you want James to force Robbie to wed you? He could, you know.”
“No!” Lizzie leapt off the bed and wrapped her arms around her waist. “No, I do not want James to compel Robbie. That would be horrible.”
“I agree. A reluctant bridegroom would not be pleasant.” Meg pushed back a strand of hair that had fallen over her eyes. “You could try to make him jealous, of course. Sometimes men don’t realize they are interested in a woman until they think they can’t have her.”
“How do you know that?”
Meg shrugged. “I observe more than plants. And unlike you, I have not had my attention focused solely on one gentleman.”
“I have not been focusing solely on Robbie.”
“If you say so.”
“Does Emma know you’ve been studying biology as well as botany in the neighboring fields?”
Meg grinned. “Just the biology of lower animals, Lizzie. I have not come upon any examples of human biology.”
“I should hope not.”
“But I have observed human social behavior in detail, especially since Emma married and decided finding me a husband was one of her goals in life.” Meg wrinkled her nose. “I have been to more dinners and dances in the last three years than I can count. The prospect of another minuet with old Mr. Ruttles was enough to get me to come with you to London.”
“Mr. Ruttles is showing interest in you? Surely not! The man must be seventy.”
“Seventy-four last November,” Meg said. “And you’ll be happy to know that his gout is much improved.”
“I will?”
“Indeed. I actually have quite the stable of admirers. Besides Mr. Ruttles, there is Mr. Gordley, Mr. Farrell, and Mr. Nunn.”
“Meg! That’s terrible. Not a one of them is under sixty. Why didn’t you come to London before?”
“Because Emma hadn’t gotten so persistent before. And when Charlie was born, she got distracted for a while. But now that she’s increasing again, she is even more determined to see me happily settled with my own children.”
“That’s understandable.”
“No, it’s maddening.”
Lizzie grinned. “All right, it’s maddening. You will just have to find yourself a husband this Season.” She sat back down next to Meg. “Now about making Robbie jealous…I’m not certain I want a man who is only interested in me because he thinks someone else wants me.”
“No, no—you’re missing the point. Yes, there are men like that, and if Robbie turns out to be one of them, you will have to discard him. In this case, our goal is merely to wake him up. Make him realize what he really wants.”
“Wake him up?”
“Yes. From what I have observed, men are very simple creatures. They may be able to fight battles and build canals, but when it comes to emotions, they are hopelessly inept. They go along merrily eating and sleeping and fornicating until something—or someone—interrupts them.”
Lizzie did not care for the thought of Robbie happily fornicating. And shouldn’t the events of last night and this afternoon have served to wake him to his love for her, if he harbored any love at all? Still, she did not want to give up her dream of marrying him until she had exhausted every possibility.
For the first time since she’d left Robbie in the garden, she felt some hope.
“All right, though I have to say, Meg, that after our interlude in the shrubbery, I would have thought Robbie would be as awake as he could be.”
“You have a point.” Meg clasped her knees, pursed her lips, and rocked back on the bed. “But you have not yet introduced the threat of losing you. In fact, if you don’t mind my saying so, it sounds as if you’ve been very, um, accessible.”
Lizzie blushed. “Well, perhaps.”
Meg nodded. “Robbie may need to face the real possibility that you will wed another man before he is prompted to take matrimonial action. Or he may be a special case—I cannot guarantee success.”
“Yes, of course.” Lizzie chose not to think about failure. She had already contemplated that unpleasant possibility and she did not like the heavy feeling it created in her stomach.
“At least you will be able to move beyond your current state of uncertainty. You’ve lingered there far too long.” Meg sat up straight. “So, we need to come up with a plan to upset Robbie.”
Lizzie frowned. “You didn’t say anything about upsetting Robbie.”
“Lizzie, you have not been paying attention. He needs to think you will wed another man. If that doesn’t upset him, you must wash your hands of him. As you say, he’s had ample opportunity to discover you stir his animal instincts. If that is all he feels for you, you will never get him to come up to scratch. He can exercise those instincts with women of easier virtue. At least I hope their virtue is easier.”
“Meg!”
“You would not be the first lady to mistake passion for love and fall for a scoundrel.” Meg frowned. “I understand some men won’t pay for what they can get for free, but I wouldn’t have thought Robbie would be one of those men.”
Lizzie flushed. “You mean—”
“If a man thinks he can get a woman into bed without a wedding ring, he will be happy to do so. Though Robbie must know he cannot do that with you, even if you were willing. James would not stand for it.” Meg chewed on the edge of her thumb. “It is a puzzle.”
“Yes.” It was more than a puzzle. It was a stomach churning nightmare. “So what do you suggest?”
“First, you need to keep your distance from Robbie. If he should try to initiate any of the activities from the shrubbery, you must decline firmly.”
“Of course. There is no danger he will be allowed any such liberties again.”
“Good. It would be best if you do not spend any time alone with him.”
“But—”
“No. This is important. If he has feelings for you, we want them frustrated, so no tête-à-têtes, understand?”
“Very well. Not that I expect he will initiate any.”
“You never know. And you will have to enforce this policy yourself. Lady Bea will be no help—she is not the strictest of chaperones. In fact, she’s more likely to urge you into Robbie’s arms than out of them.”
“I really do not need a chaperone.”
“Hmm. An adequate chaperone would have kept you from your encounter with Robbie in the bushes. Be certain to stay out of Tynweith’s gardens.”
“Of course.”
Meg nodded. “Right. Then at the same time you are frustrating Robbie by keeping your distance, you must convince him you are in danger of contracting another alliance. He must expect that anyway after his recent behavior. You most certainly do not want to give him the impression you are pining for him.”
“All right.” That was going to be difficult, since she was pining for him. “In whom am I supposed to be interested?”
“Whoever would most annoy Robbie. Unfortunately, you do not have a wide selection at this house party.” Meg grinned. “How about Mr. Dodsworth?”
“Mr. Dodsworth! Have you spoken to Mr. Dodsworth?”
“Well, no. It is rather difficult to squeeze a word into the man’s equine monologues. I have listened to him, however.”
“Really?”
Meg’s grin widened. “For a few moments. I have become adept at appearing fascinated by a gentleman’s conversation while thinking of something else entirely. It’s all in the gaze. If you fix your eyes on the man and nod occasionally, he thinks you are hanging on his every word. I’ll be happy to teach you the trick. It’s what got me through many an interminable dinner party.”
“Well, Robbie would never believe I was interested in Mr. Dodsworth.”
Meg laughed. “True. Perhaps Lord Peter? He is quite the Adonis.”
Lizzie wrinkled her nose. “And he knows it. No, he is much too beautiful for my tastes.”
“Then how about our host, Lord Tynweith?”
“Too old. He must have close to forty years in his dish.” Lizzie was not enthusiastic about approaching any of the men at the house party—well, she was not enthusiastic about approaching any man other than Robbie. She must get over her reluctance. “Perhaps Mr. Parker-Roth would do.”
“Who is Mr. Parker-Roth?”
“One of Robbie’s friends. He’s here—he just arrived late.”
“Well, if he is Robbie’s friend, he will not do at all.”
“He won’t? Why not? He may not have a title, but his family is old and wealthy.”
“That’s not the problem. If Mr. Parker-Roth is a friend, Robbie will either feel he is a good match for you and step aside, or he’ll know the man would never steal a woman he wanted and not feel threatened. We want Robbie worried. We want to provoke him to action.”
Lizzie contemplated the action she would most like Robbie provoked to. She straightened her spine and forced herself to contemplate Meg’s plan instead.
“I’ll try.”
“Splendid.” Meg stood and smoothed her skirt. “You should begin immediately. It is time to get ready for dinner. Choose one of your more revealing gowns.”
Dinner? Lizzie hugged herself tightly. “I don’t believe…” How could she sit down to the same table with Robbie? “I have a slight headache. I think I’ll have a tray sent up to my room.”
Meg glowered at her. “You can’t hide in your room, Lizzie. Lady Dunlee, Lady Felicity, the duchess—they will all remark on your absence.”
“Let them.” The thought of seeing Robbie again made Lizzie’s stomach heave. She would not be able to swallow a morsel.
“Absolutely not. They are dying for the opportunity to gossip about you. You cannot allow them that pleasure. You must act as if nothing out of the ordinary has occurred.”
The thought of facing those harpies further unsettled her stomach.
“I’m not certain I can.”
“Of course you can. You have to. I will be there to lend you my support and Lady Bea”—Meg paused, and then shrugged—“Lady Bea will be there also. We can only hope she has not imbibed too much brandy.”
“I shall certainly avoid the ratafia.”
“I would hope so.” Meg headed for the door. “Remember, choose one of your most revealing gowns.”
“Meg…”
“No, Lizzie. Stiffen your spine. Think of it as a game, if you must. Or a punishment. It sounds to me as if Robbie deserves a little suffering after his behavior in the bushes.”
“Well, yes.” Robbie should definitely not have behaved as he had. He’d probably not given it a thought after she left him—at least once his face had stopped stinging.
“I believe the azure blue silk would be just the thing—and perhaps I will have Betty make an strategic adjustment or two.”



Chapter Five

“She’s in the garden, my lord.” Flint cleared his throat. “The special garden.”
“Ah. Thank you, Flint. And she’s alone?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Splendid.”
Baron Tynweith strolled down the broad gravel walk, past the knot garden and the parterres. The trees and bushes were neatly trimmed into spheres, cones, and pyramids. He had been told his garden was too symmetrical, too unnatural. Too French. He didn’t care. It pleased him. He enjoyed the feeling of order—of control, perhaps—that the straight lines and sharp angles gave him.
He passed under an arch of honeysuckle and ivy and into the topiary gardens. He ignored the plantings on the right. They were his father’s and grandfather’s. He had left them unchanged. Amazing, really. He had been so angry when he had inherited, it was a wonder he had not taken the entire estate to hell.
He turned to the left, walked between two high hedges, and entered the special garden.
He cringed now to look at it. What had he been thinking?
He knew what he’d been thinking. The moment the last shovel of dirt had hit the coffin of his carping, overbearing, perfectionist father, he’d set out to insure the dead man never stopped spinning in his grave. The topiary garden was an obvious target. For the last ten years of his life, the old bastard had spent every waking moment supervising the gardeners, making certain they trimmed the fanciful shapes—the horses and dogs and women—exactly as he wanted.
Tynweith grimaced, looking at an especially fanciful arrangement of a dog, a horse, and a woman. He suspected Jacks, his head gardener, also harbored some anger toward his father. He’d been quite delighted, after he’d recovered from the shock, to fashion this twisted mirror garden.
He found Charlotte observing a leafy tableau featuring two women and a snake.
“Admiring the foliage, Duchess?”
She gasped and spun around to face him.
Damn, she made his blood quicken. She’d been a debutante when he’d first met her. It had been his first Season as baron, his first Season free of his father. He had been wild.
He’d seen her the moment he’d walked into Easthaven’s ballroom. She’d been standing by the door to the garden, next to her beak-nosed mother, staring out at the crowded room, not talking to anyone. She’d looked so small, so blond, so self-possessed. So cold. The wags had dubbed her the Marble Queen before she’d risen from her first curtsy.
He’d wanted her.
He’d gotten Lady Easthaven to make the introductions. The Duchess of Rothingham had wrinkled her nose at a mere baron approaching her daughter—well, it was also possible she had heard of his rapidly deteriorating reputation—and would have denied him a dance if she could have. But Charlotte had said yes before her mother could say no.
He still didn’t know why she’d agreed. She had hardly spoken to him. Hardly touched him. Yet he could hardly keep from dragging her out into the darkened garden.
He’d seen an exotic mix of fear and passion behind her controlled façade. It fascinated him. Drew him. He told himself that she presented a challenge, and he could no more turn down a challenge than he could stop breathing.
He had managed to get her into the garden, but he had shown little finesse. Well, no finesse. He had jumped her like the animal he was and she had slapped him soundly.
She was eyeing him nervously now. “I’m looking for Lady Felicity.”
“Hmm. An odd place to look. I thought I’d made the point of mentioning this part of the gardens is not suitable for the fairer sex.”
Charlotte flushed slightly. “I took a wrong turn.”
“Well, since you are here, may I show you around? Unless, of course, your maiden sensibilities will be offended.”
“I am not a maiden, my lord.”
“No, you aren’t, are you? Then I need not send for the hartshorn.”
She stared back at him, her cold society face firmly in place. The corners of her mouth twitched up briefly in her bored half smile. “I have my vinaigrette handy.”
“Ah, that is a relief. Then I don’t need to mind my manners, either.”
A flicker of alarm lit her eyes as he placed her hand on his arm.
“I understand you saved one of my guests from certain ruin. Quite kind of you to exert yourself.”
Charlotte covered her mouth with one gloved hand as she yawned delicately. “It was nothing.”
“Still, I thought you hated Lady Elizabeth.”
“My lord, hatred is by far too exhausting an emotion.”
“Really? I’m delighted to hear it. I feared you hated me, also.”
That got her to glance at him. She would have removed her hand from his arm, but he would not release her. She shrugged.
“I am here, am I not? I could easily have declined your invitation to this house party had I harbored a strong aversion to your company.”
“I had wondered why you accepted.” He steered her past one of Jacks’s more inspired creations involving a naked woman and a ram with remarkable horns—and other startling endowments. Charlotte paused, her attention caught.
“I do think my gardener has a special talent, don’t you? Warped, perhaps, but still, remarkable.”
“Um.” Charlotte stared at the figures. Her small pink tongue darted out to wet her lips.
So, she liked it, did she? Interesting. He had always suspected she had untapped depths.
“Actually, my dear, I believe you accepted my invitation so you could have a little fun while your husband was elsewhere.” He stroked her fingers. “While the cat’s away, you know.”
She tried to snatch her hand back. He kept it on his arm.
“I assure you, Lord Tynweith, ‘a little fun’ was not my intention.”
“No? I saw Lord Peter leaving your room last night—very late last night.”
Charlotte shrugged. “I do not believe you’ll tattle to Hartford.”
“No, you’re right. I won’t tell your husband.” He turned his attention back to the shrubbery. “I can’t imagine Lord Peter could entertain you for more than an evening. Frankly, I can’t imagine the boy could entertain you at all.”
Charlotte was studying the leafy woman’s bound hands. “Entertainment is not important, my lord.” Her eyes flicked over at him, then fastened on the shrubbery again. “As I’m certain you realize, I do not find such activities entertaining at all. Necessary, but not entertaining.”
“Necessary?”
“Of course. It is the only method I know of to become pregnant. My husband needs an heir.”
“Ah, so you plan to present him with a cuckoo.” He steered her toward more foliage in flagrante delicto.
“Believe me, Lord Tynweith, my husband is diligent on his own behalf. Any child may well be his. I’m just looking for some insurance. The men in Lord Peter’s family are prolific. They also, without exception, manage to produce males.”
Tynweith guided Charlotte between two closely spaced hedges. The tour could wait. He had more pressing business to attend to.
“Where are we?” Charlotte frowned. “There is nothing to see in here.”
Tynweith rubbed her shoulders. “Let me help you, Charlotte.”
“My lord!”
“Shh.” He laid his finger gently over her lips. “I believe that a woman greatly increases her chances of conceiving if she enjoys the coupling process.”
“Well, I shall just have to hope that your belief is in error.”
“Charlotte, Charlotte.” He bent to whisper in her ear. “Do you not see that there is another possibility?”
She moved her head away from his mouth, but did not try to break his hold.
“What do you mean? What other possibility?”
He moved his lips over her forehead, barely touching her skin.
“You only need to find the right man, sweetings. The man who will make your heart quicken.” He brushed his mouth over the sensitive spot just behind her ear and smiled when he heard her indrawn breath. “The man who will make your breasts swell and your nipples harden to tiny pebbles.” He ran his fingers over her bodice. “The man who can make you hot and wet and ready. Who can prepare your field so when he plows it and sows his seed, the plant will take root and flourish.” His mouth hovered over hers. She did not pull back. Her cheeks were nicely flushed.
“I don’t know what you are speaking of,” she whispered.
“I know you don’t. Let me show you. Let me come to your bed tonight.”
“Lord Peter—”
“Send him away. Tell him you are indisposed. He is a boy, Charlotte. He cannot satisfy you.”
“I—”
He rubbed his thumbs over her jaw. “Did he make you pant with need, love, so that you begged him to take you? Were you so desperate to feel him inside you that you were weeping, here”—he touched her eyes—“and here.” He ran his hand down the front of her dress to the top of her legs.
She was panting now. He smiled.
“And when he finally took pity on you and came into you, did he give you what you wanted? Did he tease you and stroke you there until your body shattered and clenched around him? Or did he climb into your bed, spread your legs, and ram into you, finding his own release, but leaving you…”
“Bored.” She whispered. “Relieved he was done.”
“I would never bore you, Charlotte.”
“You were rough in Easthaven’s garden.”
“That was seven years ago. I was an idiot. Ignorant. I knew only hunger. I hadn’t learned patience.” He touched his mouth to hers. “And you were just a virgin.”
She still didn’t know how to kiss. Her lips were motionless beneath his. He licked them.
“We can have so much more fun now,” he murmured and then let his tongue find its way into her sweet, wet mouth.
She stood quietly in the circle of his arms, her hands against his waistcoat, not pushing him away, but not pulling him closer. Patience, he reminded himself. She doesn’t know the passion inside her yet. Waken it slowly.
He ran his hands over her soft bottom and then released her.
“Shall I come to your room tonight, Charlotte?”
Her eyes were not quite in focus. She stared up at him; then she blinked and stepped back.
“May I come, Charlotte? Will you let me into your bed and into your body? Will you let me make you scream with pleasure?”
“I…” She flushed, swallowed, looked away. When her eyes met his again, her society face was back in place. “No, Lord Tynweith. I am sorry, but I find I must decline your kind offer. Now, if you’ll excuse me?”
She stepped out of the shrubbery and began to walk sedately away. In a moment, though, she had picked up her skirts and her pace. She was almost running.
Damn. He struggled to bring his body back under control.
He’d gone too quickly with her again. But he’d felt her response to him. She had softened for a few moments in his arms. He had felt her heat.
She wasn’t a virgin. She knew the mechanics of coupling. And she certainly wasn’t held back by loyalty to her husband—she had already handed him his horns. So what was holding her back?
She had let that sprig of the Marquis of Addington’s tree under her skirts. Was that it? Did she still worship rank above all else? Not that Lord Peter had any rank at all. His title was merely courtesy. The man was a commoner. He was the peer, but apparently in Charlotte’s eyes, a mere baron could not compare to the son of a marquis, even a fifth son. His blood was not blue enough to mix with hers.
Well, there were other women at this blasted house party. He would get over his fascination with the cold-blooded bitch.
He glanced down to be certain his clothing was in order before he returned to the house. Something gleamed in the grass. He picked it up. A lady’s brooch, a pretty trinket of diamonds and emeralds in the shape of someone’s initials. EMR. Elizabeth Runyon? He thought her middle name was Marie. What had Lady Elizabeth been doing in this secluded bower in his special garden? And with whom had she been doing it?
Puzzles. He put the brooch in his pocket. Solving puzzles could be quite an enjoyable activity.

“I haven’t heard an engagement announcement, have you?”
“What?” Charlotte hoped Felicity hadn’t noticed her startle. She was never so completely oblivious to her surroundings. Tynweith had definitely upset her, and she did not like the feeling. She had not liked it seven years ago, either.
The man was a menace to her carefully cultivated peace of mind. She usually avoided him. Why had she let herself come to Lendal Park? She was an idiot.
No, not an idiot. Desperate. Time was running out. Hartford was failing. If he died before she was increasing….
She took a deep breath. She needed a glass of brandy.
She had to get pregnant now. Hartford’s current heir, an obnoxious grandnephew, hated her. She didn’t blame him—if she got her wish, she’d keep him from getting the title and all the wealth and land that went with it.
He would certainly not treat her kindly if he became duke.
She should have at least one child by now. She’d been submitting to Hartford’s attentions for three full years. She’d wed only weeks after the Duke of Alvord had married his American, and she was in imminent expectation of delivering her second child.
Taking Lord Peter to bed had to work.
Or was Tynweith correct? Did enjoyment increase one’s chances of success?
Impossible. How could she enjoy such an embarrassing, uncomfortable act? Yet she had felt…odd just now, just as she had all those years ago in Easthaven’s garden. Hot and…unsettled. Wet between her legs, exactly where—
“Charlotte! Where has your mind gone?”
It had happened again. She could not allow herself to let down her guard like this.
“What? I’m sorry—my attention wandered.”
Felicity gave her a pointed look. “I should say so. I asked what you thought about the lack of an announcement.”
“An announcement?” She really needed to be alone in her room with her brandy flask. Charlotte quickened her step through the broad formal garden. “What announcement?”
“Lack of announcement. Lord Westbrooke and Lady Elizabeth’s engagement, of course. I haven’t heard a word, have you?”
“No.”
“Don’t you think that is interesting?”
“No.”
“You don’t? You were the one who said we should expect an announcement this morning, weren’t you? Westbrooke was in Lady Elizabeth’s room last night. Naked.”
“He wasn’t seen. For some reason Tynweith has chosen to stop any rumors.” Charlotte slowed as they approached the house. She’d like to tell Felicity to go away. A halfway perceptive person would discern she wanted to be alone.
Felicity was not perceptive in the slightest.
“I still don’t understand what happened last night.” Felicity frowned. “I was quite taken aback when Westbrooke bolted from his bed. I’ve been told I have a lovely pair of tits. I expected him to stay around long enough to admire the scenery. The way he leapt from the window, you’d have thought all the hounds of hell were after him.”
“Shh!” A footman had seen them and opened the door. Charlotte nodded at him. Felicity stopped and ogled the man. The girl was impossible. Charlotte tugged her toward the stairs.
Felicity laughed. “I never took you for a prude, Charlotte.” She snickered. “Lord Peter did not find you overly prudish, either. At least he told me he had no complaints.”
Charlotte stumbled on the first step.
“Surely Lord Peter did not….” She swallowed. “DoI understand that Lord Peter discussed…”
“You are a prude! I never would have guessed.”
Charlotte noticed the footman was looking in their direction.
“Keep your voice down. I am not a prude. I am merely surprised that a man would discuss his sexual affairs with an unmarried woman to whom he is not related in any way.”
Surprised and ill. How could Lord Peter have told Felicity what had occurred between them? And to say he had no complaints! Of course the idiot had no complaints. He’d gotten what he’d come for—several times, in fact. She was the one who had complaints. The man was as inept as Hartford. At least he was quicker about it. It had taken all of thirty seconds each time. She only hoped it had done the job.
Perhaps she’d been too hasty in turning down Tynweith’s offer.
Felicity shrugged. “We are friends.” She grinned. “Good friends. Very good friends. Actually, I would have said Lord Peter had the best arse in England until I saw Westbrooke’s.”
“You’ve seen Lord Peter’s ar—” The footman was still loitering by the door. “You’ve seen Lord Peter’s armor?”
“What?”
She grabbed Felicity’s arm again and hurried her up the stairs.
“When did you see…no, I don’t want to know.”
“Yes, you do—and it was just last week.”
“You really should not talk of such subjects where you can be overheard.”
“I won’t be overheard. Everyone is getting ready for dinner.”
“The servants aren’t.”
Felicity laughed. “Who cares about servants?”
Charlotte looked away. She had never cared growing up, that was true. But now, after spending three years with Hartford…. The servants were the only people who seemed to have some compassion for her—or was it pity? Whichever, it made little difference. They had some feeling for her, though it had taken her a while to unbend enough to see it.
And the truth was one disgruntled servant could hang all one’s dirty laundry out for society’s inspection. She needed to keep the servants on her side, especially if her plan worked and Lord Peter’s seed took root. She didn’t want whispers flying through the ton prompting speculation as to the baby’s paternity.
She headed down the corridor toward her room. Unfortunately, Felicity kept pace with her.
“We really should be getting ready as well.”
Felicity shrugged. “There’s no rush. We have plenty of time. I wanted to talk to you before we went down, anyway. We had agreed to meet, remember?”
“Yes. I was looking for you in the gardens earlier.”
“In the gardens?” Felicity sniggered. “Tynweith has some interesting gardens, doesn’t he?”
Interesting was one adjective, though not the one Charlotte would have chosen.
“They are rather unusual.” She cleared her throat. Was Felicity impervious to hints? “I find now is not a good time to talk, however.” Now she wanted to shut her door firmly and take a few deep breaths.
“Why?”
Charlotte avoided Felicity’s eyes.
“I’m a little tired. I would like to lie down for a while before dinner.”
“Something happened in the gardens, didn’t it?”
“No, nothing happened.” At least nothing she would ever tell the other girl about. Lord Peter might think his amorous encounters common news, but she did not.
Felicity gave her an arch look. “I saw Tynweith out walking.”
“It is his estate. I imagine he walks about it frequently.”
“He was headed toward the gardens. Did he find you?”
“Do you think he was looking for me?”
“He definitely appeared to be looking for someone.”
“Perhaps he was searching for his head gardener.” Charlotte reached her door. “Felicity, this really is not a good time for our chat.”
“Nonsense. It won’t take long. You’ll have plenty of time to nap.” Felicity pushed past her into her room. “You need to help me plan how to capture Westbrooke. I want him securely hooked before this house party ends.”
“Not that it’s any of my business, of course, but won’t Westbrooke be a trifle annoyed on your wedding night when he finds no blood on your sheets?”
“Oh, he’ll find blood.”
“Pig’s blood? Get him drunk and then pour a little where it’s needed?”
“Or a lot.” Felicity laughed. “One of my friends spilled the whole vial. She was terrified her new husband would catch on. Instead he thought he’d injured her. He bought her a new carriage and matched grays in apology. But don’t worry, I’ll have no need to resort to such tricks. I am a virgin—technically.” She grinned. “Surely you know there are many amusing games to play that leave a maidenhead intact.”
Charlotte could not imagine any. Did not want to imagine any. There was nothing faintly amusing about anything connected to the procreative process. Embarrassing, messy, painful, yes. Amusing, no.
Except for those few minutes in the shrubbery with Tynweith…. But that experience had not been amusing, either. She did not care to feel hot and unsettled.
She was right to avoid him. Definitely, she had made the correct decision in denying him her bed. She reached for her brandy, opened the flask, and took a long drink.
“Thirsty?”
Charlotte shrugged and wiped her mouth as delicately as she could with her fingers. She settled on the chaise—it was clear Felicity was not leaving until they had their discussion.
“I don’t know how I can help you.”
“I’m sure two heads are better than one.” Felicity sat down. “What happened to the miniature?”
“I put it away. As you said, I’ve no need to look at myself.”
“Are you certain Tynweith didn’t find you in the gardens?”
“I thought we were talking about Westbrooke.”
“Right.” Felicity gave her a searching look. Charlotte took a sip of brandy and looked calmly back at her. She’d had years of practice hiding her feelings, first with her mother and then with Hartford.
She must remember that. She would not allow Tynweith to upset her. She could not let the untidy emotions he caused affect her behavior.
Felicity shrugged and leaned forward. “Westbrooke was definitely naked in Lady Elizabeth’s room and yet there’s been no betrothal announcement. What can it mean?”
“Perhaps that if you do manage to catch Lord Westbrooke in a compromising position, he will not marry you.”
“Or perhaps it means I will have to catch him in a very compromising position.” Felicity smiled. “That opens some intriguing possibilities.”
“Such as?”
Felicity tapped her chin with her index finger. “It will have to be something very public. I want plenty of witnesses, especially if Westbrooke is not inclined to do the right thing.”
“Yes, you will do better if his honor is compromised as well.” Charlotte looked at the door. Perhaps if she poured the rest of her brandy over Felicity, the girl would leave.
“Exactly. Something shocking, too. Very shocking. A kiss won’t be enough.” Felicity sighed. “I do think if I’d been found in his bed last night, I’d be betrothed this morning. I would not have made Lady Elizabeth’s mistake. I would have been certain everyone saw us together. If only I’d moved a little more quickly. If I’d screamed a second earlier….”
“Timing is everything.” Charlotte looked at her watch. “And it is definitely time for you to leave.”
Thankfully, Felicity rose.
“I can see you are determined to be no help. Well, Lord Andrew arrives tomorrow. He is always full of ideas.”
Charlotte tried not to look too relieved as Felicity closed the door behind her.



Chapter Six

“My lord, it is time to dress for dinner.”
“I know, Collins.”
Robbie stared out at the gardens. How was he going to face Lizzie? God. He still saw her, her smile fading; the light dying out of her eyes; the bewilderment; the pain.
How was he going to face her? What could he say to her? He could not tell her….
Shame pulsed deep in his gut.
He could not tell her his secret. Better she hate him than pity him.
“My lord.”
“Yes, I’m coming.” He swallowed his annoyance. Collins was only doing his job. He had to go down to dinner. He could not hide in his room. Gentlemen could not claim the “headache,” even when one’s head was actually pounding hard enough to split one’s skull.
“You do seem a bit down pin, my lord, if I may say so.”
Robbie grunted. Collins was a master of understatement. He could not remember ever feeling so low. Even after the disaster at the Dancing Piper, he had not felt this heavy, energy-sapping melancholy.
When Lizzie had left him in the shrubbery, he’d walked Tynweith’s estate again. Bloody hell, he must have traversed every damn inch of the place. If the baron had been thoughtful enough to provide a handy cliff, he might have thrown himself over the edge.
No. He stared at his reflection as Collins fussed with his linen. He wasn’t that desperate, not yet. Almost, but no—he would not let himself go down that road. Death was a coward’s way out. He hoped to God he wasn’t that spineless.
“I heard about the, um, bumble broth last night.” Collins handed him a cravat.
“Did you? A pity you weren’t here.” Robbie wrapped the muslin around his neck. “Perhaps you could have prevented Lady Felicity from inviting herself into my bed. That, by the by, is one of your duties—ascertaining that no females get lost in my sheets.”
Collins had the grace to blush. “She had not arrived by the time I left, I assure you, my lord. If I had suspected she would be so brazen, I never would have, um…. Well, I would have stayed here. I would not have let her cross the threshold.”
“Yes, I’m certain you would have done battle with her and kept her out. I am hoping a sturdy lock will accomplish that task as well. The door does have one—you are to persuade Tynweith’s butler to give you the key before I retire tonight.”
“Yes, my lord. I’m certain that will not be a problem.”
“I hope not, or you will have to remain to guard my slumbers. I do not want to go capering naked over the portico roof again.”
Robbie finished tying his cravat and stood. Collins held his coat. Clearly the man had something on his mind.
“Yes? What is it, Collins?”
“About last night, my lord.” The man looked down and brushed the coat’s lapels. If there was any dust on the cloth, Robbie couldn’t see it.
Robbie swallowed a sigh. He had hoped to avoid any detailed discussion of the previous evening. It appeared that was a vain hope. He had employed Collins as his valet for almost ten years. He knew the man. If there was something on his mind, it was going to come out eventually. Might as well get the unpleasantness over with.
“You have something to say about last night?”
“Happens I do, my lord.” Collins cleared his throat and straightened. “Betty told me Lady Elizabeth was feeling poorly this morning.”
“I’m not surprised—she was drunk as an Emperor last night. Shot the cat, did she?”
It was a wonder she hadn’t cast up her accounts when Lady Felicity and Lady Caroline had burst into her room. Their entrance had certainly unsettled his stomach.
He would definitely need to keep a close eye on her for the duration of the house party if overindulgence in spirits had such a notable effect on her behavior. She could have given London’s top courtesans lessons in seduction last night. Just the memory made his useless organ stiffen.
She’d been exceedingly bold in Tynweith’s garden as well, and she’d been sober then. What was the matter with her? A chill settled in his gut. Had someone slipped an aphrodisiac into her wine? He would not put any trickery past some of Tynweith’s guests. Or Tynweith himself. A man who cultivated a garden of obscene vegetation was not a man to be trusted. Hell, the blackguard probably grew some potent herbs on his estate. He would have to ask Parks.
For now he would watch Lizzie. He would dog her every step. She was safe as long as he was with her. But alone—any of the bounders at this house party might take gross advantage of her. Lord Peter, for example, the rutting bastard. He’d wager Lizzie would not have kept her virginity if Lord Peter had encountered her in the shrubbery.
Damn. Just the thought made his heart pound and a red haze veil his eyes. He’d kill any man who took advantage of Lizzie. She was so sweet, so generous, so responsive. If only he were capable….
“Yes, my lord.”
Robbie blinked. He’d forgotten Collins was in the room.
“Betty did say Lady Elizabeth had a severely unsettled stomach. She blamed the ratafia for her condition, but Lady Beatrice thought…at first she suspected…that is, she believed you had visited Lady Elizabeth in her chamber.”
“Get to the point, man.”
“Lady Beatrice thought perhaps Lady Elizabeth was increasing.”
The thought of Lizzie growing heavy with his child caused a jolt of pure lust to shoot through him. The feeling was followed immediately by an aching emptiness that made his head spin. If only it were true. He would give anything….
He forced his mind away from the matter. He had learned a long time ago that no amount of wishing or praying or bargaining with God made a thimbleful of difference.
“That is absurd.”
“Well, yes, my lord. Of course it is. A woman does not exhibit signs of breeding immediately after one night of pleasure. And I know you have not been frequenting her bed before this.”
“Collins!”
The man stepped back in alarm. Robbie struggled to get hold of his temper. “I have not been frequenting Lady Elizabeth’s bed.”
“I know, my lord. Haven’t I just said so?”
Robbie took a breath and counted to ten.
“I did not frequent her bed last night either.” He paused. That was not completely truthful. “That is, not in that way.”
“My lord?”
“Damnation. The point is, Collins, there is no way that Lady Elizabeth could be increasing. The necessary activity did not occur.”
Collins looked disappointed, for God’s sake!
“Why didn’t it, my lord?”
“What do you mean, why didn’t it? Lady Elizabeth is a gently bred young woman who also happens to be the sister of one of my closest friends. Why would you think I would take such advantage of her?”
“My lord, I meant no disrespect. Lady Elizabeth is also a young woman who is clearly in love with you. Betty is certain on that point. And you care for her, do you not?”
“Yes. No.” Robbie wanted to smash something, perhaps Collins’s face. But it wasn’t his valet’s fault that he was defective. “I do care for Lady Elizabeth, but not in that way.”
Collins just stared at him.
“Well, not exactly in that way. You don’t understand. The notion is absurd. I cannot wed Lady Elizabeth.”
“But why is it absurd, my lord? You are almost thirty. You need to produce an heir. Lady Elizabeth would agree in a heartbeat to wed you—Betty says her mistress has turned down other offers, waiting and hoping for yours. There’s no other lady you prefer, is there?”
“Collins…”
“And I know—well, at least I think—you do not prefer men, but even if you did, you would need to overcome those feelings to get an heir.”
“Collins!” Robbie felt as if someone had kicked him in the stomach. “I do not prefer men.”
“I didn’t think you did.” Collins shifted position, holding Robbie’s coat up almost as a shield. “My lord, I am sorry to be so bold, but I am waiting for your proposal as well. Betty and I would like to marry. If you wed Lady Elizabeth, we will be able to do so easily. If you don’t…well, neither of us wishes to leave our employers, but…. You see the awkwardness of the situation?”
“Yes, Collins. I do understand. I’ll speak to Lady Elizabeth.”
“So you will propose?”
“No. I will discuss your situation with her during the house party. We will find a solution to your problem.”
“But what about your problem, my lord? Will you find a solution to that as well?”
Robbie shrugged. His problem had no solution. “Perhaps. Now it is almost time for dinner. Are you going to stand there holding that coat all evening or are you going to help me into it?”
“Help you into it, of course, my lord.”
Collins held the coat out and Robbie slipped his arms into its sleeves. He would put on his society clothes and his society smile and his society charm. He straightened his cuffs and looked in the mirror one last time.
“You look complete to a shade, my lord.”
Robbie nodded. Indeed. Lord Westbrooke always looked all that was proper. He forced a smile.
Lord Westbrooke always had a joke. Lord Westbrooke was always amusing. Lord Westbrooke was the master of inane chatter, of the bon mot.
Society had no inkling of how miserable the witty Lord Westbrooke really was.

“You look beautiful, Lizzie,” Meg said. “Doesn’t she look beautiful, Lady Bea?”
“Are you sure I don’t need a fichu?” Lizzie studied her reflection. Betty had been a bit too zealous in altering this dress. There was a shocking expanse of skin exposed. Her poor little breasts were almost popping out. “Perhaps a shawl?”
“Pshaw!” Lady Bea examined Lizzie’s chest through her lorgnette. Lizzie clenched her hands to keep them from flying up to cover the area under inspection. “Leave the shawl and other drapery in your room.”
Lady Bea was not a proponent of excessive modesty. Lizzie eyed the plunging neck of the older woman’s coquelicot dress. At least a large rope of diamonds, emeralds, and rubies covered much of the wrinkled and dimpled flesh. With the bunches of lime green ribbons festooning the red cloth, she looked like a very ripe apple hosting an inchworm soiree.
Lady Bea winked at Lizzie. “That dress is just the thing to bring Westbrooke to his senses.” She chuckled. “All his senses.”
“Um.” Lizzie flushed. After her interlude in the shrubbery, she wanted Lord Westbrooke to keep his offensive senses to himself. “I believe a fichu would be perfect. Betty, could you get my favorite brooch for me?”
Lady Bea pointed her lorgnette at Lizzie. “Timidity never won any battles, missy, or any husbands.”
“So you are saying society’s dictate that unmarried women be meek and well behaved is humbug?” Meg asked, grinning.
“Of course. Most of those asinine rules were conceived by dried up old maids.”
Lizzie looked at Meg. She appeared to be biting her tongue as hard as Lizzie was. Surely Lady Bea, with over sixty years of unmarried life in her dish, would qualify as an old maid.
“I still can’t believe that idiot has not yet offered for you, Lizzie. It’s not as if there is anything standing in his way.” Lady Beatrice frowned. “I never thought he was such a cod’s head.”
“We have a plan to make Lord Westbrooke come up to scratch, Lady Bea,” Meg said. “Lizzie is going to make him jealous. We thought he might need a goad to get him moving toward the altar.”
“Hmm. Some men respond better to a carrot.”
“A carrot?” Lizzie asked.
“A taste of what they will get if they step into parson’s mousetrap.”
Lizzie flushed. Robbie had already had a large taste of that.
“A kiss here; a cuddle there. They get a craving for you. An addiction. It takes over their bodies—especially a prominent part of their bodies—and their minds. You become all they can think of. You invade their dreams. Finally, they are willing to do anything to have you—even become a tenant for life.” Lady Bea sighed, then frowned. “Just be certain you get a ring on your finger before you give Westbrooke, or any man, much more than a taste, Lizzie.”
“My lady, I can’t find the brooch.” Betty had Lizzie’s jewelry case open and a worried look on her face. “When did ye last wear it?”
“I had it just this afternoon, Betty. Are you sure it isn’t here?”
“As sure as I can be, my lady. It’s the brooch with yer initials ye’d be wanting? The one Lady Gladys gave ye for yer come out?”
“Yes, that’s the one. I know I wore it this afternoon.”
“Could it have come off somewhere? Ye did say the clasp was weak. Ye were going to get if fixed when ye got back to Lunnon.”
“Yes, but the clasp wasn’t that weak. I can’t imagine—”
Lizzie flushed. Maybe she could imagine. There had been a significant rearranging of her dress in the shrubbery. It was possible the brooch had become detached at that point.
It was too late to go looking for it tonight. It would be safe where it was. No one else would be making use of that odd little bower in that even odder garden.
“Never mind, Betty. I’ll find it in the morning.”
“And you don’t need it tonight.” Lady Beatrice headed for the door. “Come on, before all the brandy is gone.”

“So what exactly happened last night, Westbrooke?”
“Nothing.” Robbie watched the door to the drawing room. Where was Lizzie? He took a sip of brandy, smiling slightly. He would wager she would avoid the ratafia tonight.
Lady Felicity hadn’t made an appearance either. He knew not to hope she’d left the house party so soon. Collins had best procure a key from Tynweith’s butler. He wanted the door to his room securely locked before he climbed into bed tonight.
“Nothing? Then how do you explain the wild story my valet told me this morning? Something about you cavorting naked in Lady Elizabeth’s room. Not quite your style, I would have said.”
Robbie glanced at his friend Parks—John Parker-Roth. The man kept a straight face, but his damned eyes gleamed behind his spectacles.
“Why didn’t you come out and gape with the rest of the house party, Parks? Your room is right next door. Didn’t you hear the commotion?”
“Certainly. And I did poke my head out when I got up to pour more brandy. Didn’t look as though another body was required in the corridor. I had better things to do than gawk and gossip.”
“Had your nose in some plant book, did you?”
“Repton’s Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening. Shall I tell you about it?”
“God, no.”
Parks laughed. “It’s not too technical. There are quite a few pictures.”
“Pictures of shrubbery.” Robbie remembered a certain section of shrubbery and flushed. Parks’s gaze sharpened. The man never missed a thing.
“Hmm. I wonder what is so embarrassing about shrubbery? Take care or your face will be as red as your hair.”
“Stubble it, Parks. And my hair is brown.”
“No, my hair is brown. Yours is red.”
“Oh, for God’s sake! We’ve had this stupid argument ever since Eton.”
Parks’s face grew serious. “Yes we have, but you’ve never missed your sense of humor before. What’s wrong, Westbrooke?”
“Nothing. I’m just not nine years old any longer.”
“No, you’re almost thirty—two months younger than I, if I recall correctly. Did something happen in Lady Elizabeth’s room last night?”
“No. No, everything is fine. I’m tired, that’s all. Slightly blue-deviled. My apologies for being a bore.” Robbie took another swallow of brandy—and almost sprayed it over Parks’s cravat.
“What is the matter?” Parks took out his handkerchief and dabbed a few stray droplets from his waistcoat.
“That is the matter.” Robbie gestured at the drawing room door. Lizzie had just arrived.
“What? Oh, I grant you Lady Beatrice’s attire is somewhat alarming, but I thought you’d be used to it by now. She has been on the Town for an age and her taste in clothing hasn’t changed.”
“Not Lady Bea.” What was the matter with Parks? The man wasn’t usually a clod pole.
“No?” Parks studied the women, then shrugged. “If this is a riddle, Westbrooke, I’m afraid I can’t answer it. Who is the beauty, by the by?”
“Lizzie, you dolt!”
Parks turned back to stare at Robbie. “I know Lady Elizabeth, Westbrooke, and she does look especially fine this evening. That shade of blue is very complimentary.” He glanced back at the women. “But I was referring to her companion.” He grinned. “Not Lady Beatrice—her other companion.”
“That’s Meg.” Robbie had barely noticed the color of Lizzie’s dress. His eyes had focused on its bodice. Or lack of bodice. What had Lizzie been thinking? Her perfect breasts mounded up so any dissipated rakehell could easily imagine what they would look like naked. Her nipples were almost exposed, for God’s sake.
“Meg?”
“What?” Robbie glanced impatiently at Parks. “Oh, Miss Margaret Peterson. Sister of the Marchioness of Knightsdale. Vicar’s daughter. This is her first Season, even though she’s Lizzie’s age. Couldn’t tear herself away from Kent and the countryside. Obsessed with plants.”
“Really? That sounds intriguing.”
“Only to you.” Robbie straightened his waistcoat. Someone needed to talk sense to Lizzie. Lady Beatrice obviously would not. He’d known the woman was a terrible choice for chaperone. “Come on. I’ll introduce you.”

“He’s coming,” Meg said.
“Yes, I see that.” Lizzie took a deep breath. Calm. She must be calm. And daring. That was her new plan for this Season. Be daring.
“A good sign.” Lady Beatrice nodded, sending her red and green plumes bobbing. “He was watching the door, waiting for your arrival. The man’s obsessed. Don’t know why he hasn’t offered yet. Perhaps I’ll have a word with him.”
“No!” That would be all she needed, to have Lady Beatrice discuss Robbie’s matrimonial plans—or lack thereof—with him in Tynweith’s drawing room for the assembled ton’s amusement. “No, please. I’m certain that’s not necessary.”
“Well someone should light a fire under that young man’s arse.”
“Lady Beatrice!” Lizzie glanced around. No one was tittering or staring at them. “Please keep your voice down.”
“Hmph. Don’t know why I should. Man needs someone to tell him what’s what.”
“No, really.” Lizzie tried to keep her own voice down, though it was hard to know how softly she spoke, mortification was throbbing so loudly in her ears. “It’s quite all right.”
“Perhaps your dress will inspire him. Remember to lean toward him when you talk. Let him see what he can’t have until he marries you.”
“Uh.” The memory of Robbie’s touch made Lizzie’s breasts throb. “Yes. No. Didn’t you want some brandy?”
“Yes, I did. You might want something, too. You look a trifle”—Lady Beatrice examined Lizzie’s face and neck—“hot.” She raised one eyebrow, and suddenly Lizzie was certain Lady Beatrice knew exactly what she’d been doing with Robbie in Tynweith’s garden. Exactly.
Impossible. An elderly virgin would not know of such things. Lizzie certainly hadn’t known of them until Robbie’d demonstrated.
Lady Bea leaned closer. “Remember, Lizzie, it’s a better notion to get a wedding ring—or at least a betrothal ring—before one gets”—she looked pointedly at Lizzie’s stomach—“other things.”
“Yes, Lady Beatrice. I mean, I don’t understand—”
Lady Beatrice patted Lizzie’s arm. “I’m quite certain you can puzzle it out.” She started to walk away, then paused. “And stay away from the ratafia.”
“Yes. Definitely. Do not worry.” Lizzie blew out a long breath as Lady Bea moved off to find the brandy.
“That woman is insufferable. How can you bear her, Meg? How can I bear her? I will never survive this Season with my sanity intact.” Lizzie gripped her skirts. “Aunt Gladys was an unexceptionable chaperone. Don’t you think she could have waited a year to retire to Bath?”
“Hmm?”
“Meg?” Lizzie glanced at her friend. Meg was staring at the two men making their way across the drawing room.
“Who’s the man with Lord Westbrooke?” Meg’s voice sounded odd. Breathless. Her cheeks were flushed.
“Mr. Parker-Roth.” What was bothering Meg? Lizzie examined Parks. He was handsome enough, she supposed, but he wasn’t Robbie. He was a few inches shorter and broader, with wavy brown hair, green eyes, and spectacles. “You’ll probably like him, Meg. He’s mad about plants, too.”
“Oh.”
“I do hope you’ll manage to be more articulate when you are introduced.”
Meg glared at her.
Lizzie turned to find Robbie glaring at her as well.
“Where did you get that dress, Lizzie?”
“Good evening to you, too, Lord Westbrooke.” Lizzie turned pointedly to face the other man. “How are you, Mr. Parker-Roth? I don’t believe I saw you last night.”
Lizzie blushed the moment the words left her lips. Had he been in the corridor with the rest of the house party? Surely not—but his room was right next to hers.
He smiled, but his eyes kept drifting to Meg. “No, I arrived quite late. I had some business that needed my attention before I left my estate.”
“I see.” All Mr. Parker-Roth appeared interested in seeing was Meg. His eyes had strayed to her again. “Have you met my friend, Miss Peterson?”
He grinned at her then, as if she were a prize pupil who had finally hit upon the key question. “No, I don’t believe I have.”
“Well, meet her then.” Robbie sounded impatient. “Parks, Miss Peterson; Meg, Parks.”
“Parks?” Meg’s voice was soft, almost shy.
“My nickname, Miss Peterson.”
“Ah, for Parker-Roth.”
“No, Meg—for greenery.” Robbie laughed. “Parks is as keen on weeds as you are. Maybe keener. Actually, I think MacDuff did try to dub you Weed at Eton, didn’t he, Parks? Lord Weed. You took exception and thrashed him soundly as I recall. Got a standing ovation.”
Parks frowned. “I really don’t think the ladies need to be treated to our boyhood tales of mayhem, Westbrooke.”
Robbie shrugged. “No need to stand on ceremony with these ladies. I’ve known them both since they were infants.”
“Well I have not. I’m certain Lady Elizabeth and Miss Peterson will think me a complete barbarian if I model my behavior on yours.”
“You could never be that barbaric, sir.”
“Very funny, Lizzie.” Robbie turned to Mr. Parker-Roth. “Not to worry, Parks. As you see, Lizzie is inclined to be generous. If you want to impress Meg, just talk to her about your horticultural activities. I’d wager she would love to hear all about that book you were reading last night. What was it called? Garden fragments or something?”
Meg smiled. “Never say you have Repton’s Fragments on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, Mr. Parker-Roth.”
“Actually, yes.”
“See, I knew you two would have something of interest to discuss—as I have something of interest to discuss with Lizzie. So, if you’ll excuse us?”
Robbie took Lizzie’s arm and moved her a step or two away. She dug in her heels and glanced back at Meg. Her friend was already in deep discussion with Parks. Obviously Meg was going to be no help in keeping Robbie at a distance.
“Step out into the garden, Lizzie. I want a word with you.”
“I am definitely not going into any more gardens with you, Lord Westbrooke. My last such excursion had very unsettling results.”
Robbie flushed. “If you are going to throw yourself at men—”
“I tripped. I did not throw myself.”
A muscle jumped in Robbie’s jaw. “What do you call that dress, then, if not throwing yourself at men? It’s indecent.”
Lizzie wanted to cover her chest with her hands. She clenched them into fists instead. Who was Robbie to tell her how to dress anyway? If he wanted to dictate her attire he could offer for her.
“It is not indecent. My chaperone has no objections to it whatsoever. In fact she said it was quite the thing.” What Lady Bea had actually said was it was just the thing to bring this fat-pated, buffle-headed idiot to his senses, but Lizzie wasn’t going to tell him that. He didn’t have any senses to be brought to, anyway.
Robbie’s teeth looked as though they were clenched as tightly as her hands. “Lady Beatrice is not a suitable chaperone.”
“Don’t insult Lady Beatrice.”
“I am not insulting Lady Beatrice.” His jaw flexed. “She is a charming woman—just a mutton-headed chaperone, especially if she thinks a dress that displays your, um, charms for any man to ogle is acceptable attire for a duke’s sister. People will think you are a member of the fashionable impure, a high-flyer, a—”
Lizzie was so angry she wanted to spit. She leaned forward—and watched Robbie’s eyes drop to the neck of her dress. Someone was definitely doing some ogling.
He jerked his eyes away quickly.
“People are welcome to think what they will,” she said. “I am certainly wondering what a certain person was thinking this afternoon in Lord Tynweith’s shrubbery.”
Robbie’s ears turned bright red. “Keep your voice down. Lady Dunlee just looked this way.”
“Do not worry. I do not intend to prolong this conversation.” Lizzie took a deep breath. She was shaking, she was so incensed. “I do have one question. This afternoon I was wearing a brooch on the quite modest neck of my dress. I appear to have lost it. Did you happen to find it?”
“A brooch?”
“Yes. With my initials.”
“No, I didn’t find your brooch. Why would you think I did? Ask one of Tynweith’s servants.”
“I don’t believe Tynweith’s servants frequent the section of the garden where I lost it, though I may be mistaken. I seem to be mistaken about many things these days.” Lizzie stepped back and pasted a false smile on her face. “Now, if you will excuse me, I believe Tynweith’s butler is about to announce dinner. I’m sure you’ll understand if I prefer a different escort. Present company has a deleterious effect on my appetite.”
Lizzie was delighted to see as she left that Robbie’s face was almost as red as Lady Beatrice’s dress.

Bloody hell. Robbie stabbed his slice of venison as if the beast were still on the hoof. Lizzie was sitting on Tynweith’s left and batting her eyelashes at the man while he peered down her dress.
“I had the oddest dream last night, Lord Westbrooke. I blush to tell you what it was. Perhaps you have heard a rumor or two?”
Robbie left the meat on his plate. He’d choke if he tried to consume it now—he was struggling to swallow Lady Felicity’s whopper. Was she really going to pretend she had dreamt the entire bedroom incident? Did she think to persuade him that he, too, had been asleep when he’d stared at her pendulous breasts, leapt from his window, and scampered naked over Tynweith’s roof?
“No, Lady Felicity, I can’t say I’ve heard a word about your activities, real or imagined.”
“No?”
“No.” Robbie examined his plate. Nothing was appealing. Sitting next to Lady Felicity had definitely cost him his appetite. “How does one’s dream become a rumor, may I ask? Who’s to spread the tale of something that happened only in your mind?”
“Well, the activity wasn’t confined to my mind, I’m afraid. The dream was so vivid, I thought it was real. I disturbed Lady Elizabeth and a few other guests, I regret to say.”
“Oh?”
“Yes.” She dropped her voice and leaned close. “Shall I tell you my dream? You played a role in it. It really was quite shocking.”
“Um.” Robbie eyed her sizable breasts nervously. It was an amazing feat of cloth engineering that they remained even partially covered. Her corset pushed them into such mounds her dress hovered just over her nipples. He could speak with authority on that. After last night’s incident, he knew exactly where in the geography of her bosom the small mole now displayed for his inspection appeared. “I really don’t believe that is necessary. In fact, I think I would much prefer not knowing.” He tried to smile. “I do apologize for disturbing your slumber.”
He might not have spoken for all the attention she paid his words.
“But it was so…stimulating.” Lady Felicity’s voice dropped even lower to a throaty whisper. “We were in bed, you and I. Naked. Completely naked. I could see your chest, your muscles…” Her eyes stripped him of coat, waistcoat, shirt, and cravat. “Everything.” She met his eyes, then moistened her lips, licked them, really, before letting them slide into a slow smile. “It was the most wonderful dream I have ever had.” Her eyes focused his mouth. “I don’t suppose you had a similar dream?”
“No. Not at all. Definitely not.” Could he get up now and leave the room? Claim a sudden case of nausea? It would be true. “Perhaps it was something you ate. Sometimes food or drink ingested right before bed can cause nightmares.”
“Nightmares?” She tittered. “Oh, Lord Westbrooke, it wasn’t a nightmare, I assure you.”
For you. He nodded and prayed for deliverance. It came. Lady Dunlee, his dinner partner on his other side, apparently grew tired of Felicity monopolizing his attention. She tapped him on his arm.
“I haven’t had the opportunity to talk to you, Lord Westbrooke.” Lady Dunlee displayed her usual tight little smile. “I looked for you this afternoon, but I couldn’t find you anywhere.”
Because I was attacking Lizzie in the shrubbery. Robbie hoped his ears weren’t as red as they felt. “You were looking for me, Lady Dunlee?”
“Of course. My dear daughter, Lady Caroline, missed you dreadfully these last weeks. I understand you traveled to your Scottish estate?”
Fled, more like. “Yes, Lady Dunlee. I did spend the last few weeks in Scotland. But I’m back now and intend to stay in England at least until the end of the Season.” Keeping an eye on Lizzie. Damn. Lizzie was still flirting with Tynweith. The Duchess of Hartford, on Tynweith’s other side, was looking extremely displeased. Her head was tilted politely toward Lord Dunlee, her neighbor on her right, but her eyes were fixed on Tynweith and Lizzie.
At the moment, Robbie was in complete charity with the duchess.
“…and my dear daughter Caroline is also an extremely accomplished singer. I’m certain you must have heard her perform.”
Only when I haven’t had adequate warning. “Yes, Lady Dunlee. I believe I have had that, um, pleasure. Ulp.”
Lady Dunlee’s eyes widened. “Excuse me? What did you say, Lord Westbrooke?”
“Help.” Robbie smiled at the woman while he grabbed Lady Felicity’s hand under the table and removed it from his pantaloons. “Lady Caroline’s talents always help the evening’s entertainments.”
Lady Dunlee nodded. “Indeed.” She nodded down the table to where Tynweith’s cousin, their hostess, sat. “You might mention to Mrs. Larson that you would enjoy some music.”
“A splendid idea. I just might do that.” When hell freezes over.
He turned back to Lady Felicity.
“Could you please keep your hands to yourself?” He kept his voice low, but tried to put enough emphasis into his whisper to convey his annoyance.
She pouted at him. “I thought you’d enjoy a distraction. Lady Dunlee does drone on so about her fat daughter.”
He couldn’t deny the truth of that statement.
“I have not given you permission to touch my person. It is shockingly improper.” He must sound like some ancient chaperone, but really, what did a man say to a woman who had accosted him under the dinner table?
“Most men don’t complain.”
“How many men have you treated in such a manner?”
She shrugged. “I don’t keep a tally. It helps pass a boring meal, don’t you agree?”
“No, I do not.” Anger made his voice rise above a whisper. “I prefer to eat my meal in peace without having to worry someone’s fingers are feeling my—”
Thankfully, he noticed the silence before he completed his sentence. He coughed.
“That is singers. I mean to say, someone’s singers are feeling my lack of attention. I wouldn’t want any of our talented ladies to think their musical abilities are not properly displayed and appreciated.” He smiled at Lady Dunlee. She nodded carefully back at him. He sighed.
Hell had frozen solid.
“Mrs. Larson, Lady Dunlee tells me her charming daughter has a lovely voice.”



Chapter Seven

Charlotte looked down at the food on her plate. The thought of putting even the smallest morsel in her mouth made her stomach rebel. She pushed the items around with her fork while she pretended to listen to Lord Dunlee.
“And then I told Lord Huffington…”
She tilted her head in his direction and smiled. Thankfully, the man was content to continue his monologue with only the slightest encouragement from her. He was probably delighted to hear his own voice for a change. Lady Dunlee did not impress Charlotte as a woman who listened to anyone but herself.
Tynweith was still staring down Lady Elizabeth’s dress. Who would have guessed the girl was such a lightskirt? Perhaps now that her aunt had retired as her chaperone, her true character was coming out. Lady Beatrice was obviously not inclined to rein her in. The woman was too busy guzzling Tynweith’s brandy.
The baron was showing his true character as well. Thank God she had refused his oh-so-generous offer to come to her bed. She speared a bite of venison and moved it to the middle of her potatoes à la Hollandaise. He had been so persuasive in the garden, acting as if he actually cared for her. She snorted. He didn’t. He merely wanted a willing female. Anything in skirts would do. He was no different from any other man.
“Excuse me, your grace,” Lord Dunlee said. “Did you say something?”
“Oh, no, my lord. A crumb tried to go down the wrong way. It’s nothing. Please continue.”
The man flushed. “You are certain I’m not boring you? Lady Dunlee does tell me I drone on at times.”
Charlotte had a hard time believing that. She glanced at the woman who now had captured Lord Westbrooke’s ear. No one could squeeze more than a word or two into any conversation with Lady Dunlee.
“No, really. Do continue.”
She looked at Tynweith while Lord Dunlee’s words flowed over her again. The baron had finally raised his eyes from Lady Elizabeth’s breasts. He was now studying her lips.
He was welcome to her. Really, it was only courteous. If the girl was making the rounds of the house party, the host should have his turn.
She impaled the next bit of venison with such force her fork scraped against her plate. She took a deep breath and put her utensil down.
“Don’t care for your food, Duchess?”
“It is fine, Lord Dunlee. I’m just not feeling quite the thing. A little tired, I believe. I think I’ll retire to my room after dinner.”
“A good plan, especially if Lady Dunlee foists my daughter on the company. She’s a good girl, but she can’t sing worth a farthing. I plan to sneak out to blow a cloud.”
Lord Westbrooke’s voice rose then. He was glaring at Felicity. “I prefer to eat my meal in peace without having to worry someone’s fingers are feeling my—” He coughed.
Lord Dunlee made an odd noise, as if he were swallowing a laugh. Charlotte swallowed a sigh. Had Lord Westbrooke never been seated next to Felicity at table before? She watched as the earl tried to extricate himself from his faux pas, cavalierly sacrificing all their ears for his cause.
“I do advise escape,” Lord Dunlee whispered as they rose to adjourn to the music room.
“Thank you. I am tired.” She happened to look down the table and catch Lord Peter’s eye. He raised his brows and grinned.
Oh, God. Unless she missed her guess, this musical interlude meant Lord Peter would be visiting her sooner than she had expected. Well, perhaps then he would leave sooner, too.
She allowed Lord Dunlee to escort her to the stairs.
“Sleep well, Duchess.”
“Thank you, my lord.”
She so wished she were going up only to sleep. Unfortunately, she had unpleasant business to conduct before she could rest.
The thought of Lord Peter sharing her bed was extremely depressing. Last night she’d not looked forward to his arrival, but at least she hadn’t dreaded it. To be truthful, she had wondered if the intimate exercises might be more pleasant with a younger man. And Felicity had raved about Lord Peter’s bedroom skills. She smiled slightly. She knew enough not to trust Felicity’s words completely, but she had hoped there was some truth to them.
There was not. The procreative process was uncomfortable and unpleasant no matter whom one invited into one’s bed. While Lord Peter had been quicker than Hartford, he had also insisted on multiple encounters. The time wasted was probably the same.
She entered her room and headed immediately for the drawer with her brandy flask. She took a long swallow. The warmth of the liquid spread throughout her, steadying her nerves.
She hoped the time with Lord Peter had not been wasted. She prayed his seed would take root. It had to. Time was not something she had a lot of. Hartford’s skin had definitely had a gray pallor when she’d left him in London.
She took another drink. And then there was Tynweith. His words from the garden had been whispering in the back of her mind all evening. Was he correct? Did dampness and heat and need increase one’s chances of conception? Did those things really prepare the field for a successful plowing?
Ridiculous. The tumultuous feelings she had experienced in the garden could not help. If anything, they must hurt. A quiet, stoic manner was best. It only made sense. Just as a seed planted on a still, calm day had a much better chance of growing than one tossed into a raging storm.
She took one last swallow of brandy as she heard a tap at the door. Lord Peter had arrived. She closed her flask and prepared herself to be stoic.

Tynweith cringed as Lady Caroline reached for a high note. It eluded her grasp for the fourth time.
They’d been doomed the moment Westbrooke had suggested singing. Lady Dunlee’s calculating little eyes had lit up and she’d latched on to the earl’s arm with an unbreakable grip. She was not to be denied. They must adjourn forthwith to the music room. There was no time for the gentlemen to enjoy their port. A musical feast awaited them.
Now Westbrooke had a prime seat, right in front of the performer and next to her proud mother. Served him right for inflicting this punishment on them all, but why Lady Dunlee thought the earl would be tempted to offer for her daughter after listening to this screeching was beyond Tynweith’s comprehension. Any man wishing to preserve his hearing would flee at the first opportunity.
Tynweith grinned. Westbrooke certainly looked anxious to flee. He had consulted his watch several times already. He’d tried to be surreptitious about it, but he’d failed miserably. Lady Dunlee was glaring at him again. Perhaps she would decide he wasn’t worthy of her talented child.
Perhaps that was Westbrooke’s goal.
To add to his torture, Lady Felicity, who’d rushed to sit on his other side, had started whispering in his ear. The man was having a miserable time.
He was not the only one. Lady Caroline hit another wrong note, and Tynweith’s hands twitched. He wanted so badly to cover his ears, but that would not be the mark of a gracious host. Mousy Miss Hyde, Nell’s companion, was trying valiantly to accompany the girl on the pianoforte, but was not having much success. She cringed every time Lady Caroline made a mistake—which resulted in her hitting the wrong keys, adding to the cacophony.
Perhaps if he focused on something else, he would not notice the pain. He surveyed the rest of the music room. Most of his guests appeared to be more successful than he at ignoring the caterwauling. Lady Beatrice was talking to Flint, probably trying to persuade the butler to bring her more brandy. The woman must have a hollow leg—she could out drink most men of his acquaintance. Viscount Botton, an aging Lothario at least an inch shorter and easily half Lady Beatrice’s weight, flitted around her like the annoying gnat he was. Tynweith frowned. It had really been too bad of him to invite Botton. He knew Lady Beatrice could not abide the man—few people could—but as Nell had said, he had to even out the numbers and Botton was at hand.
Nell sat with Sir George Gaston. It had been understood when she’d agreed to act as his hostess that the baronet would be invited. Larson had had the good sense to die and leave Nell a widow; Gaston was still waiting for his wife to be as accommodating. Lady Gaston was a shrew, prone to a variety of maladies that Gaston’s presence exacerbated. She must be happy he frequented Nell’s bed instead of hers.
Miss Peterson was in close conversation with Mr. Parker-Roth by the windows. Interesting. He didn’t know Miss Peterson well since she was new to London, but Parks hadn’t shown any interest in a female since Lady Grace Dawson had jilted him a few years ago.
Mr. Dodsworth was watching Miss Hyde. Poor woman. Perhaps it was a blessing she’d been coerced to play for Lady Caroline—it freed her from Dodsworth’s grip. It did look as though she were the man’s newest victim. Dodsworth had latched onto her before dinner, taking her aside to show her the wall of horse paintings Tynweith’s father had commissioned George Stubbs to produce. Miss Hyde had followed him meekly—she couldn’t say boo to a goose—and had stood next to him, her head moving in nervous little bobs, obviously agreeing with everything he said, until Flint had announced dinner.
His other guests, with the exception of Lady Elizabeth who sat at his side, had vanished. Lady Caroline’s proud papa, Lord Dunlee, obviously knew his daughter’s musical limitations too well. He’d gone out onto the terrace to enjoy a cigar.
Tynweith leaned back in his chair. If he were a good host, he would find a tactful way to bring this musical torture to an end.
He was not a good host. He was far too lazy. He contemplated following Lord Dunlee’s example and vanishing. If he couldn’t join him for a smoke, he could retreat to his study. He had some paperwork that needed doing.
Right. As if he could concentrate on paperwork.
Charlotte and Lord Peter were missing, too. Charlotte had pleaded fatigue after dinner and retired to her room. Lord Peter had disappeared as soon as Lady Caroline opened her mouth to begin her auditory onslaught.
Were they in bed together already?
God! Lady Caroline screeched again. He glanced to his right. Lady Elizabeth looked almost as pained as he felt.
He’d expected her to sit next to Westbrooke, but no, she hadn’t contested Felicity for that choice location. She had chosen to sit by him. He smiled at her. She smiled back with a funny little expression he presumed she thought looked coy.
Something unusual had definitely occurred between her and the earl. At every other gathering of the ton, Lady Elizabeth acted as if Westbrooke were the only male in attendance. Tonight, however, she’d had words with him in the drawing room. Then she’d come looking for Tynweith to take her in to dinner—and she’d flirted with him from soup to sweets.
It should have been a balm for his wounded pride, but he knew it was an act. She’d kept looking at Westbrooke when the man was looking at Lady Felicity. She had not been happy to see Felicity’s head so close to the earl’s. Tynweith chuckled. She would have been even less happy had she known where Felicity’s hands were. Tynweith had had the dubious pleasure of sitting next to the girl at other dinner parties. He knew exactly where her fingers liked to roam.
“What is so humorous, Lord Tynweith?”
“Nothing appropriate for your ears, Lady Elizabeth.” He leered at her. “Pardon me for entertaining such…private thoughts in your presence.” He dropped his voice lower. “Though your presence, of course, provokes all manner of private thoughts.”
She blushed and smiled uncertainly back at him, clearly uncomfortable. He almost laughed again.
It might be amusing to play with her. She had spent three Seasons in London, but she was still as naïve as the greenest debutante.
Was she finally going to do something to provoke Westbrooke?
Definitely amusing.
Perhaps they could help each other. He’d noticed at dinner Charlotte had not cared for the way Lady Elizabeth had flirted with him. Was she jealous? He smiled. He would love to make Charlotte jealous.
Of course, now she was upstairs, spreading her legs for Lord Peter.
Lady Caroline was drawing to a close, thank God. Ah, no. A pause only. He closed his eyes, trying to project the image of a man deep in musical admiration.
He should hate Charlotte, the little bitch. She was as bad as Felicity, chasing after titles or prestige or family connections.
But he couldn’t hate her. He wanted her too much.
It was her contrasts that drew him. She was so cold-blooded and determined—and so terrified of passion. But he knew she was passionate—he had felt her response in the garden. It was a small flame now, flickering, close to dying, but he would blow on it and turn it to a raging fire. He grinned. Yes, he would love to blow on a number of things relating to the Duchess of Hartford. Blow and lick and suck and…
He clasped his hands over a revealing section of his pantaloons.
Could he use Lady Elizabeth to get into Charlotte’s bed?
He looked at the girl. She batted her eyelashes at him. Perhaps. And if Charlotte still refused? Lady Elizabeth had fine blue eyes. They were almost the same shade as Charlotte’s.
He could do worse. He needed a wife. If Lady Elizabeth had eliminated Westbrooke as a possible husband, she might be willing to consider him. She’d already turned down more attractive alternatives. The Duke of Easton, the Marquis of Benningly, the Earl of Calder. Her list of rejected suitors sounded like a reading of Debrett’s Peerage.
He wasn’t getting any younger. He did not want to be an octogenarian like Hartford, still scrambling for an heir.
“Are you enjoying Lady Caroline’s fine singing, Lady Elizabeth? We are so fortunate Lord Westbrooke brought her talents to our attention.”
Lady Elizabeth snorted. “I don’t know what possessed Robbie. He usually shows more sense.”
She really was rather pretty. Slim with lovely small breasts. He eyed her dress. Very lovely breasts. She didn’t usually display them so publicly.
She was much too tall, of course, but still, once the candles were snuffed, he could imagine she were Charlotte. He had done it often enough with whores. And she was welcome to picture Westbrooke in his place, if she liked.
The two of them, swiving imaginary lovers. Well, it was probably quite a common pastime in the ton. Once he had his heir, he’d be done with her, and they could go their separate ways. She’d be welcome to invite anyone she cared to into her bed then.
He fingered the brooch he’d dropped into his pocket right before he’d come down for dinner.
Then again, perhaps she was not as naïve as he thought. She had been in the secret bower with someone. Unlikely they’d only been discussing the weather.
Whom had she been with? Westbrooke was the obvious guess, but if it had been he, surely he would have offered for her, especially after the odd occurrence last night in her bedroom. And if not Westbrooke, then who? Did everyone but he have a willing bed partner?
Perhaps it was time to solve this particular puzzle.
“Would you care to see my conservatory, Lady Elizabeth?”

Lizzie stepped out of the music room with Lord Tynweith. Botheration! Robbie had not seen her leave. He was trapped between Lady Felicity and Lady Dunlee at the front of the room, his back to her.
“I don’t show many people this particular room, you know.”
“No?” Would Robbie even care she was gone? He hadn’t noticed her flirting with Tynweith at dinner. He’d been too busy entertaining Lady Felicity. Lizzie’s fingers had itched to take the girl’s knowing expression and smash it into a nice big bowl of turtle soup. And then the idiot man had condemned them all to listen to Lady Caroline sing. He knew the girl had a terrible voice. She’d heard him liken it to a cat’s in heat.
“No. Only special guests.”
“Oh.” There was an odd note in Tynweith’s voice. She finally looked at him closely. There was an odd expression on his face as well. Almost a wolfish look.
Ridiculous. The man was close to forty years old. How dangerous could he be? Frankly, she had chosen to flirt with him rather than Lord Peter because of his advanced years.
His mouth slid into a smirk; his eyes examined her chest.
Perhaps his years were not quite advanced enough. Now that she considered the issue, Hartford had married Lady Charlotte when he was twice Tynweith’s age.
“Actually, Lord Tynweith, I find I’m a bit fatigued.”
“Really, Lady Elizabeth? Then the restful environment of my conservatory is just what you need.”
“I don’t think….”
He had taken her hand and placed it on his arm. She felt muscle under her fingers.
He wouldn’t attack a guest, surely? No, the thought was absurd. He was just trying to be outrageous. His house parties had a reputation for being a little fast. A little dangerous. For affording many opportunities for romantic trysts. It was one of the reasons she had accepted the invitation. She’d hoped to have a tryst or two with Robbie.
She had definitely not considered trysting with Lord Tynweith or any other gentleman.
She took a steadying breath. She had decided to be daring, hadn’t she? Daring was not hiding in her room. She sent a sidelong glance at her host. If he turned slightly amorous, well, she needed experience.
Perhaps. He was almost forty years old. His hair was beginning to thin, he had lines around his mouth and eyes, and his waistline was expanding.
“Here we are.”
He guided her across the threshold and closed the large wooden door behind them.
“Is that wise, Lord Tynweith?”
“Nervous, Lady Elizabeth?”
“No, of course not. I merely thought it would be more proper to keep the door open or at least ajar.”
He grinned at her. He was definitely looking wolfish.
“Ah, but then this is not a terribly proper room.”
“I see.” She tried to keep her voice calm.
She examined her surroundings. Two candles in wall sconces lit the area—a landing, really—where they stood. There was not a great deal of space, just enough for a stone bench and two small tables. A few steps led down into a very leafy room. Occasional lanterns provided some light—and created many pockets of darkness. The walls were mostly glass—she could see the moon and the shadowy bulk of trees outside. She drew in a deep breath and smelled dirt and flowers and greenery.
“I don’t see anything especially improper.” She hoped her voice sounded confident. It was a little unnerving, being in this quiet, shadowy room with a man who had a reputation for giving parties that skated on the edge of propriety. And he definitely had some very improper bushes on his estate.
“No? Let me show you.” He took her hand. She considered protesting, but objecting now seemed a trifle missish. She should have refused to leave the music room with him. She should have—no. She was no longer a debutante. She was twenty years old. Experienced. Daring.
And the longer she stayed away from the music room, the greater the odds Robbie would notice.
She allowed her host to guide her down the stairs. The moment her foot cleared the last step, however, she moved away to examine a potted tree with broad, waxy looking leaves.
“Meg would love this room. Mr. Parker-Roth would, too. Has he seen it?”
Tynweith stood very close behind her. He was almost touching her. She could hear him breathing.
He was making her extremely apprehensive.
She reminded herself again she had decided to be daring. She reminded herself she was looking for experience.
She reminded herself he was old.
“I believe I said I invited only special guests to tour the conservatory. ‘Special’ does not include men.”
“I see. That kind of special.” She felt his breath on her neck. She shivered and pushed the leaves she was examining aside, slipping around the tree.
“Indeed.” He followed her. She moved behind a bush with pink flowers. A vine tangled in her hair. She brushed it aside. Her heart was pounding, and her palms were beginning to perspire.
Perhaps she did not want experience. She could be daring another day. With another man. With Robbie. Daring with Robbie was much safer.
“I’m quite certain I’m not that kind of special, either.”
“No? Perhaps we should see.” He stepped around the bush and drew his fingertip across her collarbone. “This is a lovely dress, my dear. Much more enticing than your usual style.”
“Thank you. I think.” She put a bushy, needle-leafed plant between them. He was extremely agile for an older man. “Lord Tynweith, I believe you are operating under a misapprehension.”
He reached for her again, but she dodged his hand.
“It was most certainly an error in judgment on my part to accompany you from the music room. Please accept my apologies. I’ll just retire to my chamber now. Alone.”
He smiled, shaking his head. “You’re very good. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a blushing little virgin.”
“I am a blushing little virgin.” She backed up. He followed her. “Well, not little, precisely.” Lady Felicity’s chest flashed into her mind. All right, so she was little in some areas. “But blushing certainly. And a virgin, most definitely.”
“I thought Lord Westbrooke visited your bed last night.”
She tripped on a root. He reached out to steady her, but she avoided his hand.
“Only in a manner of speaking.”
“Really? Now I wonder what that means.”
Lizzie had no desire to explain further. “I hate to be rude, but it is really none of your concern, my lord.”
“True. Then let us not discuss Westbrooke. I agree he is a boring topic. Let’s discuss your behavior at dinner instead. I was flattered to have so much of your attention.”
“Uh, yes.” Could she manage to reach the door and get out of this plant-infested purgatory? It would help if she could turn around, but she did not want to present Tynweith with her back. Better to keep an eye on him.
Or should she stand her ground and push past him? Could she cajole him into letting her go? Flirt with him even? She had seen many young ladies wrap men around their little fingers with skillful flirting and well-placed flattery.
No. Definitely no flirting. Her ill-advised attempt at that activity had landed her in her current predicament. And she felt no desire to try on Tynweith any of the cajoling tricks she’d used with Robbie the night before. Robbie was…comfortable. Safe. Oh, it was too hard to figure out with this stranger stalking her. She felt excitement and desire with Robbie, not nervousness or fear.
She was more than a little nervous at the moment.
Her posterior encountered a sturdy branch and she changed course, veering to the right. Tynweith stayed with her. He could easily close the gap between them, but he apparently preferred to taunt her.
Could she explain that her behavior had been designed solely to make Robbie jealous? It seemed exceedingly rude to say so.
“And then when you agreed to accompany me from the music room—well, you raised hopes I had never thought to entertain.”
“Oh.” She felt terrible now. She had not considered his feelings at all when she’d decided on this course of action. “I do apologize.” She had to explain, no matter how embarrassing it was. She took another step backward.
She stopped. Something was poking her in the small of her back. Something pointed. A dagger?
At least Tynweith had stopped also. He wasn’t going to force her to impale herself on the thing. She looked at him more closely. It was hard to see in the shadowy light, but she’d swear he had a gleam of mischief in his eyes.
She reached around behind her. The thing was rounded at the tip. She ran her hand up its length. It was smooth, and too wide to be a dagger or sword. A cylinder of some kind, with two ball-like objects beneath, attached to a statue.
“All right. I give up.” Lizzie was no longer nervous. Annoyance was now her predominant emotion. Tynweith looked as if he would burst if he held his mirth in any longer. “I was never good at guessing games. What is it?”
“Look.”
“You won’t attack me if I turn my back on you, will you?”
“Of course not.”
Lizzie hesitated. Tynweith folded his arms and lifted an eyebrow. He did not look threatening any longer.
She turned—and gasped.
She had backed into the very swollen male organ of a naked statue.

Where the hell was Lizzie?
Robbie stood in Tynweith’s corridor and tried not to look like he wanted to murder someone, preferably Tynweith. Lizzie must have grown tired and gone up to bed.
Listening to Lady Caroline sing certainly was tiring.
So where the hell was Tynweith? The man was their host, damn it. He should not vanish in the middle of his guest’s performance.
Robbie glanced over his shoulder and moved farther down the corridor. He had only escaped the ladies’ clutches by hinting he had some business of a very personal nature to attend to. If they saw him loitering in the hall, they would become suspicious.
“Thank you, Lord Tynweith. I will definitely consider your proposal.”
Proposal?! That was Lizzie’s voice. She should not be considering any proposals from a rake of Tynweith’s stamp. Where was she?
He hurried toward her voice. She must be close by. She had not been shouting. He had heard her quite clearly. Too clearly. Tynweith must still be with her. He would enjoy explaining to the man, with his fists if necessary, that Lizzie was not available for dalliance.
He turned a corner. There she was, standing far too close to Tynweith. The blackguard was holding her hand.
“Lizzie.”
She startled and turned to him. Damned if she didn’t blush. She looked guilty. He narrowed his gaze. Were there leaves in her hair?
What the bloody hell had she been doing with Tynweith?
He looked at the man. Tynweith lifted an eyebrow and smiled slightly. Self-satisfied devil. He would kill him right where he stood. Immediately. The man did not merit a challenge.
“Ah, Westbrooke. I see you survived your musical experience.”
“You are holding Lady Elizabeth’s hand.”
Tynweith made a show of looking down. “Why, so I am. Do you object, Lady Elizabeth?”
Lizzie’s eyes darted to Robbie and back to her hand. She flushed.
“No, Lord Tynweith. I do not object.” Her voice got a little louder. “Lord Westbrooke apparently believes he is my brother, the way he meddles in my affairs.”
Robbie saw a red haze. He wondered if his jaw might shatter, his teeth were clenched so tightly. “I do not think I am your brother.”
Lizzie shrugged. “Chaperone, then.”
“You need a chaperone. Lady Beatrice is totally incompetent for the task as evidenced by your presence here, in this shadowy corridor with him.”
“Don’t insult Lord Tynweith. He is our host—our generous, attentive host.”
“Generous? Attentive? What kind of attentive?” In two seconds—less—he was going to plant his fist in Tynweith’s face. He’d so enjoy seeing that self-satisfied smirk erupt in blood.
“Lord Westbrooke? Are you there?”
Damn. Lady Felicity had tracked him down. Didn’t she believe in giving a man a few minutes of privacy to visit the necessary? She sounded close. He glanced over his shoulder. She wasn’t in sight yet.
“Perhaps you two would like a moment to discuss your differences?” Tynweith smiled. “I will be happy to deal with Lady Felicity.”
Perhaps Tynweith wasn’t such a bad fellow after all—though if he had harmed one hair on Lizzie’s head, he would pay for it.
“Splendid. Come on, Lizzie.”
Lizzie had turned very red. “I really don’t think—”
“Lord Westbrooke?” Felicity’s voice echoed down the corridor.
“I believe Lady Felicity is almost upon us.” Tynweith gestured toward the door behind him. “You really have no time to waste.”
“Right.” Robbie was not risking another encounter with Felicity. He grabbed Lizzie’s arm.
“Let me go!”
“Will you keep your voice down? Do you want Felicity to find us?”
“Perhaps I do. Perhaps I prefer Lady Felicity’s company to yours.”
“Perhaps you are lying. You can’t stand Lady Felicity.”
“Oh, so now you are telling me what I think?”
“Lord Westbrooke, where are you?”
Robbie looked over his shoulder again. Felicity must be just around the corner. In a second, she’d be on them.
“You may hide in the conservatory.” Lizzie crossed her arms. “I am staying with Lord Tynweith.”
“For God’s sake—”
“Lady Elizabeth”—Tynweith interrupted Robbie—“might you be losing sight of your, um, goals here?”
Lizzie turned red. “I can’t take him in there.” She tilted her head at the conservatory door.
“And why not?” Suspicion and anger surged in Robbie again. “You were in there with Tynweith.”
“Westbrooke, you’ve run out of time.”
Robbie looked back again. Damn. He saw Felicity’s slipper. In less than a second, the rest of her would follow and he’d be well and truly caught.
He yanked Lizzie into the conservatory, shutting the door on Tynweith’s chuckle.

What would Robbie say if he saw Tynweith’s statue?
“Let’s sit here to talk.” Lizzie pointed to the stone bench on the landing.
“Is that where you sat with Tynweith?”
Lizzie felt her cheeks flush.
“I didn’t think so. You were very hesitant to let me in here. I want to know why.” Robbie started for the steps. Lizzie grabbed his arm.
“I’m certain you’d be more comfortable on the bench.”
“Lizzie, get it into your head that I am not sitting on that blasted bench. Why don’t you just show me what has you turning five shades of red? I’m going to find it anyway.”
No. She could not show him Tynweith’s obscene statue. She would die of mortification.
“Am I red? It must be the heat.” She fanned herself with her free hand. “It’s cooler up here. Come, sit on the bench.”
“No.” He peeled her fingers off his sleeve and descended the stairs.
Lizzie followed him. Could she stop him if she grabbed hold of his coattails or would he just drag her along behind him?
“There really is nothing of interest here, Robbie. Meg or Mr. Parker-Roth might enjoy spending some time studying the vegetation, but I never thought you had a keen interest in botany.”
“I don’t.” He stopped and picked a leaf out of her hair. “And I didn’t think you did, either. Apparently, I was mistaken.” He let the leaf flutter to the ground and turned away. Thank God he was headed in the opposite direction from the embarrassing statue.
“What were you talking to Tynweith about?”
“Oh, nothing.” Once she had convinced the baron that she did not want to engage in any amorous activities, he had proved quite rational. He’d proposed various plans to make their respective love interests jealous. Not that she approved of Lord Tynweith trying to make another man’s wife jealous, of course. And some of his notions were rather distasteful. And risky. If they didn’t prod Robbie to offer for her, she might well find herself compelled to marry Tynweith. She shuddered. Robbie turned back to face her.
“What’s the matter?”
“Nothing.” She was certainly not going to tell Robbie a word of her conversation with their host. “I have a chill.”
“How can you have a chill? You just said you were over warm.”
“Well, I was chilled just then.” She knew how to end this conversation. “It’s a female matter.”
“Oh.” Robbie flushed. “I see. Well.” He clasped his hands behind his back and frowned. “You still haven’t told me what you were talking to Tynweith about.”
“He merely wished to return my brooch. He found it in the garden this afternoon.”
“Oh? Where in the garden?”
“Where do you think?” How could the man mention the garden in that tone, as if he were accusing her of something? He was the one who had taken outrageous liberties without honorable intentions.
Maybe she didn’t want to make him jealous. Maybe she would just strangle him with a handy vine. And now the man was glowering at her.
“You’ve been busy today, haven’t you? Does James know you make a habit of entertaining men in the bushes?”
“What?!” God give her strength, she was going to murder him. “You are the only man I’ve visited the shrubbery with, much to my chagrin.”
Robbie snorted. “Come, Lizzie, I am not a complete slowtop. You had leaves in your hair just now. You came to this very private location with our host—or are you telling me Tynweith forced you?”
“Of course not, but that doesn’t mean—”
“Lizzie, if Tynweith just wished to return your brooch, he would have done so in the music room. Putting his hand in his pocket does not require this privacy. Putting his hand elsewhere, well…”
“Stop it!” She had to clasp her own hands together to keep from slapping him.
“But what I can’t understand is why you didn’t want to let me come in here. Tynweith is gone. What are you hiding?”
“I’m not hiding anything.” Lizzie took a step toward the door. “Surely Lady Felicity has departed. I believe I will go up to bed.”
“Just a minute. What’s over here?” Robbie wandered down a path next to a large fern.
“Nothing.” Lizzie followed him. She was safe. The offending statue was on the other side of the conservatory. “Will you come along? You are as bad as a terrier in search of a badger hole.”
“I am not—oh.”
“What?”
Lizzie pushed up next to Robbie.
“Oh, my.”
Tynweith had more than one unusual statue in his conservatory.



Chapter Eight

“What are they doing?”
“Nothing.” Robbie grabbed Lizzie’s arm and started to turn her away. She resisted.
“They are obviously doing something.” She studied the sculpture. The man might be the twin of the fellow she had backed into across the way. He had his hands on a woman’s shoulders and his face was contorted in what looked to be pain. No wonder. The woman, crouched at his feet, had her mouth around the tip of his poor swollen, um…
“Is she biting him?”
“No, she is not biting him.”
Robbie sounded very odd, as if he were strangling. Lizzie looked up at him. His cheeks were flushed. His ears were red. He would not meet her eye.
“How do you know? He looks like he’s in pain.”
“He is not in pain.”
“Are you certain?” Lizzie examined the artwork again.
“For God’s sake, Lizzie, it’s only a statue. A tasteless, obscene statue. Tynweith should be drawn and quartered for exposing you to it.”
“He didn’t expose me to this one.” The man did have a very odd expression. She’d never seen anything like it. If it wasn’t pain, what was it?
Robbie rubbed his forehead. “There are others?”
“At least one other. That’s why I didn’t want you to come in here. But this statue is much more interesting than the one I saw with Tynweith.”
“It is not interesting.”
“I think it is. I have never encountered an artwork like it.” Lizzie thought about her tour of the garden that afternoon. “Hmm. On second thought, perhaps I have. Do you suppose Tynweith’s gardener uses these statues as inspiration? I have to say, stone is a much better medium than vegetation.”
“Lizzie!” Robbie took her firmly by the shoulders and turned her toward the main path. “We are leaving right now. I am sorry I didn’t take your hint immediately and stay by the door. Why didn’t you just tell me it was unwise to venture into the foliage?”
“I doubt you would have listened. You were quite determined, if you will recall.”
Lizzie’s thoughts strayed to their other excursion into the leafage. She had thoroughly enjoyed those activities—before the unpleasant ending, of course.
She slowed her steps.
Meg had told her to avoid any tête-à-têtes with Robbie, but she had not been given a choice this time. And after her experience with Tynweith, she doubted she could convince anyone she was interested in another man.
Lady Beatrice’s plan was more appealing.
Could she cause Robbie to become addicted to her by giving him some kisses, some cuddling? This was a perfect location to engage in those activities. Once he was suitably addicted, he would marry her, and once the knot was tied, he would realize he belonged with her. He would be happy. It was just a matter of getting that thought through his thick skull.
So, where could she persuade him to repeat his actions of the afternoon? Not on the landing—that would be too exposed if Tynweith should happen to come back. However, there were a variety of lovely shadowy places at hand, little nooks framed by potted trees and draped in flowering vines. Surely not all of them were occupied by inappropriate artwork.
“Look at that lovely flower, Robbie.”
“I am not interested in flowers.”
Yes, it was fortunate she had come to the conservatory with Tynweith. There was something about being presented with a real flesh and blood man in an isolated location that clarified one’s thinking. The thought of being held against Tynweith’s body, of kissing him—she shivered. Repulsive.
“Are you cold again? Perhaps you should consult a physician.” Robbie turned red again. “I’ve never heard of, um, female complaints causing so many temperature changes. Are you quite certain you don’t have a fever?”
“I do not have a fever.” She stopped. Yes, being presented with a flesh and blood man in an isolated location definitely clarified one’s thinking. She knew exactly what she wished to do with this particular specimen, and she’d found the perfect spot in which to do it. She tugged him in the desired direction.
“How do you know anything about female complaints? You don’t have any sisters.”
Embarrassment must have clouded his thinking. He went with her without a protest.
Tynweith was of the opinion Robbie was strongly attracted to her, and Tynweith was a male, after all. He should have a better understanding than any female of the mysterious workings of Robbie’s mind. But then why hadn’t Robbie offered for her? He’d had the perfect opportunity—several perfect opportunities—to do so. Tynweith had had no satisfactory answer to that question.
She would give Robbie another opportunity now to offer for her—or at least to become more addicted to her.
“I don’t know anything. It just stands to reason. If all females were prone to such temperature changes, they’d be donning and shedding their shawls constantly.”
“Hmm.” This was definitely the perfect spot for giving Robbie a teasing taste. And for taking a taste herself. A large broad-leaved plant shielded them from prying eyes. But how should she initiate the activity? She couldn’t very well fall against him as she had this afternoon.
“I suppose you have a point. Perhaps you should feel my forehead. Is it unnaturally warm?”
He touched her with the back of his hand. She put her hands on his lapels. His body was so hard, so different from hers. She ran her fingers over the cloth. It was very much in the way. She wished she had his skin under her fingers instead. The cloth was rough; his skin had been warm and smooth. Wonderful. She drew in a deep breath. His musky, spicy scent mixed with the smell of flowers, leaves, and earth.
“No.” Robbie’s voice was slightly husky. “You feel quite cool to the touch.”
“That’s odd. I feel very hot. Perhaps you should feel my cheeks, too.”
His hand moved down to cup her jaw, his thumb stroking over her skin.
She turned her head to brush her lips over his palm. She set her fingers to work on his waistcoat buttons.
“You are not overly warm.” His voice was definitely husky.
“Are you certain? I think my temperature must be rising.”
She spread his waistcoat open and ran her hands over his shirt. This was better. Not as good as skin, but better than the armor of his waistcoat. She could feel the strong beat of his heart, the heat of his body.
An odd, intense light flickered in his eyes. She reached up to touch his lips, to trace their outline. He kissed her fingers.
She held her breath. She didn’t want to startle him, to wake him from this fragile, seductive web she was trying to spin. Come closer. Kiss me like you did in the garden.
His head dipped toward her.
Closer. She tilted her face up, waiting….
His mouth brushed lightly over her eyes.
“Mmm.” She wanted to grab his head and hold it still, but she kept her hands flat on his chest and waited. He kissed her cheekbone, her eyebrow, her jaw.
Her lips felt swollen, throbbing. She needed to feel his mouth on them. She was ready to beg, but she stayed still. Patience. If she pressed him, she knew he would wake to the impropriety of their activity. He would push her away, rant at her, drag her back to Lady Beatrice.
She did not want to leave the conservatory until he was well and truly addicted.
His hands were moving. Down to her hips, over her seat, feeling her outline. More than her lips throbbed now. She felt hot and damp between her legs; her breasts ached; her nipples tightened. Still she stood quietly, letting him explore at his own pace.
His hands slid up her sides, over her back, to her neck. They cradled her jaw again.
She opened her mouth slightly, touching the tip of her tongue to her aching lips.
“Are you still warm?” His voice was a rough whisper.
“Yes.” She whispered back. “Can’t you feel me? I am very, very hot.” She let her hands wander over his chest. He did not draw away. She slid them around to his back, down to his hips, watching his face. The odd light in his eyes glowed brighter. She stroked his buttocks and felt his muscles move under her fingers.
She felt a hard ridge against her belly, too, but she was careful not to rub against it. Poor man. He was swollen again. She did not want to hurt him. At least he did not act as if he were in pain. She smiled up at him.
“I’m getting hotter. And you? Are you feeling slightly warm?”
He grunted. Words appeared to have deserted him. No matter. His tongue was exceedingly eloquent without uttering a syllable. It swept through her mouth, stroking and teasing, filling her and then withdrawing.
Her knees melted, and she sagged against him. She hoped she didn’t hurt his swollen part, but she couldn’t help herself. He didn’t flinch—that was good. She tilted her head back farther, resting against his chest, and opened her mouth wide to his invasion.
He shifted her so her front was no longer pressed against his body. One arm supported her, cradling her against his chest, while his free hand slid from her jaw, over her throat, to the neck of her dress. It hovered there, just grazing her bodice, teasing her. She arched her back, thrusting her breasts higher. Her nipples ached.
“Impatient, love?” The words whispered over her cheek.
“Yes,” she breathed. “Please. I need…”
“This?” His fingers slipped under the fabric.
She wanted to cry with relief. She was very glad she had not bothered with a fichu.
“Yes. Oh, yes.”
His hand cupped her breast, lifted it, stroked it. Then his finger circled her nipple—around and around without touching the aching center. His mouth left hers and moved to her forehead.
She was panting. Moaning.
“Please.”
He chuckled. “Please what?”
“Please…touch…”
He did. He rolled the hard little nub between his thumb and forefinger.
“Oh!”
She was going mad. The ache between her legs was unbearable. She was hot and wet and…empty. She needed something, but she didn’t know what.
Did Robbie know? Could he give it to her?
“Robbie.” She tried to press herself against him, but he would not let her move. “Robbie, please.”
“Are you feverish, love? Now you do feel hot, very hot. I think I might be able to help.”
He bent his head and licked her nipple. Lud, it felt so good. And then he took her into his mouth and sucked.
“Robbie!” She twisted her hips. Why Robbie’s mouth on her breast would make the emptiness between her legs throb was a mystery, but it did.
“Robbie…”
“Shh, love.” He slid his hand down and cupped her ache through her skirts. “Is this what you need?”
“Yes.” She closed her eyes. His touch felt wonderful, but…She arched her back, pressing against his hand. She needed something more, something just beyond her grasp. “Robbie, I…you…please.”
His fingers moved, found the center of her need, and she shattered.
“Robbie!”
He captured her wail in his mouth.

Robbie had never seen a more beautiful sight. Lizzie was limp in his arms, her cheeks flushed, her eyes dazed. He held her close, stroking her hair, and grinned.
God, he felt wonderful.
He had never brought a woman to satisfaction before.
He wanted to do it again. He wanted to feel Lizzie’s passion again, see her overcome with need, hear her moan with desire and gasp her release. He wanted to carry her up to his room, strip off her clothes, kiss every inch of her beautiful body, and then slide his length deep inside her.
It would be heaven.
Could he do it? Perhaps. He felt he could. If only there was a soft bed nearby. It was too far to go to his room. He would never last. He looked around. The ground was covered with sharp stones and dead leaves. There was no space here. Where else? The bench by the door was too hard. Too exposed. What if Tynweith came back? He knew they were here. He might check to see what was taking them so long. Or Felicity. She might find her way into the conservatory.
God, what if she walked in on them? What if she found him between Lizzie’s white thighs, just as MacDuff had….
Anxiety spiraled through him. His breath got short, his palms grew damp, his stomach roiled—and a very important part of him shrank. He closed his eyes, resting his forehead against Lizzie’s hair. Damn it to hell. He was small and limp. Useless.
He swallowed, squeezing his eyes tightly together, clenching his jaw. He sniffed. Bloody hell. He would not cry. He had not cried for years, not since he’d realized his problem was not an aberration but a curse. He’d gotten used to the situation, God damn it.
It had never bothered him so much.
It should be different with Lizzie. He cared for her. He loved her.
Damn, damn, damn.
Anger made his voice sharp.
“Your gown is indecent.”
“What?” Lizzie blinked up at him.
“Your gown. Look at it.” He held her away from him. “Your breasts are exposed.”
Her lovely white breasts glowed in the subdued light of the conservatory like rare flowers. Lizzie flushed and struggled to pull her bodice back up where it belonged.
“They were adequately covered before you got your hands on them.” Her cheeks grew redder. She ducked her head and stepped away from him. “That is, I mean my dress was—is—perfectly acceptable. Definitely within the bounds of propriety.”
“Ha!”
She stopped fussing with her clothing and glared at him.
“Don’t take that tone with me, Lord Westbrooke. My gown is less revealing than most.”
He didn’t care about most gowns—he cared about this gown. He cared about these breasts and who might be looking at them.
“I saw Tynweith staring down your dress all through dinner.”
“You did not! You were too busy flirting with Lady Felicity to notice anything.”
“Don’t be a ninnyhammer. And it was hard not to notice our host. He was just about drooling. It was quite the spectacle.”
Lizzie exhaled a short breath. Her brows met above her nose, a deep furrow between them.
“You are a mutton-headed, jingle-brained nodcock.” She finished with her bodice and tried to put her hair back in order. Somehow it had become severely disarranged.
“That is hardly helping. You look thoroughly compromised.”
That earned him another hard look.
“Perhaps because I am thoroughly compromised. And I assume you are still not proposing?”
It was his turn to flush.
“Lizzie…”
“Lizzie what? Lizzie, would you make me the happiest of men and give me your hand in marriage?”
She paused, hands on hips, one brow raised.
“Uh, Lizzie…”
“No, of course not. It’s Lizzie, thank you for the entertaining interlude. We will have to do it again the next time we find ourselves in some isolated flora.” She poked him in the chest. “Well, don’t count on it, Lord Westbrooke. I am finished frolicking with you in the foliage.”
He heard the pain in her voice. He had never wanted to hurt her. He caught her hand, wrapped it in his.
“Lizzie…” He sighed. What could he say?
Her expression softened. “Is it that you prefer men, Robbie? Is that the problem?”
“God, no!” He dropped her hand as if it were a hot stone, stepping back so quickly he almost slipped on a loose pebble. She couldn’t think—no, it was too revolting. He wanted to cast up his accounts right there on the nearest potted plant. Not that he was surprised she knew of such things—her cousin had had some very odd proclivities—but that she could imagine he felt that way—
God, he would be sick.
“You don’t have to be embarrassed to tell me, Robbie. I’ll keep your confidence. I just would like to know—”
“Lizzie.” He couldn’t bear to hear her say more. “No. Believe me, I am most certainly not attracted to men.”
“I would not think less of you if you were.”
“Well, I am not. Definitely. Without a doubt. Not the slightest. Wherever did you get such a notion?”
“Lord Tynweith suggested it as a possibility.” She shrugged. “It made sense. I’ve never seen your name linked with a lady’s in any of the London gossip columns, nor have I heard any rumors of a mistress.”
“My God!” He hadn’t considered this. If Tynweith thought it possible, how many others of the ton also wondered? Collins had mentioned it as well. Was everyone speculating, watching him? “You were discussing this with Tynweith? Are you mad?”
“No. I just…” She looked down at her hands. He could barely hear her, she spoke so softly. “I guess I only hoped….” She paused, then looked back up, though her eyes only went as high as his chin. “So it is just that you are not attracted to me.”
“No!” He hated hearing her voice waver with suppressed tears, hated the way her eyes shied away from his. “Surely our recent activities—and what happened in Tynweith’s garden—prove I am attracted to you.” He rubbed his forehead. How could he make her believe him? He could not tell her the truth. “It’s just…complicated.”
“So, explain. I have no pressing engagements—ha! Definitely no engagement.” She sniffed, bit her lip, then frowned, crossing her arms under her breasts. “I think I merit an explanation, don’t you?”
“Yes.” She did deserve that. He had taken shocking advantage of her. It was wrong. He had to stop.
But he didn’t want to stop. He never wanted to stop. How could he give her up now that he had tasted her passion?
He had to find a way. It was the only honorable course. She needed a real man, a man who could love her properly, who could fill her and give her children. She would not be happy with less. Even if she thought she wanted him, she would soon realize her mistake. She would become frustrated and bitter. He could not bear that.
“I’m waiting.”
Perhaps he could explain without telling her everything.
“The problem, Lizzie, is that I can’t marry anyone.”
“What do you mean, you can’t marry anyone? You don’t have a secret wife somewhere do you, like Prinny’s Mrs. Fitzherbert?”
“Of course not.”
“Then I fail to see the problem. You have to marry. You’re the earl. You have to produce an heir.”
“No, I don’t. I have an heir—my cousin.”
“Robbie, Sarah is your only cousin.”
“My only first cousin, but not my only cousin. You’ve forgotten Theobald.”
Lizzie gaped at him, then snorted. “That idiot? It’s whispered his wet nurse dropped him on his head. Surely you don’t mean to turn over your estates to him?”
The thought did not make him happy, but there was no alternative.
“He’s not that bad.”
“Well, no, perhaps not that bad, but certainly bad enough. Did you know he is obsessed with snuff boxes? He has eight thousand, five hundred and forty-three in his London lodgings, and he would be delighted to show you each one.”
Robbie chuckled. He would never have thought he’d find anything amusing in this conversation, but the image of Lizzie listening to Theobald hold forth about his snuff boxes was humorous. “Surely you have not taken the tour?”
“Of course not. It would be completely improper for an unmarried lady to visit a gentleman’s lodgings. He told me about them at one of Easthaven’s balls. All about them. I was actually happy to be rescued by Simple Symington, if you can believe it. It was the first time I was ever happy to see the fat old fop.”
“Perhaps Theobald’s son will be better.”
“He’ll never have a son. Any woman foolish enough to marry him would die of boredom before she ever made it to her marriage bed. The butler would find her stiff among the snuff boxes, while Theobold, oblivious, described box one thousand four hundred and seventy-two.”
Robbie smiled. “I see you do not care for my cousin.”
“No one does, Robbie. You know it. You cannot leave the continuation of the Hamilton line to him.”
“I haven’t any choice, Lizzie. What I’ve been trying to tell you is that I can’t marry—I have no need to marry—because I cannot beget children.”

Lady Felicity stood in the shadows behind a bank of potted trees, watching Lord Westbrooke and Lady Elizabeth leave the conservatory. Westbrooke’s waistcoat was unbuttoned; the neck of Lady Elizabeth’s dress was crooked and her hair was falling down her back. They had obviously been doing more than admiring Tynweith’s plants.
They were not behaving as lovers, however. They were barely touching, not looking at each other, not talking.
Interesting.
Had the experience been so unpleasant? Or so wildly erotic they were both stupefied?
She hoped the latter. If she had to have Westbrooke’s heir, she’d like the planting to be some of the best carnal play she’d ever experienced. And she had experienced a lot—as much as she could and still be a virgin. Since she was exceedingly creative, that covered a lot of territory.
But if she wished to be the next Countess of Westbrooke—and she definitely did—she would have to deal with Lady Elizabeth. She did not care for competition.
Felicity frowned. Was Lady Elizabeth competition? She should be. She was unmarried and the sister of a duke who also happened to be the earl’s good friend. And Lady Elizabeth and Westbrooke were obviously extremely friendly as well. Yet there was no engagement announcement. Why not?
If Lady Elizabeth wished to be the next countess, she needed to play her cards with more finesse. She needed to get Westbrooke to misbehave before witnesses if he were reluctant to come up to scratch.
Felicity stepped from behind the leafage. Her quarry and his companion had disappeared down the corridor. She was not about to give Lady Elizabeth advice on how to snare the elusive earl—she intended to catch him for herself.
She looked at the conservatory door. Another puzzle—why was Tynweith helping Lady Elizabeth? He must have known Felicity was looking for Westbrooke. She knew the earl had come down this corridor. She’d been right behind him. Yet he had vanished and in his place she’d gotten Tynweith. Tynweith who’d whisked her back to the music room, no matter how much she’d tried to drag her feet or get him to go on ahead alone.
Tynweith was not known for his philanthropy. So why would he help Lady Elizabeth? If he helped anyone, it should be Felicity. She was Charlotte’s friend, and Tynweith appeared to have some connection to Charlotte.
What was it? Charlotte became very evasive when his name was mentioned. She was usually extremely frank, yet she would not say one revealing word about their host.
Well, the house party was still young. There was plenty of time to solve these mysteries—and compromise a certain earl. She had to think about that, what the trap would be and how best to bait it. The capture must be spectacularly public and unequivocal. She wanted no loopholes for Westbrooke to wiggle through.
She headed upstairs to bed. Alone, unfortunately. Lord Peter was probably still swiving Charlotte.
Felicity had considered inviting him to stop by her room afterward, but she had decided against it. He’d been too obnoxiously proud of himself yesterday for plowing a duchess. Well, Lord Andrew was arriving in the morning. He was entertaining. Very entertaining. He knew quite a number of inventive games.
Lady Felicity paused on the stairs and smiled. And he had asked for Lady Elizabeth’s hand and been denied. He’d been rather bitter about that if she remembered correctly. Perhaps he would be interested to hear that lovely Lady Elizabeth was no better than she should be. He was known to be a mite vindictive.
Yes, Lord Andrew should turn out to be very useful indeed.



Chapter Nine

Robbie could not have children.
Lizzie didn’t know how a man knew such a thing, but Robbie must know it. His voice had sounded tortured when he’d told her. She had wanted to cry.
She sat on the window seat in her room and leaned her head against the glass. It was still cool from the night. It felt good. She had a dull headache and her eyes were dry and gritty, as if there were sand in them.
It had taken her forever to fall asleep, and then she’d been haunted by bizarre dreams. Nightmares, really. She’d been looking for a baby, sometimes in the countryside, sometimes in the stews of London. She’d argued with so many people—with James, Robbie, some one-eyed hag with broken teeth. One time she’d actually held a baby boy, but another woman had snatched him out of her arms and vanished into the London fog.
She pressed her forehead harder against the glass.
Perhaps Robbie was wrong. How could he know for certain? He wasn’t married. Maybe once he wed, he’d discover that he could have children.
But what if he were right? She squeezed her eyes tightly together, but that didn’t keep the tears from leaking out.
Did she love him enough to give up hope of ever having a child?
She did not know.
She took a deep shuddering breath, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. Betty would be in at any moment with her chocolate. She had better wash her face. She did not want to explain why she had been crying.
As she got up, she glanced out the window. There were two people outside on the lawn. It was hard to tell from this distance, but it looked like Felicity was with a man. Not surprising. Lizzie just hoped the other girl would find a secluded spot before she did what it was rumored she usually did with men.
But who was her companion? He was too short to be Robbie, thank heavens, and too broad to be Parks or Lord Peter. Certainly Lord Tynweith would not be showing Felicity his gardens, would he? Who else was there? None of the other male guests would tempt Felicity from her bed—or into her bed, for that matter.
The man took off his high-crowned beaver and the mystery was solved. Black hair with a narrow white streak gleamed in the sun. Lord Andrew had arrived. “Lord Skunk” the ton called him for his hair, but Lizzie thought the nickname suited his personality as well. The man had offered for her once, even though she had given him absolutely no encouragement. She assumed he could not resist the gleam of her dowry. She had tried to be polite when she refused him, and she had tried to politely avoid him ever since.
She turned away to splash water on her face. It was going to be extremely difficult to avoid him here.

“Up early to greet me, Felicity? If I’d realized you were here, I would have come down yesterday and saved you the trouble of getting out of bed.”
Andrew reached for her, but she stepped back.
“Not here in full view of the house.”
“Why not?” He pulled off his hat and looked up at the building. “Never say you’re turning shy?”
“No, of course not. But Westbrooke’s room faces this direction.”
“Ah, still trying to catch the earl, are you?”
“Of course.” She turned and started walking down the lawn. Andrew fell into step beside her. “I could use your help.”
“Really?” He leered at her. “It will cost you.”
She did like Andrew. He was not overburdened with scruples.
“I expected it would.” She stepped onto the wide gravel path and followed it though Tynweith’s Frenchified garden, past the parterres and ridiculous bushy spheres and pyramids, under an arch. She turned left, passing between two hedges into the topiary garden. She knew exactly where she was going. She’d found this spot yesterday when she’d been searching for Westbrooke.
Andrew stopped to examine a topiary orgy. Well, hardly an orgy to her mind—if she discerned the sex of the trimmed bushes correctly, there was only one male and three females.
“Tynweith’s gardener is quite inventive.”
“Yes, I know. Come on, Andrew.” She ran her hand over his forearm. “There’s a place up ahead where we can…talk.”
“Where our tongues can be busy, hmm? I’m ready for a very long, very deep discussion.”
“Good.” She wet her lips, noting the breadth of his shoulders, the muscles in his thighs. He was shorter than Westbrooke, but he seemed much larger. His nose, his hands, his…um. Excitement shivered down her spine, settling between her legs.
He looked like he should be lifting boxes on a dock, not wineglasses in aristocratic drawing rooms.
“Here we are.” She stepped through some tall hedges and walked over to the stone bench in the center of the grassy square. They were hidden from the house, but anyone happening through the gap in the hedge would see them. Another shiver of expectation skittered up her spine. Frolicking behind closed doors was so boring. The threat of discovery added spice to any encounter.
“Tynweith’s damned bushes are quite inspiring, Fel. They give a fellow all sorts of interesting ideas.” Andrew cupped her cheek with one hand and pulled down her lower lip. “I might have trouble deciding how best you can repay me.”
She tilted her head so she could suck on his thumb.
“I packed the handcuffs and the switch when I heard you were coming.”
“Did you?” His eyes got a very sharp, intent look. “Lovely. So what do you need me to do?”
A very bawdy answer popped into her head, but she repressed it.
“You know I plan to marry Westbrooke.”
“All the ton knows it.” He cocked an eyebrow. “And you know I’m not one of his intimates. If you’re looking for someone to persuade him, I’m not your man.”
Felicity sat down on the bench. It was still cold and damp with dew. It felt quite splendid against her heat. “I’ll handle Westbrooke. I have a different job for you.” She looked up at him. “It involves a woman.”
“Does it?” He came over to stand beside her.
She put her hand on the front of his pantaloons and smiled. He was already hard.
“It might involve a rape.”
His bulge leapt.
“Really? This sounds very interesting. Perhaps I should be paying you.”
“Probably. I think you’ll be delighted to rape this particular young lady.”
“But will it leave me required to marry her?”
Felicity shrugged. “Most likely. However, she comes with piles of money, and if you find her boring, I will be happy to entertain you.”
He freed one of her breasts. She arched, making it easier for him to squeeze her nipple. She loved the feel of the sun and his fingers on her skin.
“Who is it? Lady Caroline? She is fat and ugly.”
“No, not Lady Caroline.” Felicity grinned. “You once offered for this lady.”
“I did?” Andrew squeezed harder and she yelped. “Don’t say it’s Lady Elizabeth you want me to deflower?”
“You are so astute.”
“God.” He kissed her, thrusting his tongue all the way to her throat. “I would love to have that bitch under me.” He grabbed both her breasts, kneading them roughly. “Your choice, Felicity. How do you want it? I’ll give it to you any way you like.”
Felicity started unbuttoning his pantaloons. “We should finish discussing the terms.”
“I’ve heard enough. I’ll be happy to take her wherever, whenever you like. On Almack’s dance floor even, under the noses of all the patronesses.”
“In front of her brother?”
Andrew’s hands stilled. “Damn, don’t ask that, Fel. He’d kill me before I’d breached her.”
Felicity laughed. “No, I won’t ask that. And I’m not certain she’s a virgin, so don’t be disappointed if there’s no blood.”
“No? That little Puritan’s been spreading her legs for someone? I feel cheated. Who’s she been swiving?”
“Westbrooke.”
Andrew laughed. “Westbrooke? As far as I can tell, the man barely knows how to unbutton his breeches to piss.”
Felicity finished unbuttoning Andrew’s pantaloons and freed his lovely, thick length.
“He appears to have mastered the skill. I’m fairly certain he was in her room—in her bed—naked the night before last. And I saw him leaving Tynweith’s conservatory with her last night. They both looked extremely untidy, as if they had been doing something besides admiring Tynweith’s plants.”
Andrew shook his head. “Fascinating.” Then he sucked in his breath as Felicity sucked on him.
“The most fascinating thing is there has been no engagement announcement. I want it to stay that way—at least with regard to Lady Elizabeth. The only announcement I wish to hear is Westbrooke’s name with mine.”
He squeezed her breast. Ahh. If only Andrew were the eldest son—then he’d be heir to a dukedom. But he had three healthy older brothers. Only a fool would wager on his getting the title. She was not a fool.
She stroked the delightfully large organ in her hand. If one part of Westbrooke proved small and disappointing, she’d imagine the part that was not—his pockets. The music of jingling coins could get her through many a bedroom waltz.
“The house party is going to some ruins tomorrow—an old castle, I think Tynweith said. There’ll be plenty of places to steal a few moments alone.” She drew her finger from the sack between his legs to his tip. “It shouldn’t take you long to get the deed done.”
Andrew laughed. “Not long at all. Seconds, if need be. But I hope I have more time. I’d like to taunt her a bit. See if I can get her to scream. God, I’d love that. She was such a cold little bitch when she rejected my suit.”
Felicity licked a salty bit of moisture from his tip.
“You can tease her today—that would be fun to watch.”
“Yes.” He rubbed her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. “I can think of many ways to make her uncomfortable.”
“Don’t overdo it. We don’t want her so frightened she runs from your shadow.”
Felicity took him into her mouth again. Did she want him here or in her bum? Both had their advantages.
Andrew had his hands in her hair now, holding her to him. Enough talk of Westbrooke and Lady Elizabeth. She pulled back. He held her a moment longer than she wanted and then let her go.
“You want it the other way, do you?” He pulled her up and turned her. She felt his erection pushing against her. “Aren’t you afraid someone will find us?”
His hands were squeezing both her breasts. His fingers pinched her nipples. She gasped and leaned over.
“That’s part of the fun. Ahh…”
She screamed her approval as Andrew grunted his release.
By the time Mr. Dodsworth came running to investigate the disturbance, they were sitting discreetly side by side on the bench.

“Lord Andrew, it’s so pleasant to see you. What kept you in London?” Lady Caroline leaned forward, giving the man a better view of her plump breasts. Robbie watched him survey them briefly, then return to cutting the slice of ham on his plate.
“I had an engagement I could not break.”
Lord Peter sniggered. “With Le Petit Oiseau, I don’t doubt.”
“The little bird?” Mr. Dodsworth took a swallow of ale. “Didn’t know you were keen on ornithology, Lord Andrew.”
“I don’t believe Lord Peter was referring to a bird of the feathered variety, Mr. Dodsworth.” Lady Beatrice scowled at the younger man. “I know your mother, sir. She would be most interested to hear what topics her son considers appropriate for polite conversation.”
Lord Peter’s ears turned red. “Your pardon,” he mumbled to his plate. He shoved a roll into his mouth.
Robbie wanted to stand up and applaud. It was about time Lady Beatrice took on a chaperone’s duties. If only she had been more alert last night. She should never have let Lizzie leave the music room with Tynweith.
He took a bite of his beefsteak. The meat might have been boot leather for all he could tell. Lizzie was seated next to Lord Andrew—Lord Skunk. An excellent sobriquet for the man, even if one ignored his unusual coloration. He sprayed a clinging stench of innuendo and malicious gossip wherever he went. Innuendo? Ha! Ofttimes he not only disseminated the tale, he authored it. Or worse, he was its leading actor. More than one unsuspecting debutante had been sent home to the country to try to clean his stink from her reputation.
Now the blackguard was leering at Lizzie.
Robbie scraped his knife across his plate and made Miss Hyde jump.
He had chosen a seat almost as far from Lizzie as possible. He’d hardly slept last night. The scenes from the conservatory—the sounds, the tastes, the textures—kept flashing through his mind. The silky smoothness of Lizzie’s breasts; the rich taste of her mouth and the tang of her nipples; the smell of lemon and silk and skin; the quick little breaths and moans she uttered as his hands moved over her; the sweet wail of his name as she found her release.
If Felicity were sitting next to him now, playing last night’s games, she would find the fall of his pantaloons ready to burst its buttons.
“Are you enjoying your visit, Lord Westbrooke?”
He looked at Mrs. Larson. She was smiling at him, but a frown etched a furrow between her brows.
“It has been agreeable, ma’am.” Some parts had been much more than agreeable—and some parts had been mortifying.
He had used Lizzie unconscionably in the conservatory. At least he had finally told her part of his secret. She’d looked as stricken as he’d imagined she would when she’d heard it. Surely now she was cured of her desire to wed him.
Good. That needed to be done.
He felt like puking.
“Are you certain?” Mrs. Larson touched his sleeve gently. “You look…well…” She sighed and glanced up the table. Her gaze settled on Felicity before she looked back at him. “I apologize for the events of the other night. Flint told me he gave your man the key to your bedchamber yesterday.”
“Yes, thank you. Do not worry another moment, ma’am. I am well settled. The accommodations are perfectly satisfactory.”
“I hope so.”
Mrs. Larson turned to address Lord Botton on her other side. Robbie took the opportunity to look at Lizzie again. Surely she had the key to her door. He would make a point to ask her. She might need it. Lord Andrew was definitely leering.
Perhaps he had made the wrong choice in sitting so far from her. If he were closer, he could grab the man by the cravat and twist it until his face turned purple. One would think one’s host might notice a guest misbehaving, but Tynweith’s attention was all for his luncheon. He would only bestir himself if Lord Skunk threw Lizzie onto the table and disturbed the dishes.
“If I’d been fully aware of how charming the company was here,” Lord Andrew was saying, “I would have forgone my appointment, I assure you.” The man’s eyes were focused on Lizzie’s bodice.
Lizzie shifted slightly in her chair so she was closer to Sir Gaston.
At least today she had on an appropriate gown. Its neck reached almost to her chin. The blackguard was not going to be able to ogle her lovely breasts. If he wished to scrutinize a bosom, he would have to limit his inspection to Lady Caroline’s. Hers was the only one on display at the moment—well, hers and Lady Beatrice’s, but elderly breasts…ah, the less said, the less thought, the better.
Well, and Lady Felicity’s were available for inspection as well. He was certain Lord Andrew could see them in their entirety if he wished—Felicity was not shy about trotting them out. Of course, the man had probably already examined them quite thoroughly, many times.
Robbie glanced at Miss Hyde. She was nibbling on some carrots, darting glances at the company. He had tried to engage her in conversation, but every time he addressed her, her eyes got a panicked, hunted look. He’d decided it was kinder to leave her alone. And ignoring her made it easier to eavesdrop on Lord Andrew and Lizzie.
The blackguard leaned closer to Lizzie. She tried to move away again, but she had nowhere to go. Another inch and she’d be sitting in Gaston’s lap.
“It is so delightful to see you again, my dear. Our paths have not crossed much recently.”
“Very true.” Lizzie’s face was expressionless. Good for her. “And I am not your ‘dear.’”
“No? I’m heartbroken. I’ve missed you so.”
A small, slightly mocking smile creased her lips. “My lord, you are gammoning me.”
“Not at all. I am quite anxious to renew our acquaintance.” Lord Skunk displayed his own cold smile. “I don’t intend to let this opportunity go to waste. We have a number of days to enjoy each other’s company and, um, deepen our friendship, hmm? I look forward to getting to know you more”—his smile widened—“intimately.”
Robbie half rose. He was going to murder the man here and now.
Mrs. Larson put her hand on his arm again.
“Ladies,” she said, “who would like a tour of the house?”

Tynweith headed for his study. He needed to get away from his bloody house guests. Why had he invited them? He loathed house parties. He’d been an idiot to have one. An asinine, buffle-headed nodcock. How many more days till he could shut the door on the last guest and get back to his comfortable life? Four? God, it was an eternity.
He paused in the hall. Was that Dodsworth he heard? Damn! He stepped quickly behind a statue of Aphrodite. Yes, it was Dodsworth droning on about horse breeding to Sir George. Nell had probably asked the baronet to sacrifice some of his time to keep the man company. She knew he wasn’t about to do it, even though it was his party. He waited until they had vanished into the back of the house to step out from his hiding place.
Things had reached a low point when a man had to cower behind the statuary in his own home.
He grimaced. He was certainly at a low point. Why had he thought he could get Charlotte into his bed? He was an idiot—and now he was stuck with a house full of idiots. His hand flexed. He would like to hit something.
Charlotte was ignoring him. She’d sat as far from him as possible at luncheon today. She’d barely looked at him. She’d spent the entire meal talking—or rather, listening—to that idiot Dodsworth inventory his stables. It hadn’t been the topic that riveted her—he was certain Charlotte didn’t give a rat’s ass about horses. Nor was it the man. He wasn’t overly vain, but there was no way any female could prefer stout old Mr. Dodsworth—stout, old, boring Mr. Dodsworth—to him.
After luncheon she’d vanished. He’d just spent the better part of an hour searching his estate for her. Discreetly, of course. He didn’t want her to think he was stalking her, even though he was.
He hadn’t looked in her room, however. He hadn’t had the nerve. Was she there, in bed with Lord Peter?
Bloody hell.
He wanted to strangle the man. Draw and quarter him. Castrate him with a dull knife. Chop his testicles up and feed them to his dogs. He’d almost cheered when Lady Beatrice had put him in his place at luncheon. One did not discuss the fashionable impure in genteel company.
He smiled at Miss Hyde as he passed her in the corridor. The little mouse ducked her head and scurried along as if she were afraid he was a cat. How could Nell bear to have her underfoot? Just seeing her put his teeth on edge.
No, to be truthful it wasn’t poor Miss Hyde’s fault his teeth were on edge. He’d barely slept last night. Every time he’d closed his eyes, he’d seen Lord Peter between Charlotte’s lovely thighs. It was driving him mad.
Lord Botton popped out of the music room.
“I’m looking for Lady Beatrice, Tynweith. Can you tell me where I might find her?”
“Sorry, Botton, I have not seen her recently. You might look in the gardens. It is a fine day. Perhaps she decided to take the air.”
“Right. Thank you. Interesting gardens you’ve got, don’t you know?” The old roué winked.
“Uh, yes. Indeed. Enjoy them.”
“Oh, I mean to—especially when I find dear Lady Beatrice.” He waggled his eyebrows, then hurried down the hall.
Tynweith watched him go. The man was destined to be as frustrated as he. According to Nell, Botton’s quarry had retreated to her room with a brandy bottle.
He shook his head. Lady Beatrice certainly was not the best of chaperones. Of course, her charges were well past the age when they should need close monitoring. He’d encountered Miss Peterson and Mr. Parker-Roth in a sedate section of his gardens this morning. They’d been arguing about one of his plants. In Latin. At least that is what it had sounded like—he hadn’t actually engaged them in conversation. He’d just nodded and kept walking. No need for a chaperone there.
Apparently Lady Elizabeth and Westbrooke weren’t getting into any interesting trouble either. He’d thought when he’d left them alone in the conservatory last night there’d be an engagement announcement this morning, but no. They hadn’t even sat together at luncheon.
He continued on toward his study.
There was definitely something going on between those two. When he could tear his eyes away from Charlotte, he’d watched them. The earl had been quiet, far from his usual witty self. He’d kept sending Lady Elizabeth longing glances—when he wasn’t sending Lord Andrew murderous ones. And Lady Elizabeth had been most subdued as well.
What the hell had happened in the conservatory?
And what was Lord Andrew up to? If Nell hadn’t spoken when she had at luncheon, Westbrooke might have tackled the man. Wonderful. A brawl among the beefsteak. Did he need to see that the two were on separate ends of the table at every meal? What an exhausting thought. He would put Flint in charge of it.
He had almost reached his study. Thank God. Peace—and the chance to mull over his options with Charlotte. It was clear he’d have to abandon his plan to make her jealous. Lady Elizabeth would not be convincing, and frankly he wasn’t certain he would be either.
So how was he going to get into Charlotte’s bed?
Perhaps he’d find the answer in his study.
What he found was Lord Peter lounging in his favorite chair, drinking his brandy.
“What are you doing here?”
“Testy, Tynweith?” Lord Peter grinned and took another swallow. “You don’t sound like the gracious host.”
Tynweith contemplated hitting him. He stepped into the room and closed the door.
“Pardon. I wasn’t expecting to find anyone here. What are you doing in my study?”
“Just wanted a private word with you, that’s all.”
“Really?” His stomach clenched. Why would the man want to talk with him in private? They had nothing in common—except Charlotte. Surely the nodcock was not going to talk about her?
Lord Peter grinned. “As I think you’ve surmised, I’m doing the duchess some slight…service.”
God, he was going to talk about her. Tynweith grunted and took the chair behind his desk. Best put some barrier between him and his unwelcome visitor.
“I felt sorry for her—stuck with that old man for a husband. Can’t be pleasant. Shriveled up body.” Lord Peter shuddered. “It’s a wonder he can manage the deed, don’t you think?”
Did the bloody idiot expect a response?
“I fail to see why you are discussing this with me.”
Lord Peter continued as if he hadn’t heard. “When she invited me to visit her bed, I didn’t want to decline. She’s not ugly, even if she is a little old.”
Tynweith made a strangling sound. Charlotte old? She was only twenty-four—only a year older than this pup.
“You said something?”
Tynweith clenched his jaw. “No.”
Lord Peter nodded and leaned forward. “You see the thing is I’ve had her two nights now and, well”—he took another swallow of brandy—“it’s just not much fun. She lies there with her eyes closed, still as death, and lets me have at it. I tell you, it’s like swiving a corpse—not that I’ve ever done such a thing, of course.”
He chuckled. Tynweith just stared at him. He was now too angry to speak.
Lord Peter cleared his throat and looked away. “Frankly, I can’t stomach another visit to her bed, but I don’t want to offend her. As I said, I feel sorry for her—and she is the Duchess of Hartford. No use making her my enemy, heh?”
Tynweith gripped his hands so tightly together he wondered if he would break a bone. Killing the man was very appealing. He could strangle him in short order. Castration with his penknife would be even more enjoyable.
“You are telling me this, because…?”
Lord Peter shrugged. “She mentioned you last night. I was eager for something to talk about. Casting around really, hoping to get something to spark the fires, as it were. Said I’d come up, and wanted to keep my word—she hadn’t invited me for tea obviously—but I was having trouble, um, rising to the occasion, if you know what I mean. The first night had been a lark—and I never turn down bed games when I’m offered a chance to play. And it is a rare treat not to have to pull out—”
“Lord Peter!” Tynweith took a deep breath. He would not shout.
“Yes, well, she said there was something between you once. Ancient history, I think she said, but she didn’t sound like she meant it. So I thought, as soon as I’d managed to come and knew I didn’t want to come there again, that maybe you’d be interested in taking my place. For old time’s sake, perhaps?”
What to say? Tell the whelp in no uncertain terms that a gentleman never discussed his conquests? But he was happy for the information—a specific part of him was rigid with delight. And even happier that Lord Peter thought Charlotte still entertained some feeling for him.
“You will, of course, not repeat any of this. I am certain the duchess would not care to know she had been the topic of such a conversation. And Hartford most especially would not like to hear he had been cuckolded.”
Lord Peter sat up straight. “Of course not. That’s why I sought you out here, in private. Knew it was a topic of delicacy. Didn’t want the thing bruited about.” He leaned forward. “So, will you do it? Will you take charge?”
Tynweith nodded. “You can put your mind at rest on that score. Don’t give it another thought. I will handle the duchess.”
Lord Peter looked visibly relieved. He stood and straightened his waistcoat. “I believe I’ll play least in sight so I don’t have to explain anything.”
“I understand. If the duchess should ask, I’ll say you are indisposed. Shall I have a tray sent up for dinner?”
“I thought I might go off to the tavern in the village.” Lord Peter grinned. “Find a bite to eat and a barmaid to satisfy my other hungers.”
Tynweith nodded. He’d be happy to have the man elsewhere. “I hear Harriet is very accommodating.”
“I thought you’d know. I’ll be off then.” He paused with his hand on the doorknob. “If you don’t mind, I think I’ll head back to Town in the morning. Wouldn’t want to risk making her grace uncomfortable with my presence and, well, there’s not much here to amuse me any longer.”
“Of course. Shall I have your things sent on to the inn?”
“That would be splendid.” He let himself out.
Tynweith hardly noticed the door closing.
So, Charlotte still had feelings for him, did she? But was Lord Peter a good judge? Doubtful. Still, she had responded to him in the shrubbery yesterday.
She had such an iron hand on her emotions—well, she had never had them fully awakened. He would love to waken them for her.
He leaned back in his chair. Tonight. He would go to her tonight. He would show her what could be done in bed between a man and a woman. It would be his pleasure.
He began to plan how exactly he would woo the Duchess of Hartford.



Chapter Ten

“Meg!” Lizzie grabbed Meg’s arm as she walked past the library.
“What is it?” Meg stepped into the room and looked around. “Have you been hiding among Lord Tynweith’s books all afternoon?”
“Yes.”
“Whatever for?” Meg looked at Lizzie as if she had lost her mind.
Lizzie shrugged and glanced away. “I don’t wish to encounter Lord Andrew alone, that’s all. He made me extremely uncomfortable at luncheon.” And she didn’t wish to encounter Robbie, either. What could she say to him after last night? Especially since she still didn’t know how she felt.
“What did Lord Andrew do?”
“Nothing so bad—just his usual unpleasant innuendo. But Robbie looked ready to attack him. Fortunately, Mrs. Larson stepped in with a distraction.” Lizzie frowned. “Didn’t you notice?”
“No. I missed luncheon.”
Meg had an odd note in her voice. Lizzie looked at her more closely.
“That’s right, you did.” Was Meg blushing? Why would she be embarrassed about missing luncheon? It was an informal gathering. Many people skipped the meal. Hmm. Many people including Parks. “I don’t remember seeing Mr. Parker-Roth at table either, now that I think about it. I don’t suppose you know where he was?”
Meg’s blush darkened. “We were examining an interesting plant specimen in Lord Tynweith’s garden. We lost track of time.”
“Oh? Was that the only thing you were examining?”
Meg examined her finger nails. “Of course. What else would we be looking at?”
What else, indeed? Give Meg an interesting plant specimen, and she was lost to all other considerations. A mere male had no power to distract her—yet she did look distinctly distracted.
“You didn’t stray into the left side of the topiary gardens, did you?”
“Of course not. We did not venture into those gardens at all. I do not care for topiary work—it’s plant mutilation, in my opinion. It draws people’s attention away from the vegetation itself. If a man wants statues, he should hire a sculptor and leave the shrubbery alone.”
“I see.” Lizzie did not want to hear another of Meg’s tirades on garden subjects. What she did want was to get away from Lendal Park and the house party. She felt extremely agitated at the moment.
“Meg, would you like to go for a walk? Perhaps we could preview the ruins we’ll be visiting tomorrow. I’ve been told they are not too far.”
Meg brightened. “Perhaps there are some interesting plant specimens there—maybe even remnants of the castle garden. I will go get my bonnet.”
“Meg, we do not have all day to examine the plants, you know. You will be able to do only a quick survey. We have to be back before dark—and I do want to see the buildings.”
Meg grunted in a fashion Lizzie took to be assent.
Soon they were walking briskly over the lawn. Lizzie smiled and lifted her face to the sun. It felt so good to stretch her legs. She thought better when she was in motion. Something about the repetitive action of putting one foot in front of the other freed her mind to consider thorny issues.
The thorniest issue at the moment was Robbie. Did she love him enough to give up motherhood?
She glanced over at Meg. The other girl was surveying the ground around them with keen interest.
“Meg, you won’t desert me for a clump of weeds, will you?”
Meg tore her eyes away from the vegetation. “Of course not.” She grinned. “Unless it is a very interesting clump.”
“Meg…”
“All right. I promise to stick to you like a burr. I just hope I don’t encounter any irresistible specimens.”
Lizzie sighed—and then smiled. A small breeze tugged at her bonnet. She missed the rambles she used to take with Meg when they were girls. They’d walked for hours, all over Alvord and Knightsdale—until Meg’s attention was caught by an interesting bit of greenery.
Why couldn’t life be simple like that again? It wasn’t as if she wanted something unusual. She just wanted what most women wanted—a husband, a home, children. Normal things. Everyday things.
She followed Meg up a slope. Trying to keep pace with her was making her breathless. She’d spent too much time in London while Meg had been wandering the fields of Kent.
Lud! She wanted to stay in Kent, too—to stay near her home, near James and Sarah and Will and the new baby. If she married Robbie, she’d still be close to them. But if she married another man, she might have to live in Cornwall or Cumbria or Cardiff. Lord Malden, her most recently rejected suitor, had his principal seat in Yorkshire far to the north. Lord Pendel, another former candidate for her hand, lived most of the year in Lancashire. If she’d married either of them, she’d not have seen her brother and his family for months.
Robbie was the perfect choice. Except he wasn’t.
She walked faster, but she couldn’t outwalk her thoughts.
Meg waited for her at the top of the hill.
“Meg, do you ever think of marriage?”
Meg laughed. “Of course I do. I let myself be dragged up to London for the Season, didn’t I? It’s a little hard to avoid the subject when you’re surrounded by so many young misses scrambling to catch a husband.”
“True.” Lizzie stepped around a pile of horse droppings. “But doesn’t it make you sad, the thought that you might move away from your father and sister?”
“Not really. In fact, after the interminable dinner parties Emma orchestrated for my matrimonial benefit last year, I’d consider myself blessed to be beyond her reach.”
“You don’t mean that!”
“Well, no, I suppose not—though if you’d asked me right after one of Emma’s parties….” Meg grinned and shrugged. “I don’t worry about it. I’m sure I’ll visit Emma from time to time. And I imagine I’ll have my own children to keep me busy. That’s usually the way of it, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Surely Meg was correct. Lizzie had just never thought she’d have to consider moving away.
She had never thought she’d have to consider a life without Robbie. Could she do so?
Which was more important—Robbie or children? How could she decide? It was a terrible choice to make.
“Your stepmother, Mrs. Graham—I mean, Mrs. Peterson now—she never had children, did she? Does she regret that, do you know?”
Meg walked a moment or two in silence.
“I think she wishes she could have had children, but she is too wise to bemoan something she could not change.”
“But if she had married someone else….”
“Who’s to know what would have happened? She may well have been barren. She assumed she was.” Meg shrugged. “She loved Mr. Graham and had twenty years of happiness with him. Now she has my father and Emma’s children to dote on. She’s happy.”
“True.” But would she be happy? Lizzie did not know.
And if she would be happy, could she convince Robbie? He was not inclined to offer for her at the moment.
She and Meg walked along a path up through a small grove of trees. As soon as they came out into the sunlight again, Lizzie saw the ruins. The gray stone castle stood a little above them in the middle of a broad field. It was much smaller than Alvord. Its stone was dark with age and lichen, and one of the towers had lost a few of its crenellations.
“How old do you think it is?” Meg asked.
“Several centuries. It was built in 1372.”
Meg laughed. “How do you know? Has Tynweith had some penny guide books printed up? I’ll have to complain—I did not get mine.”
“You’d only be interested if he were describing the local flora. No, I did not get my information from our host. Someone left a history of the castle on a table in the library.”
“I would not have thought we had any avid students of history among our number.”
“I’m not certain history was the topic attracting this reader, Meg.”
“No? What then?”
“The book was marked at the page describing the castle dungeon.”
“Really? I’d love to see a dungeon. It’s not every day one gets the opportunity. Does Alvord have one? You’ve never shown it to me.”
Was Meg daft? Lizzie stared at her friend. She was now trying to examine the raised castle portcullis.
Well, perhaps she was letting her imagination run away with her. Now that she considered it, there was no reason to attach any special significance to the fact the book was marked at a particular page. The reader might just have been called away for a game of billiards at that point. And really, she didn’t know for a fact any of the present guests had been reading the history. It was possible Tynweith’s staff wasn’t terribly conscientious. The book could have been sitting out for weeks.
She took a deep breath. She was not going to worry—it was too beautiful a day. The sky was blue and cloudless, and the sun was warm on her face. She watched a hawk float high over the field. She would love to climb the battlements and look out over the countryside.
“Alvord did have a dungeon at one time,” she said. “My grandfather turned it into a wine cellar.”
“So this will be a treat for you, too.”
Treat was not the description that came to mind, but she would try for some of Meg’s enthusiasm.
“Right. A treat.”
They passed through the gatehouse into a large courtyard. Weeds grew everywhere. Lizzie noticed Meg’s eyes widen. She grabbed her arm.
“You promised to stay with me—stick to me like a burr, I believe were the exact words.”
“But Lizzie…”
“No. If I let you go off among the greenery now, I won’t see you again. Come on. You wanted to explore the dungeon, didn’t you?”
“I’m willing to give that up.”
“Well, I’ve conceived a burning desire to see the view from the battlements.” Lizzie tugged on Meg’s arm. “Come on. You can look at the vegetation when we finish with the buildings. And we’ll be back tomorrow with Mr. Parker-Roth. Then you can argue with him over every little leaf and flower.”
“All right.” Meg came along, but kept looking longingly over her shoulder. “I don’t know why you are so keen on heights.”
“And I don’t know why you are so keen on weeds. Those are probably just the same things that grow at Lendal Park.”
“Oh, I don’t think so.”
Lizzie pushed Meg through the door to one of the towers. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim light. The air was damp and chill. She shivered.
“Not much to see here,” Meg said. She walked over to inspect a tattered tapestry hanging on one wall. “Looks like moths have gotten to this.” She looked down at the floor. “And mice.”
“Here are the stairs to the battlements.” Lizzie crossed the leaf-strewn floor to where a dusty suit of armor guarded a set of steps and started up the circular staircase. Meg hung back.
“Are you certain you want to go up there?”
Lizzie stopped at the first turn.
“Yes.” Suddenly she wanted desperately to be up on the battlements, high above the countryside. She had loved to go up on Alvord’s and feel the wind in her hair. She needed that feeling of freedom now. “Come on.”
“There are an awful lot of stairs.”
“Meg, you cannot be dissuaded by a few stairs. You are not a delicate flower. You just hiked here from Lendal Park without tiring in the slightest. I could barely keep up with you.”
“Well, I’m tired now.”
“Meg…”
“Oh, very well.” Meg climbed up after her. “This looks like something Mrs. Radcliffe would include in her novels. Are there ghosts, do you suppose? Do you hear any wailing or rattling chains?”
“Of course not. The history did say the castle was haunted, however. One of Lord Tynweith’s ancestors lost his head, literally, and some of the former inhabitants of the dungeon have stayed on.” Lizzie put her hand on the stone wall. The steps were uneven, worn down by centuries of use.
“Hmm. It’s a shame Tynweith let the place go to ruin.”
“You can’t blame the present Lord Tynweith, Meg. Once the manor house was built, the family abandoned the castle.”
“Why?”
“I assume because it was small and drafty.”
“Small, drafty, and haunted.”
“I imagine the small and drafty aspects were the most persuasive.”
Lizzie reached the door at the top of the stairs that should open onto the battlements. She pushed. It did not move.
“What is it?” Meg crowded up behind her.
“Hold on. The door’s stuck.” Lizzie had climbed all those stairs—she was not going to be denied her prize. She put both hands on the door and shoved. Nothing.
“Perhaps if I help?”
“There’s hardly enough room for me to stand here, Meg. With the curve, the top step tapers to nothing. If you try to stand on it, you’ll tumble down to the ground and break your neck.”
“I don’t think—”
“I do. Give me a moment.” Lizzie took a deep breath.
“Throw your shoulder into it.”
“I intend to.”
Lizzie threw herself against the door. Her shoulder ached; the door remained closed. She tried again. Still nothing.
“We are coming back tomorrow with some sturdy men,” Meg said. “One of them will be able to open the door. There’s no need to bloody yourself today, Lizzie.”
Lizzie had to admit defeat. “All right. Let’s see if we can find the dungeon. If I understood the text correctly, it should be at the bottom of this tower.”
They went back down, hugging the outside wall. Lizzie would hate to meet anyone coming the other direction—there simply was not room on the inner side of the stairs for a foot to fit securely. They passed the suit of armor on the ground floor and kept going.
“Are we almost there?”
“We’re here.” Lizzie stepped off the staircase to face another thick wooden door, much sturdier looking that the one at the top of the tower. “But I’m afraid we’re out of luck again.”
“Don’t give up without trying.” Meg stepped by Lizzie and grabbed the bolt that secured the door. She pulled. It slid back easily.
Lizzie and Meg stared at the door and then stared at each other.
“Tell me it’s a good thing the door to Tynweith’s dungeon opens easily,” Meg said.
“Mmm, I don’t think so. Are you certain you want to go in there?”
“No.” Meg pushed on the door. It swung open without the slighted protest. “Hullo,” she shouted. “Is anyone there?”
Silence.
“I’m not afraid of ghosts.”
“I’m not afraid of ghosts either, Meg. I don’t believe ghosts have any need to ensure doors are in proper working order. They just go through them, don’t they?”
“True.” Meg chewed her lip. “However it seems poor spirited to come this far and turn back—no pun intended, of course.”
“You have heard that discretion is the better part of valor, haven’t you, Meg? As you pointed out just a moment ago, we will be back tomorrow with a number of sturdy men. Perhaps it would be wisest to put off this exploration until then.”
“No. I’ll be all right. You stay here. If I shout, run for help.”
“Meg, by the time I make it to Lendal Park and back, you’ll be murdered—or worse.”
“Lizzie, there is really no fate worse than death.” Meg stepped over the threshold.
“Meg!”
Lizzie grabbed for Meg’s arm, but Meg had already moved beyond her reach. Should she follow her? Perhaps she should go upstairs and borrow the suit of armor’s ax.
“Meg, what are you—what is the matter?!”
Meg was standing in the door to another chamber. Her face was white as death.
“It looks as if Tynweith’s dungeon has been used recently.”

Lizzie had been gone all afternoon. Robbie knew. He’d been looking for her.
Well, not looking for her precisely. He hadn’t actually wished to speak to her. What could he say? He had said all he could last night. He’d just wished to ascertain she was safe.
He had not been able to do so to his satisfaction. It had made for a very unpleasant afternoon.
“You do not care for Arabians, my lord?”
He had no idea what Dodsworth was talking about. Something about horses and stables. The man had latched on to him during port and had not let go when they’d adjourned to the drawing room and the tea tray had been brought in. More than one of the other house guests had seen his predicament, smiled, and taken themselves quickly out of harm’s way.
“Arabians are fine.”
Dodsworth nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. Why, just the other day…”
At least he was giving poor Miss Hyde a holiday. She was sitting by the fire all by herself, sipping her tea and looking as happy as a little mouse could look.
He would have been happier if Lizzie hadn’t taken it into her head to walk over to the blasted ruins with only Meg as a companion. He’d finally asked Collins to ask Betty where she was when he couldn’t find her. Why hadn’t she thought to take a footman? He’d been all ready to set out after them when they’d finally returned.
He’d wanted to ring a peal over her then, but Lady Beatrice and Lady Dunlee had intercepted her before he could say his piece. He’d been choking on it all through dinner.
“I’m considering renovating my stables. Been thinking about it for a long time, actually, ever since I had the pleasure of viewing our Regent’s striking edifice at Brighton. Built in the Indian style, don’t you know. Breathtaking. I was in awe, I tell you.”
Robbie grunted and took another sip of his brandy. Dodsworth had already launched into a detailed account of his architectural plans. His precious horses would be living like sultans.
How could the man not know he was a crashing bore? Obviously no one had told him. Would he even comprehend? It was tempting to try. Perhaps on the last day of the house party.
His monologue did have its benefits. No need to actually listen to him. A well placed nod here, an interested-sounding grunt there, and Robbie was free to pursue his own thoughts.
They were not pleasant.
Lizzie was certain to marry some day.
Now that he had firmly removed himself from her list of eligible suitors, that day might come sooner rather than later. Perhaps by the end of the Season. There were plenty of men who would be delighted to have her. She would be lost to him forever.
He had never felt so morose.
Better to feel angry. She was sitting on the settee by herself, just inviting any dirty dish to come join her. Lord Andrew took her invitation. The bounder sat right next to her. Damn if his leg didn’t brush up against her skirt.
“Did you have a comment, Lord Westbrooke?”
“No. Sorry, Dodsworth. Brandy went down the wrong way.”
Lizzie did not care for the company. The moment Andrew’s arse touched the cushion next to her, she’d put on her haughty face, the expression that said “I’m the sister of the Duke of Alvord—keep your distance.” She only looked like that when she was very nervous.
Now Lady Felicity had joined them. Lizzie’s smile was more strained. She turned her head, as if looking for help. Meg was talking to Parks by the windows; Lady Beatrice was dodging Lord Botton on the other side of the room.
“Excuse me, Dodsworth.”
“Don’t you want to hear how I’m arranging the stalls, Lord Westbrooke?”
“Love to, but some other time.”
“…billiards,” Lord Andrew was saying as Robbie came up to the group.
“I don’t know….”
“Don’t know what, Lizzie?”
Felicity smiled up at him. “Lady Elizabeth doesn’t know if she wants to play billiards, Lord Westbrooke. Can you persuade her?”
Lizzie sent Felicity a very annoyed glance. “I am not very adept at the game.”
“Ah, Lady Elizabeth, don’t let that concern you.” Lord Andrew patted her hand. Robbie clenched his own hands to keep from grabbing the blackguard and throwing him across the room. “I would be happy to assist you.”
“Lady Elizabeth is too modest,” Robbie said. “Come, Lizzie, you know you are a more than adequate player.”
She smiled then, a little of the tension leaving her face. “I did beat you last time we played, didn’t I?”
“Yes, but only because I let you.”
“Unfair, sir.” She laughed. “Very well, I will play, but I insist on being your partner. I cannot give you the opportunity to claim your charity gave me a victory.”
Lady Felicity frowned, but before she could speak, Robbie took Lizzie’s hand.
“Agreed.”
Lady Felicity was not going to concede without a protest. She touched his sleeve.
“Oh, Lord Westbrooke, I thought you could”—she smirked up at him—“play with me.”
Not while I have breath in my body.
“Perhaps next time.” He bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing at the girl’s expression. He hoped Tynweith had a very large billiard table as he intended to put as much space as possible between himself and Lady Felicity. He offered Lizzie his arm.
Lord Andrew’s demeanor gave no clue as to whether he was annoyed or indifferent.
“Don’t pout, Fel. We can still have lots of”—the man’s lips slid into a slow smile as he examined Lizzie’s bodice—“fun.”
Robbie would have been delighted to castrate the man with his cravat pin.



Chapter Eleven

Tynweith’s billiard room would benefit from a few more candles. There were far too many shadows for Lizzie’s tastes. She intended to stay as close to Robbie and as far from Lord Andrew as possible.
“Lady Elizabeth, would you care to go first?” Lord Skunk smiled in a decidedly oily fashion as he held out a cue.
“Thank you.” She ignored him and chose her own stick from the rack. She wouldn’t put it past him to offer her defective equipment.
She surveyed the billiard table. Thankfully it looked to be about the same size as the one at Alvord and in good repair. She was nowhere near as skilled a player as James or Robbie, but she wasn’t truly terrible. She willed her stomach to stop fluttering. She just wished she knew how good her opponents were.
Her hands needed to stop fluttering, too. Her left hand shook so badly the cue bounced when she tried to line up a shot. She took a steadying breath. She should have let Lady Felicity go first.
“A little agitated, sweetings?” Lord Andrew murmured by her ear.
Lizzie gritted her teeth. Sweetings? She would like to take this cue and thrust it up his….
No, she would express her displeasure by potting his ball.
She took another breath and tried to ignore the man. He was far too close to her. She wished he would step back. She looked at Robbie—he was busy fending off Felicity.
Well, the sooner she began, the sooner the game would be over—and as soon as the last point was scored, she was pleading the headache and fleeing to her bedchamber.
She lined her cue up, drew back, and—
“Eep!”
She hit the ball at an angle, missing Lord Andrew’s completely and sending hers into the far pocket.
“Oh, dear.” Lady Felicity giggled. “Too bad. That’s minus three points.” She moved the hand on the wall counter back past zero.
Lizzie glared at Lord Andrew. He lifted a brow and smiled slightly, then turned to get Felicity a stick.
“What happened?” Robbie asked quietly.
“Lord Andrew touched my—” Lizzie flushed. She glared at the man’s back and whispered. “I’m certain he touched my, um, my skirt just as I took my shot.”
Robbie also glared at Lord Andrew’s back.
“Next time I’ll come stand beside you to be certain the bast—um, blackguard keeps his hands to himself.”
“Oh, Lord Westbrooke, would you help me with this shot, please?” Lady Felicity leaned against the table.
“Sorry, I’m certain that would be against the rules. Can’t aid the opposition. Ask Lord Andrew for help.”
Lady Felicity batted her eyelashes. “Please? This is just a friendly game. No need to be overly concerned with rules.”
Robbie smiled. “Still, I must regretfully decline. Lord Andrew, would you like to help Lady Felicity?”
Lord Andrew grinned. “Do you want my assistance, Fel?”
“No.” Lady Felicity’s lower lip jutted out. If she weren’t careful, her face would freeze in a perpetual pout. “I suppose I can do it myself.”
She chose a shot that required her to lean toward Robbie, displaying her breasts to her best advantage. They swayed over the table, but stayed in their bodice—barely. Lizzie glanced at Robbie. He looked more disgusted than entranced.
“Ha!” Lady Felicity’s ball struck Lizzie’s, sending it into the side pocket. “That’s two points for me.”
“For us, Fel. We are a team, remember.” Lord Andrew recorded her score. “Your turn, Westbrooke.”
“Guard my back,” Robbie muttered as he studied the table.
“With pleasure.” Lizzie readied her cue to whack Felicity if she should encroach on Robbie’s space.
Really, the girl had more arms than an octopus. She was constantly trying to touch some part of Robbie’s person while he was shooting. Lord Andrew’s attacks on her were slightly more discreet, but equally annoying. He’d brush up against her when Robbie was lining up a shot. She could tell it distracted Robbie—he was not playing well at all.
“I wish this cue were a sword,” he murmured. “See if you can end this torture, will you? You’re up after Andrew.”
“They’re at thirteen. All they have to do is pot the red ball and they’ll have won.”
“Haven’t you noticed what they’re doing? When they get close to sixteen, they take a penalty. See, watch Andrew.”
Sure enough, the man sent the cue ball into a pocket.
“Too bad.” Felicity moved the counter’s hand back. “Two point penalty.”
“I’d have to score a seven—a perfect shot.”
“You can do it. You’ve done it before. Look, you’re lined up perfectly to take Andrew’s ball.”
Lizzie nodded. “All right, I’ll try. Keep him from bumping me.”
“I shall be delighted to do so.”
Lizzie concentrated on her shot. She needed to hit Andrew’s ball and the red ball in one stroke, sending them both into pockets without potting the cue ball. Robbie was right. She could do it. She just needed to focus.
Lord Andrew was headed toward her. She felt Robbie move to intercept him. Robbie couldn’t hold him off forever unless they got into a brawl. Lady Felicity started to walk around the table to reach Robbie.
She didn’t have much time.
She focused her attention on the little white cue ball, the tip of her cue stick, and the angle she needed for the two to connect. She narrowed her eyes, held her breath, and took her shot.
It was beautiful. Lord Andrew’s ball in the left side pocket, red ball in the far right corner pocket, cue ball hovering on the edge—and then rolling back to the center of the table.
“I did it!”
“Alleluia!” Robbie grinned and looked as if he would kiss her. He bent toward her, but stopped himself at the last moment.
Lizzie wanted to grab his head and pull his face down to hers, but he moved away too quickly. Good thing. Once the thrill of winning abated, rational thought returned. She looked around. Lady Felicity was glaring at her; Lord Andrew had a slight smile and a calculating look.
“That was”—what? Exciting? Entertaining? Horrifying?—“interesting,” she said, “but I’m rather tired. Meg and I went for a long ramble this afternoon. I believe I’ll retire for the evening.”
“I’ll escort you.” Robbie had her hand on his arm before he’d finished his sentence.
“Yes, thank you. That would be lovely.” She nodded to Felicity and Andrew. “Good evening.”
She let out a long breath as soon as the door closed behind them.
“I’m glad that’s over.”
“You and I both.” Robbie scowled down at her. “How could you have encouraged Lord Andrew like that?”
Lizzie felt her mouth drop open. “What?” A hot flush swept up her neck that had nothing to do with love or attraction. Robbie was glaring at her. The pompous nodcock was glaring at her!
She snatched her hand off his arm. If she’d still had a billiard cue, she’d have used it to knock some sense into his thick skull.
“Encouraged? Encouraged? How did I encourage him? As I remember, I was sitting by myself in Lord Tynweith’s drawing room, minding my own business, when Lord Andrew approached me.”
“Exactly. You should not have been sitting by yourself. You know the man is trouble. He was extremely offensive at luncheon. You should have been sitting with one of the other ladies.”
“Lady Felicity, perhaps?”
Lizzie turned and started down the corridor to the stairs. She wanted to get to her room as quickly as possible.
The cod’s head kept pace.
“No, of course not Lady Felicity. Meg—or Lady Beatrice. The woman is your chaperone, after all.”
“I am twenty years old. I do not need a chaperone.”
“You most certainly do need a chaperone. No, you need a keeper! What were you thinking, walking across the countryside with only Meg as your companion this afternoon?”
They had reached Lizzie’s door.
“I was thinking I wanted to get away from mutton-headed nodcocks like you.” She poked him in the chest. “I’ve managed to survive three full Seasons in London’s ballrooms without serving the tabbies anything significant to chew on over their scandal broth.”
“We are not discussing London’s ballrooms; we are discussing this current, slightly scandalous house party. Tynweith’s gatherings have a reputation. Frankly, I was shocked when I heard you’d agreed to come.”
“Oh?” Lizzie grabbed her doorknob tightly to keep from slapping the supercilious expression off Robbie’s face. “So kind of you to put aside your misgivings to attend.” She opened her door and stepped into her room. “You should not have bothered.”
“I had to come, Lizzie. James couldn’t. Someone had to be here to keep an eye on you, to see that you don’t get into trouble.”
Anger pounded in Lizzie’s temples. “I am not a child.”
“Of course not. If you were, you wouldn’t have to worry about rakes of Lord Andrew’s stamp. I’m certain James would be appalled if he knew what was going on here.”
Lizzie took a deep breath. She did not shout. “Thank you, Lord Westbrooke, for so kindly meddling in my affairs. However, I take leave to tell you I already have one older brother—I do not need another.”
“You certainly need someone to keep track of you if you don’t want to permanently ruin your reputation.”
Robbie kept talking, but Lizzie stopped listening. She grabbed hold of her door with both hands and slammed it in the beef-witted, cork-brained cabbage-head’s face.

He should be here by now. Charlotte consulted her watch again. It was past midnight.
She took a sip of brandy. She’d persuaded Flint to give her a bottle—her flask was running low.
Where was he? She hadn’t seen him since luncheon. He hadn’t been present at dinner.
She took a larger swallow of brandy. He had said he would come, hadn’t he? Perhaps not in so many words, but surely it was understood.
She began to pace.
How was she to get with child if he didn’t come?
A bubble of hysteria lodged in her throat. It was Thursday night. If she were home, Hartford would be paying her his weekly visit, fumbling under her nightgown.
How many more Thursdays would he be able to attempt the deed? His breathing had been labored last week and his skin had definitely had a gray tinge. And he had been unable to animate the relevant organ. It had flopped between her thighs like a dead fish.
She bit her lip. Time was definitely running out.
She heard a scratching at her door. Thank God!
“Finally. I thought you had forgotten, Lord—”
She looked at the man on her threshold. It was not Lord Peter.
“I’m delighted you are so eager to see me, Duchess.”
“Lord Tynweith!”
What was the baron doing here at this hour? She had to get rid of him. She looked over his shoulder. Still no sign of Lord Peter.
“If you are looking for Addington’s whelp, he will not be coming. He had another, ah, engagement. He asked me to take his place.”
“What?” Lord Peter was not coming? He’d asked Lord Tynweith…. Charlotte felt her cheeks burn. Lord Peter had been discussing what he’d done…had been discussing her…with Tynweith?
“May I come in? I’d rather not stand here in the hallway. Someone might come along and wonder what I was about.”
“Yes. All right. Come in.” She definitely did not want any of the house guests—especially Felicity—speculating as to why their host was visiting her room at night. Frankly, she did not want to speculate herself. She trusted he would get to his point eventually. He always had in the past.
“Where is your maid?”
“Marie knows she is not needed.”
He picked up the brandy bottle.
“Still drinking, Charlotte?”
“Yes.” Surely he was not angry that Flint had been kind enough to supply her with her own bottle? “Would you like some?” She looked around the room. “I don’t see an extra glass. Perhaps you could get one?” And she could lock the door behind him. He was making her very nervous. Her stomach was shivering in an extremely unsettling fashion.
He smiled. “I don’t need a glass.”
“You don’t?” Was he going to drink directly from the bottle?
He approached her. She backed up—into her closed door. He put his hands on either side of her head.
Her stomach clenched. He was too close. She closed her eyes. She felt his breath on her cheek. It smelled of brandy, but she knew he wasn’t drunk.
“Charlotte, love. You know I’m happy to help you. Happy and willing”—he kissed the corner of her closed eye, just a butterfly brush—“and able”—his lips skimmed the spot under her right ear—“and anxious, too, actually.”
He spoke right above her lips. If she moved her head, tilted her chin just the slightest, their mouths would meet.
She kept her head perfectly still.
“Help me?” she whispered.
“Have a child.”
Her eyes flew open. “You are joking.”
“You know I am not. We spoke about it in the garden yesterday, remember?”
How could she forget? “Lord Peter—”
“—isn’t here. I am.” His lips pulled into a slow smile. “And I assure you, I possess the equipment necessary to accomplish the task. I am delighted—ecstatic—to put it at your disposal.”
“Oh.” She wet her lips. She saw his gaze sharpen, focus on her mouth. His eyes looked…hot.
In some odd manner, he was causing her temperature to rise. Precipitously.
It could not be healthy. She needed to put some distance between them.
Tynweith chose that moment to kiss her.
Oh dear.
His lips were gentle, slow, unlike Hartford’s or Lord Peter’s. Well, neither of them had bothered much with her mouth. One quick mashing of lips against teeth and they were off to more interesting territory, leaving her with an unobstructed view of the bed canopy.
This was different. Tynweith was in no hurry. He kept his hands on the door. The only part of him touching her was his mouth. He played with her lips, sucking, licking. And then his tongue slipped inside. It swept through her, filling her, stroking her.
She braced herself against the door, trusting it to keep her upright.
She had never felt this way before.
“Are your nipples hard little nubs, sweetings?”
They were.
“Is the secret place between your legs wet? Aching?”
It was. God, it was.
“Your body is ready for my seed, Charlotte. Shall I plant it now? Shall I give you a child?”
She was mindless with need. What was the matter with her? She felt ill, feverish. Out of control.
She did not care for this feeling at all. It was unsettling. Frightening. She knew in her gut if she let Tynweith do what he wished, something important would change.
She should say no and send him on his way.
Her body was weeping for her to say yes.
She needed a child. If dampness was the key, she would conceive tonight.
She sighed, letting her resistance drain away.
“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes, please.”
“Then let me get this lovely dress off you. It is very much in the way, don’t you agree?”
“My nightdress—”
“Is totally unnecessary. You are going to be naked, love. I am going to see every inch of your lovely body. I am going to touch every inch. Won’t that be wonderful?”
No, it would be frightening. Or frighteningly wonderful.
Her body silenced her mind. She pushed herself away from the door—and felt his fingers on her dress. She stared at his cravat while he loosened her fastenings and let her clothing slip slowly down to her feet.
She closed her eyes. She was standing before him in only her stockings. She felt the cold air and the heat of the fire on her skin.
She had never been naked with a man before.
He touched her gently between her legs and she shuddered.
“Beautiful.”
His voice was husky, strained. She looked at him. The heat she’d seen before had ignited. His eyes blazed—but still he didn’t put his body against hers.
“I think it’s time we went to bed, don’t you?”
“Yes.” Her knees were wobbling.
“Walk.”
“I can’t.”
“You can. Please. For me. I want to watch you.”
Hartford and Lord Peter had snuffed the candles and come to her in darkness. All the light, all the looking…She felt exposed. Shy.
“I’m skinny.”
“No, you’re beautiful. Perfect.” He brushed his lips over hers and she felt another rush of dampness between her thighs. “I have lusted for you from the moment I saw you. I’ve pictured your body under mine with every woman I’ve mounted. I am dying to see how far my imagination has fallen short of reality.”
“If it has.”
“Oh, it has.” He traced her lips with his finger. Her mouth felt swollen. It opened quite without her volition and he kissed it gently. “I was too rough in Easthaven’s garden, Charlotte. I will not be rough tonight. I will be slow and courteous.” The corner of his mouth crooked up. “At least the first time.”
“Oh.” Usually she wanted the business over as quickly as possible, but strangely, she was not interested in speed at the moment.
She stepped away from him. She felt his gaze slide over her skin, touching her everywhere. Her nipples tightened. He smiled.
“Get into bed, Charlotte.”
She nodded and walked the length of the room. He was just behind her. Still he didn’t touch her.
She climbed up onto the mattress and reached for the bedclothes.
“No.” His hand covered hers and then took the blanket and sheet from her, pulling them down to the bottom of the bed. “We don’t need these.”
“I’m cold.” She wasn’t, but she should be. She was naked. She tried to cover her breasts and her most private part with her hands.
His eyes laughed at her.
“You are? You’ll be very warm in a moment.”
“No, I—”
She stopped speaking. Tynweith was untying his cravat. He pulled it free and took her hand from her breast, looping the cravat loosely around her wrist.
“You must not cover your beauty, Charlotte.” He tied the other end to the bedpost.
“What are you doing?” Her breath came faster, with fear as much as desire.
“Don’t be alarmed. You can get free easily if you want. Try—you’ll see.”
She tried. Tynweith was right. “So why…?”
“To remind you not to hide. To encourage you to trust me.”
He slid one of her stockings slowly off her leg and tied her other wrist with it. Then he bent and blew over her nipples. She arched up. Still he would not touch her.
“I need to feel you….”
He laughed. “Patience, love. You will feel me soon. Everywhere. On your skin—and in your body.”
He removed his coat, his waistcoat, his shirt, slowly, methodically while he walked around the bed, looking at her. Occasionally he would bend over and blow on her skin, but he still would not touch her.
She was on fire. Her nipples ached; the opening between her legs throbbed. She had never felt this way before.
She had never wanted to see her lover’s body before either. Why should she? Hartford’s was shrunken and bony. Lord Peter’s was like a Greek statue and just as hard and cold. But Tynweith’s…
His chest was broad, but welcoming. Dark hair narrowed down to a line disappearing under the fall of his pantaloons.
The fall was bulging. She was actually happy to see that—she shivered with delight. The most delighted part of her wept with eagerness. Her hips arched and twisted on the bed.
“Now?”
“Not yet, love. I think you offered me some brandy, didn’t you?”
“Forget the brandy. Take your pantaloons off.”
Tynweith laughed. “Charlotte, how bold!”
She flushed. “I’m sorry, I—”
He bent over her, putting his finger on her lips. “No, don’t be sorry. I want you to be bold.” His eyes gleamed. “I should reward your boldness, shouldn’t I?”
“Uh—oh!”
Tynweith flicked one of her nipples with his tongue. She lifted her back off the bed, offering him more.
“Again. Please.”
“You don’t want me to drink brandy from your navel?”
“No. Not now. Some other time. Take off your clothes.”
He grinned slowly. “With pleasure.”
Slowly, too slowly, he undid his buttons and slid his pantaloons over his hips and down his legs. She wanted to shout at him to make haste, she was burning for him.
Where had this new impatience come from? She shook her head on her pillow, wetting her lips. She could not think about it. She could not think about anything but seeing—touching—Tynweith’s body.
Finally his drawers slid down, letting his hard length fall free.
“Ah.” She thought about freeing her hands so she could touch it.
She had never found that organ attractive, but Tynweith’s was beautiful—thick and long. Larger than Lord Peter’s. Far larger than Hartford’s. She wet her lips again, pulling on her bonds. She wanted to touch it, to stroke it. She was glad it was big. She was empty enough to take it all. She wanted it all now.
Should she touch him?
No. He was bending over her. He licked her breasts, sucked on her nipples. She arched, writhing. He kissed his way slowly down her body. She raised her hips to him, and he laughed, blowing on her heat.
“Anxious, love? Hungry for me?”
“Yes. God, yes. I need you.”
“I am so happy to hear that.”
Finally he brought his body over hers. She felt him heavy between her thighs, touching her entrance.
“Oh. Oh.” She was panting. Burning. Aching. “Something is happening. I feel…I feel…”
“Empty? Needy?”
“Yes.”
“Good. You are ready for my seed, then. Shall I give it to you now? Shall I fill you?”
“Yes.” She almost sobbed the word. She twisted under him. He was teasing her still, hovering just outside her. “Please.”
She slipped her hands free of her bonds. She had to touch him. She ran her hands over the muscles in his back down to his buttocks. She tugged on his hips, trying to bring him closer. “Now. Please.”
“So impatient, my love.” His words were breathy. “Have you never felt this wildness before?”
“No. Never. I want you now.”
He chuckled, though his breath was coming quickly and his back was slick with sweat.
“Demanding, too, Charlotte?”
“Yes. Please. Now. Edward, I need you.”
She saw through her madness that his face stilled. His eyes blazed into hers.
“God, Charlotte.” His voice was rough. “God, to hear my name on your lips. I want to hear you scream it. Will you?”
“I…”
He teased her, flexing his hips, touching her entrance, brushing it, but not coming in. She arched up, but she could not capture him.
“My name, Charlotte. Scream it and I will come to you.”
It was not hard to do at all. She felt like screaming in frustration.
“Edward!”
He was a man of his word. She sobbed as he surged into her. She started to come apart even as he entered. Her passage contracted around his hard length and her womb trembled as she felt his warm seed pulse into her.
“Charlotte.” He kissed her slowly, his body heavy on hers. He was still inside her. She liked it. She liked his weight, his possession.
Surely this coupling had given her a child.
She was surprised she didn’t feel more triumph. The job was done, wasn’t it? Now Edward could leave and she could sleep.
She didn’t want to sleep. She wanted to do what they had done all over again. She moved her legs against his and flushed.
“I still have one stocking on.”
“Really? I am so sorry to have overlooked that detail. I shall just have to do better next time, hmm?”
He flexed his hips and she felt him growing hard inside her.
“Perhaps I had better try again now, do you think? They do say practice makes perfect.”
She smiled. “Yes, please, Edward. Now would be splendid.”



Chapter Twelve

“I’ve worked out a plan.”
“Hmm?” Charlotte sipped her chocolate. She had not gotten up yet. She didn’t want to. She wanted to pull up the covers and stay in bed all day, remembering the wonderful things that had happened here last night and this morning. Edward hadn’t left until dawn.
“Charlotte, will you pay attention?” Felicity’s tone was sharp.
Charlotte blinked. Felicity was glaring at her.
“I’m sorry. You said something about a plan?”
“Yes.” Felicity pulled a chair up to the bed. “I’ve come up with a plan to compromise Westbrooke when the house party visits the ruins today.” She smiled. “Or at the very least, I will remove Lady Elizabeth from the competition for his title.”
“Oh?”
“What do you mean, ‘oh’? This will give you what you’ve wanted, too, you know. Even if I don’t manage to trap Westbrooke, Alvord’s sister should be well and truly ruined. Lord Andrew is taking care of it. You’ll finally have your revenge.”
“Yes.” Revenge was the furthest thing from her mind at the moment—unless it was revenge against Edward for what he had made her do the third time he’d taken her. She hadn’t wanted to do it, but he’d been right. It had been very enjoyable.
Perhaps she could persuade him to take a tour of his topiary gardens after they got back from this trip to the ruins. Now that she was better versed in the amatory arts, she was certain she’d find the shrubbery much more interesting. Inspiring even.
“Charlotte! Where is your mind?”
Charlotte flushed. “Your pardon. I didn’t sleep well last night.”
The moment the words left her lips she felt her flush deepen. She must be the brightest shade of red. She glanced at Felicity. The other girl’s eyes had narrowed.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’d been engaged in serious bed play. But you couldn’t have been. Peter spent a lusty night at the local inn last evening.”
Charlotte felt a spurt of annoyance. “So that’s where he was.”
“Yes.” Felicity’s gaze sharpened. “Did you find a substitute?”
Charlotte put down her chocolate and threw back the covers.
“You said you had a plan?”
Felicity gave her one more searching look and then shrugged. “Yes. It is not terribly complicated. I believe it should work like a charm. As I said, Andrew will take care of Lady Elizabeth. Your job is to be certain Westbrooke pays a visit to the castle’s dungeon—alone.”
“How am I going to manage that?”
“He’ll be looking for Lady Elizabeth. Tell him that’s where Andrew took her. He’ll fly down the stairs.” Felicity leaned forward. “And I will be waiting for him. It should take me only a few minutes to set the scene, then you are to come looking for us. Bring as many of the house party as you can, but be sure to include Lady Dunlee. She is a splendid gossip. I hope to have a spectacle staged that will titillate society for many months, if not years.”
“When am I supposed to accomplish this? Westbrooke might be suspicious if I try to send him off the moment his foot crosses the threshold.”
“Tynweith is planning a picnic. After we finish the meal, I will go off. Wait a few minutes and then send Westbrooke after me.”
“Very well.” Charlotte could not find a scrap of enthusiasm for the plan, but she supposed she did owe Felicity something. “I will see what I can do.”

Lizzie straightened her bonnet. She was waiting in Tynweith’s entry hall with the other house party guests for the caravan of carriages to arrive and take them to the castle ruins. They were still missing Lord Andrew, Lord Peter, and Lady Felicity. Perhaps those three had found something more amusing to do. She could only hope. Whatever it was, it was probably depicted in Tynweith’s obscene shrubbery.
She stepped behind a pillar to avoid Mr. Dodsworth.
This house party was a complete disaster. She should never have come. Perhaps she could persuade Lady Beatrice and Meg to leave early.
She glanced around the room. Meg was in close conversation with Mr. Parker-Roth.
Perhaps not.
She straightened her bonnet again. Shouldn’t the carriages be here now? She’d prefer to walk, anyway. It was ridiculous to ride such a short distance.
Her gaze touched portly Lady Dunlee and Lady Caroline.
Well, perhaps carriages were not a terrible idea for some of the party.
She heard a noise on the stairs and glanced up. Another hope dashed. Lord Andrew and Lady Felicity were descending. At least Lord Peter was still absent.
Felicity caught sight of her and said something to Lord Andrew. He nodded and started toward Lizzie. She dodged behind another pillar. She did not want to spend time with Lord Andrew.
She found Lady Beatrice standing next to a statue of Aphrodite. The older woman looked delighted to see her.
“Come here, Lizzie, and pretend to be fascinated by some conversational topic, so Lord Botton will not approach me.”
“He’s talking to Miss Hyde now.”
“Yes, poor woman. If I were of a more charitable disposition I might take pity on her. But I spent an entire hour with Botton last evening and my charity is depleted. It really was too bad of Tynweith to invite the little lecher.”
Lizzie glanced over her shoulder. Lord Andrew was still coming her way.
“I do wish he had not invited Lord Andrew either.”
“Is the boy becoming a nuisance?” Lady Beatrice raised her lorgnette and inspected him. He changed direction quickly and went to speak to Lord Dunlee. “Why aren’t you with Lord Westbrooke, anyway? I believe he has just joined Meg and Mr. Parker-Roth.”
“I…well…we are not on good terms at the moment.”
“Really? Why not? I thought the whole point of attending this affair was to give you the opportunity to bring Westbrooke up to scratch.”
Lizzie flushed. Had she been so obvious? “I’m sorry. You must be very annoyed with me for making you and Meg come.”
“Well, I would have been if I’d known Botton would be here.” Lady Bea laughed. “Don’t castigate yourself, child. I had my reasons for wanting to get away from Town for a few days. And I don’t believe Meg is complaining either. She seems quite taken with Mr. Parker-Roth.”
“The carriages are here!” Lord Tynweith stood at the front door, grinning.
“Now I wonder what has happened to him,” Lady Bea said. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen Tynweith so jovial.”
“He does seem unusually happy.” Lizzie glanced around. Felicity was looking at her now. “May I sit with you, Lady Beatrice?”
“Of course. Are you certain you wouldn’t prefer to join Lord Westbrooke’s group?”
Lizzie met Robbie’s eye for a moment. He looked right through her. He was still as angry as she was over their argument.
“I’m certain.”
“Come along then. We will see if we can rescue Miss Hyde.”

God, he felt wonderful. Tynweith tried to stop smiling. Nell had already commented on his high spirits. Worse, Lady Dunlee had given him a searching look. If that gabble grinder got wind of the fact he’d visited Charlotte’s bed, the story would be all over London within the week. Hartford would not be pleased. More, Charlotte would be distressed.
He would not have Charlotte distressed for the world.
She wanted any baby she might conceive credited to Hartford. Tynweith frowned. He didn’t like that, but there was little he could do about it. She was married to the man. And really, if she were enceinte now, it would be difficult, if not impossible, to say for certain who the father was—he, Lord Peter, or Hartford.
Perhaps that was for the best. Still, he hated the thought of his son being raised as another man’s. He should have given that more consideration before he’d climbed into Charlotte’s bed.
No, it would have made no difference. He would not give up last night for anything.
Lady Dunlee was staring at him again.
“You are looking unusually merry this morning, Lord Tynweith. Have you some good news to share?”
He’d put an announcement in the Morning Post before he told Lady Dunlee any news, good or bad.
“I don’t believe I do, ma’am, except that it is a beautiful day for an outing.”
She peered at him through her lorgnette. “My lord, how can you say so? Just look at the horizon. Aren’t those rain clouds?”
Lady Dunlee was correct. Sinister clouds loomed off toward the sea.
“Ah, but it is sunny here. The wind may well keep the storm at bay for hours—and I will have the carriages stand ready to whisk us back to Lendal Park at the first rain drop. Your lovely bonnet and gown are quite safe.”
“I see.” The enlarged eyes examining him held a puzzled look that was quickly replaced by a spark of excitement. He swore her nose twitched, as if she could smell the hint of gossip on his person. He half expected her to bay.
The hunt was on.
He tried to keep his face expressionless. “May I help you into this carriage?”
She examined him for another instant and then lowered her lorgnette.
“Thank you, my lord.”
He helped her and Lady Caroline up the carriage steps. Lady Beatrice and Lady Elizabeth came next, dragging Miss Hyde with them.
“Shall I send Lord Dunlee to join you?” He was certainly not volunteering to climb into this rolling inquisition chamber himself. The trip to the castle would take no more than fifteen minutes, but that was more than enough time for an accomplished gossip such as Lady Dunlee to extract all his secrets.
“No, thank you,” Lady Dunlee said. “We will do very nicely without him.”
“Lord Botton, perhaps?”
“Have you lost your mind?” Lady Beatrice glared at him. “Don’t you dare let that lecherous cod’s head in here. And don’t think to fob off that crashing bore, Dodsworth, on us either.”
“Indeed.” Lady Dunlee raised her lorgnette again. She and Lady Beatrice both inspected him as if he were a repulsive bug. Fine with him. He was merely trying to be a thoughtful host. He bowed and stepped back so the footman could close the carriage door.
He sighed with relief as soon as he heard the latch catch. Thank God. He would have to be very careful now that Lady Dunlee was on the hunt. He’d do his best to put as much distance as possible between them this afternoon.
He would have to put distance between himself and Charlotte as well. She was standing with Lady Felicity, waiting for Lord Andrew to help her into another carriage. He had purposely not gone to assist her. If Lady Dunlee saw the two of them together…. He was not certain he could hide his feelings when he touched Charlotte, even with so mundane a contact as taking her gloved hand to steady her on the carriage steps.
She glanced over, caught him watching her, and blushed.
Damn, it was a very good thing Lady Dunlee was already closed away in her carriage. He glanced back. Fortunately she was too well bred to hang out the window and gawk.
He would definitely need to stay far away from both women this afternoon. But this evening, after the house party had retired for the night….
God, Charlotte had been just as passionate as he had hoped. Last night had been amazing. Perfect. Each coupling had been better than the last. She learned so quickly, was so eager. By morning, she’d even begun to take the lead. He’d hated to leave her, but at least he could console himself that there was tonight and every night for the rest of the house party.
Nell touched him on the sleeve. “I think everything is in order, Edward. The servants have gone ahead and should be setting up for the picnic. Sir George and I will take Lord Botton and join her grace, Lady Felicity, and Lord Andrew in their carriage—I don’t trust those three together. You can do your duty and ride with Mr. Dodsworth.”
“Very well.” He could tolerate fifteen minutes of horse talk. “But whatever do you suspect the duchess of doing?”
“I am not as concerned with her as I am with Lady Felicity and Lord Andrew. But she is Lady Felicity’s bosom-friend. If Lady Felicity is up to something, chances are the duchess is involved.”
“No, I am certain you are mistaken.”
Nell put her hand on his arm. “Edward, do not forget—the duchess is Hartford’s wife, and Hartford is still very much alive.”
“Of course. I am in no danger of forgetting that fact. What are you suggesting?”
“Nothing. But I am your cousin. I know you—and I know what it is like to want and not be able to have. I am fortunate Lady Gaston is not possessive of her husband. I do not think Hartford is similarly inclined.”
“Hartford is an old fool.”
“Perhaps. But he is a duke and proud. I would not put it past him to insist on a duel if he felt his honor slighted.”
“I am not afraid of him.”
“I did not think you were. But it cannot reflect well on you to fight a man twice your age, even if you win. And if you kill him, a duke and Charlotte’s husband….” Nell squeezed his arm. “I just do not want to see you backed into a corner from which there is no gracious way out.”
He covered her hand with his. “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything foolish. I promise.”
She smiled slightly, a touch of melancholy in her voice. “Love is often foolish, Edward.”

Robbie half listened to Meg and Parks argue about garden design. At least, that’s what he thought the discussion was about. He was making no attempt to follow the conversation closely. He employed a perfectly competent head gardener at each of his estates and he let the man do his job. Of course, if any of his men took to torturing the bushes into the odd arrangements Tynweith favored, they would be looking for new employment in short order. He had no patience with obscene shrubbery.
He glanced at Parks. His friend was more animated than he’d seen him in years. And Meg was equally passionate. The two should make a match of it. They would bore anyone else to madness.
Speaking of bores…. Thank God Dodsworth was sitting on the other side of the carriage. Parks served as a wall—a hedge, more appropriately—between them. Dunlee and Tynweith had to suffer the detailed description of that palace Dodsworth was planning for his blasted horses.
He watched the trees bowl by. They should be at the castle shortly. He hoped Lizzie had taken his words to heart and would stay near Lady Beatrice or Meg. He would keep an eye on her, of course, but she’d made it abundantly clear last night she would not welcome his company.
Why did he always say the wrong thing to her these days? Hell, he didn’t know what the right thing was anymore. Surely she saw that she’d not behaved sensibly in sitting by herself in the drawing room or going off on a ramble with only Meg as a companion?
It was clear she was in danger. Take that billiard game, for instance. God, that had been torture. He hated having to be in such proximity to Felicity. To seek her company voluntarily had tied his stomach in knots—especially after his close escape just the other day. How she could face him so calmly after she’d crawled naked into his bed was a mystery. The girl was brazen, utterly brazen. It was impossible to guess what such a creature would do. The rules of polite society were obviously beyond her ken.
And Lord Andrew was just as bad. Worse. It was one thing for a woman to try to trap a man into marriage, but quite another for a man to prey on a naïve young miss. That was reprehensible. The blackguard had been so damn sneaky. He’d managed to make every brush against Lizzie look accidental.
He should have thrashed the bastard right there by the billiard table.
He scowled at the innocent landscape. He felt so damn powerless. If Lizzie were his wife, he would have clear rights to protect her from any kind of insult. But she was not—could never be—his wife. And now she was not even his friend.
Why had she ripped up at him like that when he’d walked her to her room? He had only spoken the truth.
“Lord Tynweith,” Meg said, “I’ve been meaning to ask you something.”
Robbie looked away from the window. What momentous question could have caused Meg to focus on something other than vegetation?
“Yes, Miss Peterson?” Tynweith smiled politely.
“Lady Elizabeth and I were in need of exercise yesterday and walked over to the castle.”
“I see. I hope you won’t find today’s outing sadly flat then.”
“No, of course not.” Meg shook her head, then paused and smoothed her skirt. “We didn’t have much time to look around, but we did stumble on something that caused us some consternation.”
“Really? I am sorry. What was the problem?”
“Your dungeon, Lord Tynweith. Did you know that it is most unusual?”
Tynweith raised an eyebrow. “You have frequented many dungeons, Miss Peterson? I do find that surprising.”
“Now see here—” Parks began.
Meg frowned back at him, stopping him cold. Then she frowned at Tynweith. “No, of course I have not frequented many—any—dungeons. Why do you say so?”
“Well, one supposes that one must know what is usual in dungeons to find a particular one unusual.”
Meg rolled her eyes. “All right, Lord Tynweith, let me say instead that we found your dungeon quite unsettling.”
“Dungeons are not designed to be comfortable places, Miss Peterson. At least this one has not been occupied for centuries.”
“There I believe you are wrong, my lord. Not only did it appear your dungeon had been used recently, it looked as if it were being employed to torture people. There were manacles on the walls, whips on the table, and other odd, distasteful looking objects lying about. What do you think of that?”
Tynweith closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “I think I need to speak to some people at the local inn, Miss Peterson.”
“Well, I certainly hope you do so. A sturdy lock might also be in order.”
“Perhaps you are correct.”
“I’d say so, Tynweith.” Lord Dunlee frowned. “Don’t want any heinous activities occurring on your estate. Could prove awkward, don’t you know.”
“More than awkward, Tynweith.” There was a note of anger in Parks’s voice. “I trust the ladies will not be able to view this dungeon on our outing today?”
“I will definitely warn them against venturing in that direction, and I will send a locksmith up after we return.”
“Good. We wouldn’t want their tender sensibilities lacerated.”
“No indeed.” Lord Dunlee nodded in agreement.
Mr. Dodsworth was curiously silent. Robbie examined the man as the carriage pulled to a stop. He looked extremely eager to exit the coach. Extremely eager and extremely red.
Who would have thought boring old Dodsworth might know any use for a whip other than to get a horse to go?



Chapter Thirteen

Lizzie watched Lord Dunlee and Lord Botton disappear into the tower. For some reason, she did not think they were headed up the stairs to view the battlements.
“It’s too bad Tynweith had the lawn mowed,” Meg said. “I’m certain he destroyed some lovely plant specimens.”
“He couldn’t very well hold a picnic in the weeds we saw here yesterday.” Lizzie frowned. “I can’t believe you mentioned the dungeon to him.”
“Of course I did, and it was a good thing, too. I don’t believe he was aware the place was being used for nefarious purposes. He said he would send out a locksmith when we return to put a stop to the business.”
“Did he happen to say what the nefarious purposes were? Surely he didn’t think the local people were being tortured?”
Sir George and Tynweith had just come out of the tower. They were sniggering.
“No, he did not say, but he wasn’t shocked. I got the impression this had happened before. He appeared to believe people at the inn were using the room without his permission.”
“Hmm.” Now Robbie and Parks were going in. Surely they were headed for the battlements?
The only two men who had not rushed to examine something in the tower were Lord Andrew and Mr. Dodsworth. Lord Andrew was in the middle of what appeared to be an intense conversation with Lady Felicity. They were standing well beyond the eavesdropping range of Lady Dunlee—Lizzie could almost taste her frustration.
Mr. Dodsworth was standing by himself, watching Miss Hyde and Mrs. Larson put the finishing touches on the picnic preparations. His color was fluctuating oddly, reddening whenever more gentlemen entered the tower.
“Where is Lord Peter? I don’t think I’ve seen him since yesterday.” Meg snorted. “Not that I’ve missed him. I wish he’d go back to London.”
“Well, you’ve gotten your wish. Lady Dunlee reported on the way over that he went back to Town. Said he had pressing business there, though she doubted that explanation. Petticoat business is what she said.”
Robbie and Parks came out with Lord Dunlee and Lord Botton.
“Oh good. There’s Mr. Parker-Roth.” Meg grabbed Lizzie’s arm and tugged her toward the group. “I want him to look at some plants I found. I think I may have stumbled across the castle’s herb garden.”
The men had stopped a distance away. Lord Botton was gesturing in an extremely animated manner.
“I tell you,” he said as Lizzie and Meg came within earshot, “don’t dismiss it until you’ve tried it. The switch—”
“Ladies, how lovely to see you.” Robbie spoke quickly and loudly.
“What?” Lord Botton looked quite taken aback to be so rudely interrupted until he glanced over his shoulder at Lizzie and Meg. Then he turned an interesting shade of red and bowed slightly. “Oh, yes, lovely, um, indeed. Lovely day, isn’t it? Lovely castle.”
Lizzie nodded. All the gentlemen had a reddish hue to their complexions.
“What are you switching?” Meg asked.
“Conversational topics, Miss Peterson,” Parks said. “Do you have a subject to suggest?”
Meg’s face lit up. “Actually, I do. I’ve found an interesting clump of vegetation by what I believe was once the castle’s kitchen. I think there may be a number of non-native species of herbs in the collection.”
“Fascinating. However, I suspect that is a topic which will not hold the attention of everyone present.”
“It won’t?”
Lizzie covered her smile. Lord Botton was staring at Meg as if she were some exotic beast.
“Meg,” Lizzie said, “you know you’re prone to bore people once you get going.”
Meg smiled slightly. “Perhaps.”
“Why don’t you and Miss Peterson go investigate these plants, Parks?” Robbie said. “I’m well enough acquainted with Miss Peterson to know she will suffer greatly if she cannot discuss this botanic bounty immediately.”
“Very well. I confess I would like to see the specimens.” Parks offered Meg his arm.
“Yes, do go enjoy yourselves.” Lord Botton watched them walk off, then shook his head. “Plants!” His tone left little doubt as to his feelings. “I believe I shall have a word with Lady Beatrice. Coming, Dunlee? I see Lady Bea is chatting with your charming wife and daughter.”
“Yes, um, I think I’ll just trot over and speak to Dodsworth. He looks a bit lonely at the moment.”
Lord Botton nodded. “Good idea. You might ask him about technique—which he prefers.”
“I am not interested in switch—” Lord Dunlee looked at Lizzie and coughed. “That is, I’m not interested in, um, er…. Perhaps I will join you, LordBotton.”
“Splendid. If you’ll excuse us, Westbrooke, Lady Elizabeth?”
“Certainly. Don’t let us keep you.” Lizzie watched them make their way across the castle yard. She looked back at Robbie. His expression was guarded.
“Shall I escort you to your chaperone?”
Lizzie drew breath to tell him she most definitely did not want to be escorted anywhere and he could very well stop trying to act like a big brother, but she stopped before she uttered the first word. She saw the determination in his eyes. No matter what she said, he was going to do what he thought was right.
It was annoying, it was maddening, but it was endearing, too.
“Aren’t you afraid I might learn what Lord Botton was so keen to discuss?”
Robbie’s ears turned red. His face assumed a mulish expression. She could see he was not in the mood to be teased. And she was only partially teasing. She had not forgiven him for his highhandedness last night.
“Why don’t you escort me over to Meg and Parks?” A gust of wind tried to steal her bonnet and sent the servants scurrying to protect the place settings. She looked up—the storm clouds were much closer. “It looks as if the weather may not wait on Lord Tynweith’s convenience.”

“We need to get this done today, Andrew.”
“Why? I’m enjoying myself. I think I almost got Westbrooke to throw a punch last night in the billiards room, Fel. Wouldn’t that have been something? The cool-headed Lord Westbrooke losing control so shockingly?”
Felicity frowned at Lord Andrew. “This is not a game.”
“Of course it is. Life’s a game.” He waggled his finger at her. “Don’t be so serious.”
“This is serious, you nodcock. I’ve been stalking Westbrooke for going on four years now. I’m tired of the hunt—it’s time to move in for the kill.”
“So romantic, Fel.”
“Romance is for totty-headed poets.”
“What? You don’t want hearts and flowers from Westbrooke?”
Felicity snorted. “What would I do with those? I want a title and pounds per annum—influence and money, precedence and property.”
“So mercenary.”
“As if you are not. Surely it is not merely Lady Elizabeth’s lovely eyes that persuaded you to help me ruin her.”
“No, but I am not motivated solely by filthy lucre—I expect to gain a great deal of enjoyment from the deed. I don’t believe the lady will just stand still and take her punishment. She will struggle. She’ll be angry and terrified. It will be quite a treat. And if I have to wed her afterward, even better. I’ll have a lifetime to mortify her.” He grinned. “I will definitely enjoy flaunting a very public parade of lovers before the bitch’s horrified eyes—and then make her submit to me in bed like a good little wife.”
Felicity felt a moment of compunction, but she ignored it as she would a touch of indigestion.
“You may do what you wish with Lady Elizabeth as long as you take her off somewhere—somewhere other than the dungeon—without raising Westbrooke’s suspicions.”
“Hmm. That might be a little tricky. She does not seem to care for my company.”
“Well, you must come up with some ruse to get her away from the group.”
“And I’m not certain Westbrooke will let her out of his sight. If I just stroll away from the table with her, I wager he’ll be at my throat like a rabid dog.”
“Can’t you be discreet?”
“Sweetings, I don’t think it is possible to be that discreet.”
“Well, I can’t think of everything.” She took a deep breath. She was not going to get anywhere if she irritated Andrew. “Do you have any suggestions?”
“Perhaps the duchess can help.”
“Perhaps. She’s been oddly distracted today, though.” Felicity shrugged. “With luck there will be general milling around after luncheon and the deed will be accomplished easily. We can only plan so much. We will have to hope luck smiles on us a little.”
The wind whipped by, trying to dislodge her bonnet. She grabbed the brim and squinted up at the sky. “I do hope the weather holds. If the rain comes in, everyone will run for the carriages and our plans will be washed away as well.”

Lizzie grabbed her napkin before it could go sailing across the table. The wind was making the picnic especially exciting.
“Have you had word from home, Lady Elizabeth?” Mrs. Larson saved the end of the tablecloth from covering a dish of sweetbreads. “Isn’t the duchess expected to deliver any day now?”
“Not quite yet—the baby is not due for a few weeks.”
“And all is well?”
“Yes, thank you. Sarah had no trouble when her first child was born, so we don’t anticipate any difficulties this time, though my brother, the duke, will worry.”
Mrs. Larson smiled. “Of course, and so he should.” Her eyes twinkled. “It is his fault the duchess finds herself in such a state, is it not?”
Lizzie smiled back at her. “Yes, I suppose it is.”
“I was not blessed with children, but my sister, Lady Illington, often said she thought her husband suffered more than she did when she was brought to bed. He felt so responsible yet so helpless. At that point there was nothing he could do but wait and pray that all went well.”
Lizzie laughed. “My brother was the same, only he made everyone around him suffer, too. He paced his study like a caged animal—like one of the poor lions at the Tower menagerie—until my aunt, Lady Gladys, let him into Sarah’s room. The accoucheur was not happy, but James threatened to have him hanged—I believe he said he would hang him himself—if the man didn’t stop bellowing at him and get back to helping Sarah produce his son.”
Mrs. Larson laughed, and Lizzie smiled. It was funny now—it had not been so amusing at the time. She had never seen James so agitated. He had always been the rock in her life. Even when their insane cousin had threatened Sarah’s life, he had not seemed so beside himself as he’d been when Sarah was in labor. She was almost glad she would miss it this time.
Perhaps his concern wasn’t so surprising. Their mother had died giving birth to her. James did not want to lose Sarah in the same way.
Lizzie glanced down the table. Robbie would never know the anguish of birth nor would he know the joy of holding his own son or daughter in his arms.
If she married him, she would not either.
She turned back to her hostess. Impulsively, she leaned closer. “Mrs. Larson, I do not mean to be encroaching, but, well, I wonder if you would tell me—do you miss having children?” She looked down at her plate. She was appalled at her boldness. What must the other woman think of her?
“I ask because I’m considering the subject myself, you see. That is, it is time I thought of marriage, and, um, thoughts of children follow naturally. I hope you don’t find the question offensive. I apologize—”
Mrs. Larson put her hand on Lizzie’s. “Yes,” she said, “I miss having children.” She smiled slightly. “My sister says she envies me my peace, but I envy her the energy and benevolent chaos of her household.” She sighed. “And I do confess to feeling a bit lonely on occasion. Oh, I have Sir George when his wife allows it, and Edward—Lord Tynweith. But it is not the same as having my own family.”
“No, I can see that it would not be.” Lizzie swallowed around a sudden lump in her throat. She could not bear the loneliness. She’d been so lonely growing up. James had been away at school and then off to war. Her mother was dead; her father might as well have been for all the attention he showed her. She’d had only Aunt Gladys, Aunt’s companion Lady Amanda Wallen-Smyth, and Meg.
And Robbie.
She looked down the table at him again. He’d bent to retrieve Miss Hyde’s napkin from the ground where the wind had blown it. He handed it to her with a flourish and a small bow. Miss Hyde smiled fleetingly and ducked her head as she took the cloth from his fingers.
Robbie’s smile never reached his eyes.
Lud! Lizzie felt tears prick her own eyes and she looked away.
She had not noticed….
How could she not have noticed?
Robbie joked and laughed—he was the clown of any gathering—but she had not seen real joy in his face for years.
How could it have taken her so long to notice?
If she were lonely, Robbie had no one—no parents, no brothers, no sisters. Sarah, James’s wife, was his only cousin. One could not count Theobald.
How lonely must he be?
“Do you ever regret marrying Mr. Larson?” she heard herself ask.
“Oh, no. Edward doesn’t believe it, but I loved my husband. I mourned—I still mourn—his passing.” Mrs. Larson paused, looked down at her hands folded on her lap, and then met Lizzie’s gaze directly. “Really, Lady Elizabeth, who knows if I would have had children had I married another man? Or if those children would have lived past infancy? We have so little control of our destinies, don’t you think?”
Lizzie nodded. “Yes, I suppose you are right.”
“I believe I am.” Mrs. Larson smiled. “I don’t regret for a moment marrying the man I loved. We had twenty-five wonderful years together. Sir George, on the other hand, has two sons but no love.” She spread her hands and shrugged. “I would have liked to have both, but forced to choose, I’d choose love.” She grinned. “My sister says babies are cute, but exhausting, and older children are not so cute and more exhausting. They argue and fight and get dirty and sick. She loves them dearly, but she also loves for me to come play auntie.”
Lizzie smiled. “I think you are very wise, Mrs. Larson.”
Mrs. Larson laughed. “I don’t know about wise. Old, yes. I hope I’ve learned something over the years.”
Mrs. Larson turned to talk to Mr. Parker-Roth on her other side. Lizzie turned to Mr. Dodsworth. He was still strangely subdued, but he could have recited the breeding history of each of the horses in his stable for all she cared. Her heart felt light for the first time in a long while.
She was going to choose love also.

“You know what you are supposed to do?”
Charlotte nodded. How could she not? Felicity had been rattling off directions in her ear all through luncheon. It was giving her indigestion.
She looked down the table at Edward. She wanted to be sitting next to him. He caught her glance for a moment and she felt it low in her stomach. The area between her legs where he had spent so much time the night before began to throb.
Who would have thought the procreative process could be so engrossing? Certainly her activities with Hartford and Lord Peter had given no indication of it. But Edward…A shiver ran up her spine.
“Charlotte, are you paying attention? This is important.”
“Yes, Felicity.” The girl was most annoying. Pushy, petulant, self-centered. Why hadn’t she noticed it before? She would have to cut the connection as soon as they returned to London. “You want me to send Westbrooke to look for you in the dungeon.”
“No! He would never come looking for me. You are to tell him you think that is where Lady Elizabeth has gone. Lord Andrew will have taken her away, so Westbrooke will be anxious to find her. Instead he will find me.”
“Yes, all right. I have it now.”
Would she see Edward in London? They would have to be discreet. Hartford was a trifle possessive. Well, and she could not afford any rumors running through the ton.
They had discussed this last night, when they were resting between couplings. There could be no indication that they were trysting. If she did become pregnant, she wanted the world to think the child was Hartford’s. She especially wanted Hartford’s odious grandnephew to believe it. That noxious little worm would search for any reason to contest the succession.
She selected a comfit from the dish the footman had just placed at her elbow. She should be charitable. Her child would snatch a title and vast wealth from a fifty-five year old man who had spent his life waiting to be duke.
“And then…?” Felicity could not look more annoyed. She was clearly losing patience. Charlotte admitted her mind had been wandering.
“And then…?” Charlotte repeated. Edward was talking to Lady Dunlee now. He had the handsomest profile. How had she resisted him all these years?
He had frightened her.
She’d been attracted to him the moment she’d seen him enter Easthaven’s ballroom all those years ago. She’d asked her mother who he was.
“Tynweith,” her mother had said. “A mere baron—and dangerous. Not a man you wish to know.”
But she had wished to know him. She had been thrilled when Lady Easthaven had presented him. She’d accepted his request to dance before her mother could object.
He was different from the other men she’d met. He was exciting, dangerous—and he spoke to something in her she did not recognize. When she was with him, she did not feel like the good, dutiful daughter of the Duke and Duchess of Rothingham. She felt daring, wild, alive. As if, instead of the predictable, well-planned life her parents had chosen for her, there were exciting possibilities to choose from.
And then he had taken her out into the garden.
She could have stopped him. She thought of stopping him. But she wanted to go with him. She wanted to be daring, to pretend a little longer she was the girl she saw reflected in his gaze.
He had kissed her. It was nothing compared to their activities of last night, but it had been much more than she’d ever experienced. It was her first kiss, and his hands and mouth had been all over her. He had been rough and urgent. It had been too much for her. The fear had overtaken the excitement and she had slapped him. From then on, her mother had seen to it that she stayed far away from him.
If she’d married him instead of chasing after Alvord and marrying Hartford…. But she wouldn’t have. She’d not had the courage then to withstand her parents’ expectations.
“Charlotte!” Felicity shook her arm, her voice sharp. “Do pay attention. Once Westbrooke enters the tower, wait about five minutes—not much more, I don’t expect him to stay long, especially if he senses a trap—and gather Lady Dunlee and as many other guests as you can to tour the dungeon.”
“I don’t think Edward—I mean, Lord Tynweith—will approve.”
“Edward?” Felicity’s eyes narrowed.
Charlotte tried not to blush. “I’m sorry. I’ve been speaking to Mrs. Larson—she sometimes refers to her cousin by his Christian name.”
Felicity looked suspicious, but did not pursue the topic. Obviously she had more important concerns.
“I don’t care what Tynweith thinks. If he questions you, point out that all the men have already toured the room and the ladies want to see what the fuss is about. Don’t worry. I didn’t include anything truly shocking when I set the stage for this little play.”
“All right.”
“And be certain Lady Dunlee is at the front of the group. I want her to have a good view so she can report every interesting detail to the ton.”
“Yes. I will encourage her to lead the way.”
“Splendid. Now you won’t forget what to do?”
“No, I will remember.”
“Good. Look—Mrs. Larson and Lady Elizabeth are rising. Luncheon is over.”
Charlotte stood with Felicity. The wind caught her bonnet, almost tearing it from her head. She put her hand on it. “I do believe the storm is coming.”
“But it is not here yet.”
“My lord,” Mrs. Larson said, “when do you wish to depart?”
Edward looked at the sky. “I believe we can safely stay another half hour.” He addressed the group at large. “If there are any other sights you would care to see, I suggest you do so now and return to the castle entrance in thirty minutes. I will have the carriages ready to take us back to Lendal Park then.”
“Come on. You need to distract Westbrooke so Andrew can take Lady Elizabeth away.” Felicity grabbed Charlotte’s arm.
“What can I say to distract the earl?” Charlotte pulled back. Felicity tugged again.
“You have to think of something. The plan depends on it.”
“Why me?”
“You are the only one available. I must go to the dungeon. Come on!” She tugged harder.
“Very well.” Charlotte had no idea what she would say to Westbrooke. Fortunately, she was not put to the test. Lady Dunlee, dragging her daughter behind her, reached the earl first.
“Lord Westbrooke, my daughter has been dying to see the ruined chapel. Quite gothic, I do believe. Right out of one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels—not that we encourage the dear girl to read such things, of course, but….” Lady Dunlee shrugged. “Would you be so kind as to escort her so she may view it?”
Lord Westbrooke did not look thrilled, but he smiled and bowed.
“Perfect,” Felicity said as Westbrooke walked off with Lady Caroline. “I could not have planned it better. Now if Andrew is paying attention—yes, there he goes.”
Lord Andrew joined the group that included Lady Elizabeth, Miss Peterson, Mr. Parker-Roth, Sir George, and Mrs. Larson.
“This is it.” Felicity’s voice sounded tight with excitement. “I have to go.” She shook Charlotte’s arm. “Don’t forget—as soon as Westbrooke gets back, send him to the dungeon.”
“What if he doesn’t return until it is time to leave?”
Felicity rolled her eyes. “He’ll be back shortly, depend upon it. He won’t want to have Lady Elizabeth out of his sight for long.” She chuckled. “I’ll wager he’ll practically run Lady Caroline through the chapel ruins.”
Charlotte nodded. “I can just see her bonnet from here. Its feather is bobbing rather briskly.”
“I don’t doubt it. That means I haven’t much time.” Felicity shook her arm once more. “Remember, send Westbrooke to the dungeon. Wait five minutes, then come after him with Lady Dunlee and the others.”
“Yes, yes. I won’t forget.”
Charlotte watched Felicity hurry away past the group with Lord Andrew. In a moment, that group broke up. Miss Peterson and Mr. Parker-Roth went off to examine some vegetation. The other two couples started toward the tower. Felicity had already disappeared inside.
Charlotte sighed. She would prefer not to be part of this sordid plan. She truly no longer felt a desire for revenge. The anger she’d felt toward Alvord and his family had been burned away by her passion for Edward.
He was standing not far from the tower, talking with Lady Dunlee and Lady Beatrice. Could she approach him now? No. She would have to guard her emotions too closely in front of Lady Dunlee.
Tonight. She wrapped her arms around her waist. She would be with him tonight. He would come to her as soon as the house had settled. She shivered in anticipation. Her body remembered the feel of his hands so clearly. She bit her lip to keep from moaning.
Could they steal a kiss…or more…this afternoon? Surely all the ladies would retire to rest until dinner. The men could entertain themselves. They would expect Edward to have estate business to attend to. They would expect him to spend time in his study.
She could meet him there. They could couple on the rug in front of the hearth or in his large, leather chair with the footstool. Or they could push his papers aside and mate in the middle of his broad desk.
Shocking. She could never have conceived of such things twenty-four hours ago. If she had heard even whispers of such activities, she would have been horrified. Now…
It was amazing what a difference a few hours could make.
Now she could picture Edward’s body in detail. His shoulders, his chest, the dark hair curling down over his belly. And the rest of him—his thighs, his buttocks, his lovely thick…Mmm.
Her breasts knew the feel of his mouth now—her nipples tightened with the memory. Her lips throbbed for his—and her nether lips swelled and throbbed, too. The dampness he’d promised her was back. She wanted—no, needed—him to fill her. Now. She could not wait. There must be a shadowy corner somewhere in these ruins. They had half an hour. The way she felt, it would take only half a second. She certainly could not wait until tonight.
“Hallo! Tynweith!”
Dear God! It couldn’t be. He was in London. He wasn’t expected—should not travel….
Life could not be that cruel.
She turned to look at the castle entrance.
Her husband, the Duke of Hartford, had arrived.



Chapter Fourteen

“Do you suppose I might see the battlements, Mrs. Larson? I had hoped to visit them yesterday when Meg and I walked over, but I couldn’t manage to open the door.”
What Lizzie really wanted to do was talk to Robbie, but she had missed her chance. Lady Dunlee had been too quick. Robbie had barely gotten to his feet before the woman had trapped him into escorting her daughter.
Perhaps it was just as well. Now was probably not the time to discuss their future. Surely once Robbie knew she was willing to forgo children to wed him, he would propose.
Mrs. Larson smiled. “Certainly, Lady Elizabeth. You must see it—the view is quite striking. Do you know what the problem was with the door?”
“I think it was merely stuck. Unfortunately I didn’t have the strength to force it, and there wasn’t room on the step for Meg and me to push together.”
“Then we shall definitely need the assistance of a strong male. Sir George, may I prevail upon you?”
“I would be delighted to lend my strength to the endeavor.”
“As would I, if I may,” Lord Andrew said, coming to stand next to Lizzie. He was just a shade too close—not close enough to cause comment, but close enough to make her feel crowded. She edged away. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him smile slightly. He knew exactly what he was doing.
Lizzie hoped Mrs. Larson would decline his offer, but she was already thanking him.
“Splendid, Lord Andrew. And Miss Peterson, Mr. Parker-Roth, would you care to join us as well?”
“Thank you, no.” Meg grinned. “Lizzie dragged me up those stairs yesterday. If I only have half an hour left here, I would much rather examine the flora growing on the castle grounds. I was studying some very interesting plants before luncheon—I’d like to go back to them.”
“Mr. Parker-Roth?”
“I confess to having a greater interest in the view at ground level as well. I’ll accompany Miss Peterson if I may.”
“Ah, but is Parks interested in viewing the vegetation or the virgin?” Lord Andrew murmured.
Lizzie looked at Mrs. Larson. She gave no sign of having heard Lord Andrew’s outrageous comment.
Should she take the man to task? She glanced at his profile. He turned and lifted an eyebrow. His face was expressionless, but his eyes taunted her. He was daring her to make a scene.
She would not accommodate him.
“Very well,” Mrs. Larson was saying. “The house party is not over for a few more days, so if you change your minds, I’m certain another outing can be arranged.”
Meg and Parks left to examine the foliage. Mrs. Larson took Sir George’s arm. Lord Andrew offered his to Lizzie—she ignored it. She stepped closer to Mrs. Larson. The wind whipped her skirts around her ankles.
Lady Felicity was already disappearing into the tower. Surely she was not going to view the battlements as well?
“Hallo! Tynweith!”
“Oh dear.” Mrs. Larson stopped. They all stared at the castle entrance. A short, elderly man leaned on a burly footman’s arm.
“It looks as if the Duke of Hartford has arrived,” Mrs. Larson said. “If you’ll excuse me?”
Mrs. Larson hurried over to greet the duke. Lord Tynweith was already there. Lizzie glanced at Charlotte. She was standing perfectly still in the freshly mowed grass, staring at her husband.
“There’s my lovely duchess.” Hartford’s voice was still loud, but it had a wobbly note Lizzie hadn’t heard before. “Missed our Thursday night appointment, didn’t I?”
Charlotte started walking slowly toward the duke. Her back was perfectly straight, her head high. Her expression was remote, but pleasant.
“Good afternoon, your grace.” Her voice was calm. She held out her hand.
Hartford grabbed her around the waist, yanked her to him, and planted a loud kiss on her mouth.
She disentangled herself gently. Her cheeks were only slightly flushed.
“God, don’t you love ’em when they act so cool, Tynweith?”
Lord Tynweith did not answer. Mrs. Larson put a hand on his shoulder.
“I’ll send a servant to the house to have a room made up for you, your grace,” she said.
“Don’t bother. I’ll just share the duchess’s room.” He laughed and winked, squeezing Charlotte’s waist so she lurched in his hold. “And her bed, of course. Still need an heir, you know.”
Tynweith’s body jerked but he didn’t speak.
“Yes, well…” Mrs. Larson smiled weakly.
“I believe I should see if I can be of help.” Sir George left without a backward glance.
“Got my carriage here, of course,” Hartford was saying. “I’ll take my duchess along now and get to work. No time like the present, heh?” He took Charlotte’s arm. “Come along, my dear. The sight of your cool little body is making me feel like a regular satyr.” He laughed again. “Believe I’ll see how well sprung the carriage really is.”
The duchess smiled slightly and murmured her good-byes.
“The poor woman.” Lizzie had never thought to feel compassion for Charlotte, but she did now. To be married to that oaf—it didn’t bear thinking of. “Hartford may be a duke, but he is first and foremost an idiot.”
“Now, Lady Elizabeth, don’t be so harsh. His grace was so overjoyed to be reunited with the object of his affections, he was overcome by feelings of connubial bliss.”
Lizzie snorted. “Affection, Lord Andrew? I don’t think so. Lust, more like.”
“Well, lust is a pleasant feeling. I hope I’m as lusty as Hartford when I’ve more than four score years in my dish.” He offered his arm again. “Shall we continue to the battlements?”
“Perhaps now that the duke has left, Mrs. Larson and Sir George would like to accompany us.”
“I think they have other matters to command their attention.”
Lord Andrew was correct. Mrs. Larson had pulled Lord Tynweith aside and was speaking to him very intently, while Sir George escorted Lady Dunlee and Lady Beatrice out of earshot. Lady Dunlee was almost bent backward, trying to hear her host and hostess’s conversation.
Tynweith’s face mirrored the storm clouds beginning to gather above them.
Lizzie chewed on her lip. Should she go with Lord Andrew? She didn’t like the man, but she had been looking forward to taking in the view from the battlements. There was something so exhilarating about being up high, especially on a stormy day, the clouds rushing in, the wind whipping at her face. She loved to go up to Alvord’s battlements on days like this. She felt free there, as if all the restraints, all the rules and responsibilities, all her worries were blown away.
She especially needed that feeling now.
But did she want to put up with Lord Andrew’s unpleasant company to get it?
“Well, Lady Elizabeth?”
Discretion was the better part of valor.
“Perhaps I will view the battlements on a nicer day when Meg and Mr. Parker-Roth return.”
“Perhaps you are a pudding-heart.”
“Lord Andrew!”
“Come, Lady Elizabeth, surely you are not afraid to be in my company for—what—fifteen minutes? What do you think I can accomplish in so short a time?”
“Well…” Put that way, her hesitancy did seem ridiculous.
“We have already determined it is a fine day for battlements going. You know Miss Peterson and Mr. Parker-Roth have no interest in ever climbing those stairs. Westbrooke is not available to act as your watchdog. You will have to stand on your own two feet—or slink away like a good little girl to hide behind propriety.”
“I…”
“I don’t bite, Lady Elizabeth.”
“I didn’t think you did, Lord Andrew.”
“Then be brave—be daring—and walk sedately up the castle steps with me to take in the view of the surrounding countryside.”
Daring. She had decided to be daring this Season, hadn’t she? And really, what could happen? It was the middle of the day in the middle of a picnic. She looked up at the clouds. The storm would be here shortly. Lord Andrew would not risk soaking his expensive Weston coat and waistcoat to engage in any questionable activities. It was not as if she were a debutante or attending her first house party. This was her fourth Season.
Really, as Lord Andrew had said, what could happen in fifteen minutes? She should not let her imagination run away with her.
“Very well, my lord. I expect you to be on your best behavior, however.”
“Of course, Lady Elizabeth.”
The slow, slightly leering smile he gave her was not reassuring.

This dungeon was perfect.
Lady Felicity hummed as she lit the candles. She wanted to be certain all the spectators could see every detail of this particular play.
It was a good thing she had hidden away most of her supplies. Who would have thought Lady Elizabeth and Miss Peterson would go exploring? And that the men would take it into their heads to tour the dungeon?
Felicity giggled. And who would have thought staid Mr. Dodsworth was a devotee of the switch? It made sense, when one thought about it. Tess, the girl at the inn whom Dodsworth favored, had told her she had to shout “Go, Dobbin” each time she hit Dodsworth’s lily white arse.
How lucky she’d discovered that old history of the castle in Tynweith’s library. Without it, she’d never have been able to come up with this plan. When she’d mentioned it, Andrew had told her of the thriving business the local lightskirts had. Why he hadn’t thought to mention such an interesting fact immediately was beyond her understanding. She shrugged. He was a typical male. His little brain was taken up with basic urges. It took a woman to devise a truly inspired plot.
She spread her collection on the table. She had a short hunting whip, a longer whip with a frayed leather lash, and bound bundles of birch twigs of assorted lengths. The girls at the inn had lent her their cat-o’-nine-tails, a particular favorite, they’d said, with men who liked to play military games. They’d also given her a few more exotic implements—a scold’s bridle, spiked collars, and an iron device that looked like thumb screws.
There were some things even she didn’t care to know.
She arranged the items in what she hoped was a convincing display.
Apparently the dungeon was notorious among the male portion of the ton. Andrew certainly knew all about it. It was one of the main attractions of Tynweith’s parties. Tess had said Dodsworth accepted his invitation primarily to meet “My Lady Birch.”
It was now Felicity’s turn to meet the lady.
She took out a few of her hair pins and scattered them over the floor. Then she loosened the neck of her dress and jerked it down. She wished she had a mirror handy, but unfortunately the dungeon was not equipped with one. She would just have to hope she looked properly mauled.
She selected one of the smaller birch bundles and tested its weight in her hand. How would it feel against her skin? Her nipples tightened in expectation. She hadn’t tried that game before. Too bad Andrew wasn’t here.
Would raising a welt be enough or did she need to draw blood? She pulled her dress lower and hit her upper arm and breast, catching the nipple. She drew in a sharp breath as the birch twigs stung her skin. Very nice.
She hit herself again, harder. A crisscross of red welts contrasted splendidly with her white skin. She did wish she had a mirror, but it couldn’t be helped. Still, as best she could tell, she looked quite good. Lady Dunlee would have a host of details with which to regale the tabbies of the ton.
She tossed the switch at her feet and took the key the local girls had given her out of her pocket. She was right handed, so the left manacle would be best. She looked up to where it was hanging from the wall. There were two sets—one for men, one for women. The girls had said the women’s pair wasn’t high off the ground, but she would have to stretch. It would be more comfortable if she removed her arm from her sleeve.
Should she shed her dress entirely? It would look even more scandalous. But the dungeon was a bit damp and chilly. She wriggled her left arm out and shivered. That was enough. No need to be more uncomfortable than necessary.
She reached up, closed the manacle over her wrist, and locked it. Her raised arm made her breast with its bright red welts lift nicely out of her corset. Excellent. She tossed the key onto the table. It landed in plain sight.
She settled down to wait. It shouldn’t be long. Charlotte would have sent Lord Westbrooke to the dungeon by now. He should be appearing at any moment. As soon as she heard his footstep in the corridor, she would moan and cry piteously. He would rush to her aid, and, if Charlotte played her role correctly, Lady Dunlee, Lady Beatrice, Mrs. Larson—all the house guests—would come in shortly to see him with his hands on her. Then it was just his word against hers.
Yes, he was an earl, but she was the daughter of an earl. Papa might be cut by the ton, but he still held the title. And how could Westbrooke deny the evidence? She was manacled to the wall, the key well out of her reach, her dress pulled down almost to her waist, and her breast red with his beating. She would be nicely panicked. She’d sob into Lady Dunlee’s arms; tell her how Westbrooke had suggested this game, how she had been happy to please him—everyone knew she’d been pursuing him for years—but then his passions had become too intense for her.
Lady Dunlee would believe her, and that was all that mattered. Even if the other ladies doubted her veracity, the circumstances of the scene were damning by themselves. And it didn’t hurt that no one really knew what Westbrooke’s sexual preferences were. He was so secretive. For all they knew, he could be as enamored of flagellation games as Dodsworth.
The plan was foolproof. Westbrooke was as good as snared.
She shifted. Her left hand was beginning to tingle and feel numb. Her shoulder was starting to ache as well.
No matter. She would distract herself. She had plenty of delightful thoughts to take her mind off some minor discomfort.
She would spend the last few minutes before Westbrooke arrived planning the many ways she would spend his lovely money.

“Lord Westbrooke, could we pause a moment?”
Lady Caroline was panting. Her cheeks had passed a becoming pink and turned to bright red. Beads of perspiration dotted her forehead. Even the feather in her bonnet was drooping.
Robbie didn’t care. He didn’t want to see the damn ruined chapel. It looked like every other patch of weeds and decaying masonry to him. He wanted to be with Lizzie.
“Certainly, Lady Caroline.”
He looked back at the rest of the party. There was Lizzie, standing with Mrs. Larson, Meg, Parks, and Sir George.
Bloody hell! Lord Andrew had joined the group.
“Look, Lord Westbrooke. I think this is where the altar must have been.” Lady Caroline had walked across the stone floor to a raised platform. “Can’t you just imagine the knights praying here before they rode out to battle?”
“Battle?” He’d like to do battle. He’d like to run Lord Andrew through with a lance.
Meg and Parks separated from the group, going off to inspect some weeds no doubt. At least Andrew couldn’t harm Lizzie with Mrs. Larson present.
“Oh, Lord Westbrooke, there are some words carved in this stone. I think it must be Latin.”
Robbie grunted. Wouldn’t the girl be done soon?
“Could you come see? Perhaps you can tell me what it says. I can’t read Latin.”
“Certainly, Lady Caroline.” Of course she couldn’t read Latin—he’d be surprised if she could read much English beyond that necessary to understand the fashion plates. Lady Caroline did not strike him as a scholar.
He took a last look at Lizzie and Lord Andrew. The man appeared to be behaving himself. How could he not? Mrs. Larson and Sir George were standing right there.
“Lord Westbrooke?”
“Coming.”
He forced himself to turn away. He was being absurd. Yes, Tynweith’s house parties had the reputation of being fast, but they were not really dangerous except perhaps for naïve young debutantes who had more hair than wit. Lizzie was not totty-headed. She would not go off alone with a man of Andrew’s stamp.
“Over here, Lord Westbrooke. See? What does it say?”
Lady Caroline actually looked excited. He smiled and bent to examine the inscription. She was almost pleasant when she dropped her society airs.
“Is it a blessing? A mention of an especially brave knight?”
Robbie ran his fingers over the carving to be certain. “Antonio erat hic.”
“Yes? What does it mean?”
“Anthony was here.” Robbie grinned. “Sorry. I suspect some bored young schoolboy carved this when he escaped his tutor one day. Perhaps one of Tynweith’s ancestors. You can ask him if he has a forebear by that name.”
“Oh.” Lady Caroline looked crestfallen for a moment and then perked up. “Perhaps there are crypts. Do you think there might be? Could a knight be buried right under our feet?”
Robbie hated to disillusion her. “I doubt it. We can look, but I suspect any bodies are buried at the village church.”
For the next few minutes, he helped Lady Caroline brush aside dead leaves and encroaching ivy. Surprisingly, the ivy was the only thing encroaching. He had not been pleased with the girl when she’d burst into Lizzie’s room with Felicity, the two of them looking for his naked self, but now she appeared to be truly enthusiastic about exploring the ruin. When they disturbed a field mouse in a tangle of dried vines, she screamed but did not try to leap into his arms.
He was almost in charity with her when he finally persuaded her to return to the rest of the party.
His feelings of good will did not last long. Something had happened while they were poking around the ruins. People were standing in tight knots, talking and shaking their heads. He picked up his pace.
“Please, Lord Westbrooke, you go too fast.”
“My apologies, Lady Caroline.”
He tried to slow his steps so the girl’s fat little legs could keep up with him. He scanned the groups for Lizzie. He did not see her. Lord Andrew was missing also, but so were the duchess and Lady Felicity.
“You missed all the excitement, my lord.” Lady Dunlee was the first to greet him. She was standing with Lord Botton and Mr. Dodsworth. Her eyes gleamed with suppressed gossip.
“Excitement?”
“Indeed.” Lord Botton spoke as Lady Dunlee was opening her mouth. “Hartford came to collect his wife. Took her back to Lendal Park. Was quite vocal about what he planned to do with her once he got her there.” Botton giggled. “Said he planned to start on the way.”
“In the carriage, while the horses were moving.” Dodsworth’s voice held a note of wonder. “He was going to f—”
“Mr. Dodsworth! Please!” Lady Dunlee put her arm around Lady Caroline. “There are ladies present—including an impressionable young lady.”
Dodsworth had the grace to flush. “My pardon, Lady Dunlee, Lady Caroline. No insult intended. Forgot myself.”
“Obviously.” Lady Dunlee sniffed.
“Did Lady Elizabeth return with them?”
The group stared at Robbie as if he were mad.
“Be a bit in the way, don’t you think?” Lord Botton coughed into his hand. “You did understand what the duke had in mind?”
“Bed play,” Dodsworth said helpfully, “only not in a bed. In a carriage. Hartford was going to f—”
“Mr. Dodsworth!”
“Sorry, sorry. I just can’t get over…It never occurred to me…. In a carriage…. Horses, you know…I just never thought…Perhaps I could finally…” He turned bright red. “Very stimulating thought, that’s all.”
Lady Dunlee narrowed her eyes. “Have you been drinking?”
“No! No more than anyone else, that is. I just—”
“If you will excuse me?” Watching Dodsworth tie himself in verbal knots or speculating on the duke’s sexual preferences wasn’t getting Robbie any closer to locating Lizzie. He spotted Parks and Meg. Perhaps they would know where Lizzie was. They had been with her not so many minutes ago.
“Parks.”
“Westbrooke. You missed quite a spectacle.”
“It was terrible.” Meg looked ready to hit someone. Robbie stepped back slightly so he did not present a target. “That old man is despicable.”
“That old man is a duke, Miss Peterson.”
“I don’t care, Mr. Parker-Roth. Duke or drayman, no one should be so rude. The poor duchess.”
Meg was warming up for a long diatribe. Robbie was certain Hartford was lower than pond scum, but he didn’t have time to listen to a verbal drubbing.
“I’m actually more concerned with Lizzie at the moment, Meg. I don’t see her. Do either of you know where she is?”
“I believe Lady Elizabeth was going up to the battlements,” Parks said.
Meg nodded. “Yes. We couldn’t get the door opened yesterday.”
“She and Mrs. Larson both wanted to go, I believe,” Parks said. “Sir George and Lord Andrew are escorting them.”
Panic grabbed Robbie’s chest. “Mrs. Larson is standing over there with Tynweith, Parks.”
“Hmm. So she is. And I see Sir George there, too. So that leaves…”
“Lord Andrew.” Bloody hell. “If you’ll excuse me?”

Lizzie did not care for preceding Lord Andrew up the stairs. He said he wished to be in a position to catch her if she stumbled. She believed he wished to observe her ankles.
She paused on the last turn. “We are almost to the top, my lord. Shall I step aside now and let you pass?”
“No, no, Lady Elizabeth. Please keep going.”
“But you will need to be in front when we reach the door. It is stuck quite securely. You will want to use your complete strength to open it.”
He smirked. “We’ll see.”
“What do you mean, ‘we’ll see’? I assure you, I could not get it to budge.”
His smirk grew. “Lady Elizabeth, just because you cannot open the door, does not mean I cannot. I do not anticipate any difficulty. And this way I will not block your first view of the battlements.”
Lizzie suppressed a strong urge to put her hands on Lord Andrew’s shoulders and push hard. He would get a taste of her strength and she would get the opportunity to hear the satisfying sound of his conceited head hitting the steps all the way to the ground.
She turned and continued climbing.
“Here we are, my lord. How do you intend—oh!”
Lord Andrew stepped onto the stair right behind her and put both hands on the door. She was trapped by his body. More than trapped. He was pressed up against her—she felt his length all along her back. She did not like it. A whisper of panic fluttered along her spine.
Thankfully he made short work of the refractory door. One push and the job was done. She would have been exceedingly annoyed if she’d not been so happy to be free of him. She stepped quickly over the threshold and onto the battlements.
The wind whipped over her, stealing her breath and threatening to take her bonnet. She laughed, and the wind stole her laughter, too.
She loved this weather. The clouds, roiling masses of gray, hung so low she could almost touch them. She took a deep breath. The air was damp, chill, wild. She smelled the storm coming, tasted its flat, metallic flavor.
She leaned on the parapet. Eddies of dead leaves swirled around her skirts. In the distance, the village church steeple jutted up into the sky as if it would prick the storm clouds and let loose the rain. To the west, the brownish yellow walls of Lendal Park caught a stray ray of sunlight.
She straightened to take in the view from the other side of the tower and collided with a large, solid object.
“What?” She tried to turn, but found her way blocked by Lord Andrew’s chest. The wind must have masked his footsteps. She twisted to see his face over her shoulder. “My lord, you are crowding me.”
“That is my intention.” He shoved her up against the parapet so her breasts flattened against the stone. She felt something sharp at the back of her neck, then the scrape of his fingers on her skin. There was a rending sound and her dress sagged.
“Lord Andrew!” She tried to push away from the wall—she couldn’t. Her hands were trapped under her. She threw her hips back instead.
“Mmm. That feels good.” His voice was thick. He thrust his hips forward and a hard ridge pushed into her bottom.
She froze—and felt her corset tighten briefly, then loosen. The wind whistled over her shift.
“What are you doing?!”
“Cracking you like a lobster so I can get to the tender meat inside.” He grabbed her shoulders and jerked her around. He still had a knife in his right hand.
She tried not to panic, but her heart was pounding. It was difficult to get the air to speak.
“Lord Andrew, please. Stop.”
He kept her imprisoned with his weight. She assessed her chances of getting to the door and down the stairs to safety. They were not good. There was no hope of arguing with a knife in such close quarters, and even if she did get free, she would have trouble navigating the old, winding stairs without tripping on her loosened clothing. Pitching headlong down those stone steps would be dangerous indeed.
She glanced at Andrew’s face. Perhaps not as dangerous as staying here with this madman.
“You won’t get away, sweetings, so don’t hurt yourself trying.” He chuckled. “I have much more amusing ways to hurt you.”
“No.” She was losing her battle with panic. Fear made it hard to get even one word out.
“Oh, yes.” He tilted his head, studying her face. “It would be somewhat amusing to have you with your headgear on, but I think we will leave that treat for another day.” He tugged on her ribbons, plucked her bonnet off, and threw it over the parapet. “Today I believe it will be more entertaining to see how you look with the wind in your hair.”
Lizzie craned around to see her poor hat tossed by the winds to land on the grass outside the castle. If only they were above the courtyard. Then Robbie or Meg or one of the other guests would see her bonnet sailing through the air and come investigate.
Her movement was a mistake. The ridge throbbed against her belly.
“Nice.” He tangled his hand in her hair, pulling the pins out and throwing them over the parapet as well. Her hair tumbled over her shoulders. The wind caught it and whipped it around her face. She pushed on his chest. Perhaps she could free herself now.
She couldn’t.
He jerked her dress and corset down. She saw a moment of opportunity and brought her knee toward his crotch. He evaded her easily. Laughing, he pressed against her again. He caught the tip of his knife under the neck of her shift.
“No!”
“Yes.” He pricked the fabric and tore it to her waist, exposing her breasts. He studied them. “Too small for my tastes, but I’ve seen worse.”
“Lord Andrew, my brother will kill you.”
“No, I think he will insist I marry you. But don’t worry. I will graciously agree to do so—and then I shall have complete control of your property and your person. Won’t that be fun?”
She bucked against him. He laughed thickly.
“Remember how I said I didn’t bite?”
Whatever was he getting at? “Yes.”
“I lied.” He dropped his knife and bent his head, closing his teeth around her nipple.



Chapter Fifteen

Where the hell was Westbrooke?
Felicity stretched up on her toes to take some of the pressure off her arm. She’d lost all sensation in it. It might as well belong to another person—or to a corpse.
What if no one came? What if she were left here?
She looked at the key lying on the table. She’d thought she’d considered everything. It had seemed a good plan to put it there—more damning evidence when everyone found Westbrooke with her. She reached for it. Impossible. The little feeling she still had in her left arm presented itself as shooting pain. The key wasn’t inches from her fingers, it was feet. No amount of stretching would work.
Damn it all, why had she tried to be so clever? She should have kept the bloody thing in her pocket.
Where the frigging hell was Westbrooke? He should have been here by now. Hadn’t Charlotte sent him yet? No, the stupid bitch must have forgotten to play her part. Surely she would remember before everyone left? When she saw Felicity wasn’t there to get in the carriages, Charlotte would recall her role.
She hoped. Charlotte had been behaving in an exceedingly odd manner since they’d arrived at the house party. She’d been nervous. On edge. And then today she’d been the opposite—dreamy, languid, as if her mind were somewhere else.
Where? Felicity frowned. Charlotte had cast more than one look at their host during luncheon. Was there something between those two? Perhaps. That miniature in Charlotte’s room—that was certainly peculiar. And now that she pondered it, Charlotte did have the look of a woman who’d been thoroughly bedded recently. But Charlotte didn’t like bed play. Or, she hadn’t liked it. Had Tynweith changed her opinion?
Interesting. If dear Charlotte didn’t do her part, Felicity would see to it that Hartford heard all the details of his wife’s activities. The duke was very possessive. He would not take kindly to Tynweith’s cuckolding him.
Damn.
If Charlotte didn’t play her part, Felicity would be stuck in this dungeon for hours.
She noticed movement out of the corner of her eye and turned. A large black spider was crawling over her elbow. She jerked away. The spider kept crawling. She couldn’t feel it. She reached up with her free hand and flicked the creature away. She couldn’t feel the touch of her own fingers.
She could hear though. The silence was heavy, but there was a scrambling in the far corner of the room. What the hell was that? She squinted. Did she see the gleam of a rat’s eyes?
She moaned. She had to get out of here.
She forced herself to take a deep breath. If she called out now, anyone might come to her aid. Mrs. Larson or Lord Dunlee. The plot would be ruined.
She could not let her emotions run away with her. Tynweith had said the party would only stay another half hour. At least ten minutes must have passed since then—more like fifteen. She didn’t have much longer to wait. She just had to be patient.

“I could kill the man.”
“Edward, please. Get hold of yourself.”
“But he’s a frigging idiot, Nell. You heard him.” Tynweith fought to keep his voice down. He could see Lady Dunlee’s avid expression as clearly as Nell could.
“Yes, I heard him. He’s despicable—but he is also a duke and her grace’s husband. You have no rights here, Edward.”
“I’ve the right of any gentleman to see that ladies are treated with respect!”
“Shh. Yes, of course. But if you acted on that right, you would cause severe speculation as to your motives—you have never bestirred yourself to defend any other lady’s feelings.”
“I’ve never seen them violated so publicly.”
“And what is more, I don’t believe Charlotte would thank you. She went with Hartford. She didn’t ask for your aid.”
“No, she didn’t.” That had galled him. After last night she must know she could turn to him for protection.
Yet Hartford had not offered her injury, really. He’d merely wanted to exercise his marital rights. He’d been beyond boorish to publicly humiliate Charlotte by advertising his intentions, but that had been his only real sin. Some would not call it a sin at all.
Nell was right. He would have looked extremely odd leaping to Charlotte’s defense. More than odd—suspicious.
Charlotte wanted the world to think any child she might get as the result of this house party’s activities was Hartford’s. This afternoon’s little drama was perfect for her purposes. If she were found to be increasing, all the ton would congratulate the duke, especially after Lady Dunlee spread the story of his arrival, as she was sure to do.
This was for the best—but he hated it. To think of the old man pawing Charlotte’s body, putting himself between her lovely thighs…
God, it made him want to puke.
“Are you all right, Edward?”
“Yes.” He turned away from Nell. “Where is everyone? We should be returning.”
“No, Edward. Not yet.”
“Why not? The storm is coming. No one wants to get wet. I can’t imagine anyone cares if we leave a few minutes early.”
“Charlotte may care.”
“What?”
“Think, Edward. If you rush everyone back, we may arrive only shortly after the duke and duchess—sooner if you spring the horses as I can tell you are in the mood to do.”
“So?”
“So you will embarrass the duchess further. You’ll give Hartford another opportunity to entertain our guests with his crude remarks. And if he has engaged in any…activities in his coach, the duchess’s person may show some signs of it—her clothing or hair might be disarranged.” Nell put her hand on his shoulder. “I think she would prefer not to have an audience, don’t you?”
“Damn.” Nell was right. Charlotte would be mortified. He wouldn’t add to her burdens for anything.
“Very well.” He took Nell’s hand and put it on his arm. “Then I am going to have to keep you from Sir George for a while longer, I’m afraid. I need you to prevent me from killing someone—and to tell me when an adequate amount of time has passed so I can haul this collection of cod’s heads back to Lendal Park.”

Robbie strode toward the tower. He wanted to run, but that would have focused everyone’s attention on his behavior and created a scandal. Lizzie was probably fine. Lord Andrew was a blackguard. He might make Lizzie uncomfortable, but as far as Robbie knew, the man had not added raping ladies to his list of sins.
Of course, there was always a first time.
He stepped over the threshold into the dim light of the tower and paused to give his eyes time to adjust. He would not help Lizzie by falling down the old stairs and breaking his neck. He—
What was that? Damn, it sounded like a woman’s moan coming from the dungeon. But Parks had been clear that Lizzie had wanted to see the battlements. That made sense. Lizzie loved heights. She would have no interest in the dungeon unless Andrew dragged her there.
God, is that what the bastard had done? The room held some nasty instruments of torture. Even if Andrew used only the switch…. No, he couldn’t bear to think of Lizzie’s soft white skin marred by a lash. He started for the dungeon. He stopped with his foot on the top step.
All was quiet now. Could he have imagined the sound?
If he’d actually heard Lizzie, shouldn’t he have heard Andrew’s voice, too?
It made no sense. He listened. Nothing.
His nerves were stretched tight. Perhaps the noise had been a product of his worry—or perhaps Andrew had muffled Lizzie’s mouth. Bloody hell.
It would take only a moment to run down to the dungeon. But if Lizzie were on the battlements, that was a moment too long.
He did not have the luxury of indecision.

“Stop! That hurts.” Lizzie pushed against Lord Andrew’s shoulders. She screamed, but the sound was whipped away by the wind. Andrew laughed.
“God, I’d hoped I could get you to do that.” He squeezed her breasts hard and laughed again. “I doubt anyone can hear you, but please, scream all you want. I find the sound invigorating.” He grabbed her bottom and pulled her tight against him. “See? I am bursting with vigor. Can you feel it?”
She felt too much. Only her thin shift protected her from his touch. She felt the rough ridge of his pantaloons against her belly; the heat of his palms, of each of his fingers on her bottom. She pushed against his shoulders again. He pulled her tighter still, trapping her hands between them. He whispered in her ear.
“Do you know what will happen, Lady Elizabeth, when I unbutton my pantaloons and lift the hem of your shift?”
He paused. Did he really expect an answer? She shook her head. She was afraid she did know. She remembered Meg’s talk of breaching and blood. She remembered Robbie naked in her room. He had been large, but she had not felt threatened. Now she did.
“I will ram my cock up inside you, my dear, and in doing so I will answer one of the burning questions of this house party—were you really alone in your bed when Felicity came looking for Westbrooke, or were you entertaining a very naked earl?” He bit her earlobe. He was holding her so tightly she did not have room to flinch. “Is the prim and proper sister of the Duke of Alvord still a virgin or is she merely mutton dressed as lamb? I can hardly wait to find out.”
He covered her mouth with his. She kept her teeth clenched—until he twisted her nipple. She gasped with the pain, and his tongue plunged in to gag her.
She fought to control her panic. She needed to keep her wits about her. Surely Lord Andrew must loosen his grip at some point in this process. When he went to open his breeches or pull up her shift, then perhaps she would have a chance to escape.
Perhaps not. She felt his hand creeping up her leg, taking her shift with it. He moved his hips back only enough to get the thin cloth up to her waist, keeping her trapped with his chest. She felt the cold, rough stone of the parapet against her bottom.
“The amusing thing is I can never really know you are a virgin, can I? Only that you were a virgin. Because in making the discovery, I disprove the statement.” He grinned. “No matter. I assure you, whatever your state at this moment, you will most definitely not be a virgin shortly.”
She felt him fumble with his buttons.
She screamed again.

Robbie took the worn steps two at a time.
What if he’d guessed wrong? What if Lizzie was in the dungeon? He should have gone there first. He was wasting precious seconds coming up here.
But Meg had said Lizzie wanted to see the battlements. There was no reason for her to go down to the dungeon. She and Meg had seen that room yesterday—and there was no pleasant view there.
No, Lizzie would definitely have chosen the battlements.
If she’d had the choice. If Andrew had wanted her in the dungeon, her wishes would have been irrelevant. She’d be no match for a man’s strength.
Robbie took a deep breath. He was letting his imagination run amok. Lord Andrew might not be his choice of escort for Lizzie—hell, the blackguard wasn’t his choice to be within sixty kilometers of Lizzie—but the man had never been accused of hurting a lady. Lizzie was safe. He hoped.
Who had made that moaning sound in the dungeon?
Perhaps it was just the wind—or perhaps he’d imagined it. He would not have thought that possible before this damn house party, but now he was not so certain.
He’d not been sleeping well. This morning it had felt as if he’d not slept at all, but he had. He’d dreamt of Lizzie.
She’d been naked. He’d seen her reflection just as he had that first night. He’d watched her hands move slowly down her curves—over her sweet breasts, narrow waist, flat belly—to the dark blond triangle at the juncture of her thighs. In his dream, he hadn’t held her away when she’d come to him. He’d pulled her tight against his body, felt her breasts flatten against his chest, her belly cradle his heat. In his dream, he took her to bed and slid his length into her wet, warm depths.
He had woken hard as a rock.
He wouldn’t think about it. Thinking only brought him misery, and in any event, he had finally reached the top of the stairs.
He took a deep breath. He was a gentleman. He must not rush madly out onto the battlements as if he thought Andrew were raping Lizzie. How absurd. He was just there to lend Lizzie support if she wished it, and to be sure Andrew’s behavior did not cross the line. If Lizzie were actually here, of course, and not down in the dungeon. It was quite possible he would find no one on the other side of this door.
He pushed. The door stuck a moment, held back perhaps by the wind whistling on the other side. He pushed harder and it swung open.
Lizzie’s panicked scream lanced his ears.
Shock held him frozen for a second. Lord Andrew had Lizzie trapped against the parapet. He had one hand on her naked waist, the other on his buttons.
Red, elemental anger unlike anything Robbie had felt before rushed through him.
He was going to kill the bastard.

“Is it time, Nell? Can we go back now? I swear if I hear Lady Dunlee say one more word about Hartford and Charlotte I will strangle the woman.”
Nell smiled and patted Tynweith’s arm. “You have been very patient. Yes, I think we can go, Edward. You told everyone thirty minutes. It must be close to that now. And the storm is almost upon us.”
“Splendid.” Tynweith looked up at the sky. It did look as if the heavens would open at any second. He stopped a passing footman. “William, please tell the coachmen to get the carriages ready to depart.”
“Yes, my lord.”
William hurried to the gatehouse where the coachmen were treating their thirst with a few pints of ale. Tynweith strode over to his guests.
“As you can see, the weather is threatening. I’ve called for the coaches. If we are fortunate, we’ll arrive at Lendal Park before the first raindrops fall.”
“Good. I’d hate to have this bonnet ruined.” Lady Dunlee smiled. “And I do want to see how Hartford is getting on.” She covered her mouth and tittered as if she were a young girl. “That is, if he has finished with his other, um, pursuits.”
Tynweith gritted his teeth. Why didn’t Dunlee rein in his wife? He glanced at the man. He was studying the clouds.
“Yes, well, the carriages should be ready in just a moment. If you would all proceed to the gatehouse?” Tynweith turned to lead the way.
“Lord Tynweith!” Lady Beatrice’s voice was sharp.
“Yes?” He paused and looked back. What was the woman’s problem? He wanted to leave now.
“Lady Elizabeth is missing. We cannot leave her here.”
Tynweith wanted to shout at the woman to keep track of her charges. Instead he smiled.
“No, indeed. Do you know where she is?”
Lady Beatrice frowned. “I am not certain. Meg, do you know where Lizzie went?”
“I believe she’s on the battlements.”
“That’s right.” Nell nodded. “We were going up together and then I got distracted by other concerns. I believe Lord Andrew may be there as well.”
“And Lord Westbrooke,” Miss Peterson said. “He went up in search of Lizzie a few minutes ago.”
“And they have not yet returned?” Lady Dunlee shook her head. “Whatever can they be doing up there? I’m not certain it’s quite proper for Lady Elizabeth to be alone with two gentlemen.”
“Oh, for God’s sake, Clarissa,” Lady Beatrice said, “I’m sure she’s just looking at the view.”
“Oh? And which view would that be?”
“The view of the countryside, of course.” Lady Beatrice appeared to bite her tongue hard. Tynweith suspected she would like to describe in detail her feelings concerning Lady Dunlee. “Lizzie is in her fourth Season. She’s not some bird-witted debutante. She can take care of herself.”
“If you say so.” Lady Dunlee smirked. “Shall we go see?”
“Please, lead the way.”
“Ladies, I’ll just send a footman. There’s no need for you both to climb the stairs.” Tynweith did not want to wait for the women to haul their substantial selves up all the steps to the battlements. He wanted to leave the blasted ruins as soon as possible. He wanted to leave now.
“No, thank you, Lord Tynweith.” Lady Dunlee kept walking. “If anything of an unfortunate nature has occurred, Lady Elizabeth will want the support of another woman.”
Lady Beatrice just rolled her eyes and kept pace.
“Perhaps I should go along as well,” Nell said.
“But no one else, mind,” Tynweith muttered. “There’s not room on those stairs for a parade.”
“Of course.”
“And hurry them along, will you?”
Nell just smiled and left. Tynweith consulted his watch and the sky. He sighed. It looked very much as if he were going to get wet. Perhaps the rain would cool his temper.

“Scream all you like, sweetings,” Lord Andrew whispered in Lizzie’s ear. He squeezed her breast again. “No one can hear you. In fact—urgh.”
Lord Andrew’s cravat suddenly tightened like a noose. His eyes widened, and his hands flew up to grab the cloth as his body jerked back.
“Robbie!”
Robbie didn’t acknowledge her—she wondered if he’d heard her. His face had lost all trace of good humor. His eyes, his mouth, were chiseled stone. He looked murderous. He twisted his left hand tighter and Andrew’s face turned purple, eyes bulging. His hands fluttered over his cravat, plucking ineffectually at the cloth. He looked as if he would pass out at any moment.
Robbie decided to help him. He cocked back his right fist and slammed it into Andrew’s face. There was a very unpleasant crunching sound and a lot of blood.
“Bastard.” Robbie hit him once more, catching him under the chin, knocking his lower jaw into his upper, snapping his head back. He let his limp body fall to the floor and turned to her.
His eyes still held murder.
“Robbie, I…”
“Why the hell did you come up here with that, that…” Robbie’s jaw clenched. “Why did you come up here with him? Don’t you have any sense?”
There was too much residual anger in his voice. She did not think he would hurt her, but she was still a little afraid of him. She was not tempted to brangle with him now.
“I’m sorry. I…”
“Sorry? Sorry? He was going to rape you, Lizzie.”
A sob caught in her throat. “I know.”
“Bloody hell.” His hands were on her then, but not roughly. They skimmed over her bare shoulders, her bruised breasts, her sore and bleeding nipple.
“He bit you.”
She nodded. She couldn’t speak. Her throat was clogged with tears.
“Damn bastard.” Robbie’s voice was harsh, but his touch was gentle. He gathered her up, cradled her securely against his chest. She shuddered and rested her cheek on his waistcoat. She breathed in his scent. Her heart slowed.
She felt safe, sheltered by Robbie’s hard body and strong arms.
“Robbie.” She lifted her head to look at him—and caught movement from the corner of her eye. Andrew.
“Robbie!”
“What?”
“Behind you.”
He turned. Andrew had staggered to his feet and was leaning against the parapet about ten feet away. Blood streamed from his nose and his eyes had swollen to slits, but he had his knife out and pointed at them. His battered lips twisted.
“Move away from Lady Elizabeth, Westbrooke.”
Robbie shifted so Lizzie was behind him. “Why should I do that?”
“Because I am very skilled at knife throwing. I can put this blade in your chest with my eyes closed.”
“Handy. Your eyes are almost closed, aren’t they?”
“Robbie.” Lizzie touched his back. Her heart was pounding again. Andrew would do as he said, she had no doubt on that score. “Robbie, move. I can’t bear to have you hurt.”
Andrew’s voice sharpened. “Listen to Lady Elizabeth, Westbrooke. Move now if you want to continue living.”
Robbie shrugged. “If you put it that way, I guess I have no choice.”
Robbie stepped to the right. Lizzie straightened. Her heart was in her throat. She willed herself to breathe slowly. She might be half naked, but she was not going to cower in front of Lord Andrew. She met his gaze as calmly as she could.
He laughed. “So brave. You deserve better than Westbrooke. Didn’t you know he was a milksop, Lady Elizabeth? He’s as henhearted as—”
The rest of the sentence was lost in an agonized scream. Another knife had appeared, this one protruding from Andrew’s right arm. Andrew’s weapon clattered to the ground.
“Did I neglect to mention that I, too, am somewhat skilled with a blade?” Robbie asked.
Andrew snarled and grabbed at his arm.
“Get his knife, Robbie.”
“My pleasure.” Robbie picked up the weapon. “I’ll take this back, too, if you don’t mind,” he said as he pulled his own knife out of Andrew’s arm. Blood soaked the man’s shirtsleeve.
Lizzie’s knees started shaking. She leaned against the parapet. Her head throbbed. She couldn’t see….
“Lizzie, are you all right?”
She gulped air. Robbie’s arms came around her.
“I was just light-headed for a moment. I’m all right now.”
“You’re certain?”
“Yes, I’m…”
A feminine scream erupted from the doorway. Lady Dunlee stood there, flanked by Lady Beatrice and Mrs. Larson. She raised her lorgnette.
“Taking in the view, Beatrice?” she said. “I don’t believe it was just the view Lady Elizabeth was taking in.”
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