
        
            
                
            
        

    
  



  For Duke


  



  I missed you trying to come between me


  and my laptop on this book.


  



  Chapter One
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  Wendover, England, August, 1816


  



  A silence settled over the large drawing room, like a storm cloud moving in and stealing all the light from the air. Conversations halted, and there was a palpable feeling of expectation.


  Ivy Breckenridge looked up from the book she was reading and instantly found the source of the disturbance.


  He stood just over the threshold, talking with Lord Wendover, the host of the house party. Tall, with eyes as dark as sin and hair that was even blacker, he looked like some sort of hero of old—all he needed was a sword in his hand and mail across his wide chest. 


  “My goodness, is that the Duke of Desire?” one of a pair of women, seated a few feet away from Ivy on a settee, asked breathlessly. 


  Such a dreadful nickname, and Ivy had only herself to blame for it. Herself and her best friends, that is.


  Thinking of Aquilla and Lucy, she felt a burst of sadness. They were married now. Shackled into that estate that Ivy would never, ever agree to. They’d insisted their friendship wouldn’t falter, but it had already changed. Yes, they still wrote to each other—nearly as much as before—but the tone was different. And how could it not be? They were not only married, they were blissfully happy. 


  Ivy wouldn’t—she couldn’t—begrudge them that. Even if she’d never understand the allure to which they’d succumbed.


  “I wonder who he’s here with,” the other woman asked softly, but loud enough for Ivy to hear. They were around Ivy’s age, but they were respectable married women, while Ivy was merely a lady’s companion. Hence, her position on the periphery. She glanced toward Lady Dunn, her employer, who sat nearby with her friend Mrs. Marsh. 


  Ivy let her gaze travel back to the doorway. The duke seemed utterly oblivious to the stir his arrival had created. 


  Lord Wendover looked around the room. “The Duke of Clare has arrived. And now our house party is complete. Lady Wendover and I are looking forward to the next fortnight and all the exciting events we have planned, starting with tonight’s formal dinner.”


  There was a light round of applause, and the earl bowed before returning to his conversation with Clare. 


  The pair of women on the settee in front of Ivy leaned their heads together and spoke quietly, but Ivy was still able to hear them. “Did you hear the latest about Clare?” the blonde woman asked. She had a small nose that twitched periodically, which reminded Ivy of a rabbit.


  “I think so, but it seems there’s always something,” the dark-haired woman responded. “Is this about his latest affair?”


  “No, the rumor that he fathered Goodwin’s younger son,” said the rabbit. “That boy has hair the color of midnight.”


  The other woman sucked in a breath. “And Lord and Lady Goodwin are both fair-haired. I had not heard that.”


  The rabbit blinked at her. “It was in the paper a few weeks ago. How did you miss that?” Her voice climbed a bit.


  The woman exhaled. “I’m afraid Mr. Pippin doesn’t appreciate my reading the scandal pages so he tries to hide them from me. Sometimes he is, unfortunately, successful.”


  “That is unfortunate,” the rabbit murmured so that Ivy had to strain to hear.


  Ugh! She didn’t want to listen to them at all. Snapping her book closed, she stood and walked along the windows. The day was cloudy and cool. At least it wasn’t raining. Such a dismal summer they were having—it had even snowed in June.


  Ivy reached the opposite end of the room and pivoted for the return. Lady Dunn ought to be ready for her afternoon respite soon. Then Ivy could investigate the library she’d seen on their tour after they’d arrived yesterday. Her anticipation occupied her mind so deeply that she failed to notice the large male body until she nearly ran into it.


  “I beg your pardon,” she said, lifting her chin to see whom she’d nearly collided with.


  Of course it was him.


  His fingertips brushed against her arm. “I didn’t mean to block your path.”


  Ivy jerked back, putting distance between them. But not before she caught a nose full of his scent—sandalwood and pine. He smelled divine. Damn him.


  “It’s quite all right.” She forced a brittle smile and made to step around him.


  He pivoted with her. “Have we met?”


  “No, Your Grace.”


  “But of course you know who I am.” His deep voice held a warm tone of mirth. “Everyone does, I’m afraid.”


  Ivy was a bit surprised by his self-deprecation. She didn’t let it charm her, however. “You are a duke.”


  “Indeed I am. And you are?”


  “A lady’s companion.” She stole a look around them, feeling the divide between them like a great, yawning chasm. People had to be wondering why they were standing here speaking to each other. She had to put a stop to it immediately. “Good day, Your Grace.”


  Ivy bustled past him before he could continue their ill-advised interaction. She returned to her seat and was about to sink down with relief when Lady Dunn caught her eye. Even better—they could finally leave. Thank goodness.


  Ivy went to help Lady Dunn rise, but the viscountess didn’t need her help. The break in the wet weather likely had her feeling more spry. Though Ivy had only been with the viscountess about five months, she’d come to recognize that her employer felt her aches and pains more keenly on rainy days.


  “We’ll see you at dinner,” Lady Dunn said to Mrs. Marsh before heading toward the door with Ivy.


  As they left the room, Ivy turned her neck just enough to see Clare standing near the windows where she’d left him. His dark gaze was pinned on her. She jerked her head back around and departed with Lady Dunn.


  “What were you talking about with the duke?” Lady Dunn asked as they walked through the cavernous central hall toward the wide staircase. “I didn’t realize you knew each other.”


  “We don’t,” Ivy said. “He was merely being polite. Commenting on the weather.”


  Lady Dunn clucked her tongue. “Nothing pleasant to discuss there. I do hope the rain will stay away for the various activities they have planned. I daresay you’re looking forward to the visit to the workhouse.”


  “Indeed.” Ivy supported multiple charitable endeavors in London, particularly those that aided young women. 


  As they started up the stairs, Lady Dunn asked, “Remind me how long it’s been since you attended a house party?”


  “Four years.” Ivy had served as a lady’s companion for six years, and Lady Dunn was her third employer. Mrs. Chapman, her first employer, had enjoyed attending house parties. In fact, it was at one such event that Mrs. Chapman had fallen in love with her future husband. That was when Ivy had moved on to her next post. “Though this one is quite a bit larger than any of the ones I’ve been to.”


  “Yes, the Wendovers do tend to over-invite. I sometimes wonder how they squeeze everyone in, but the house is massive.”


  Ivy imagined it helped that she was sleeping in the viscountess’s dressing room on a small cot. Still, judging from the tour yesterday, Wendover was probably the largest house she’d been to. They turned and continued up the left side of the staircase, which would lead them to the north wing. “You’ve been coming here for several years, have you not?” Ivy asked.


  Lady Dunn nodded. “Lady Wendover’s mother was a dear friend of mine. I must say I was honored that she continued to invite me even after Barbara passed. And she’s been kind enough to include my friend Mrs. Marsh so that I will have a confidante.” She glanced over at Ivy as she clutched the balustrade. “It’s so important to have one at a party like this. So much happens that requires discussion and reflection.” Her eyes twinkled, and she grinned.


  Ivy was certain she was referring to all the matchmaking that went on—both out in the open and behind closed doors. “Is there something I should be looking for?”


  “I imagine there will be a match or two among the younger set. I’d wager Miss Forth-Hodges will snare a husband, should any of the young bucks appeal to her and her parents. I feel bad for the way things turned out for her with Lord Sutton.” She looked over at Ivy. “I mean no offense to your friend.”


  Aquilla had married Lord Sutton a few months ago after a rather fast courtship. It was notable because Sutton had paid attention to several young ladies over the course of many seasons and hadn’t married any of them. Miss Forth-Hodges had been the last woman he’d been expected to marry until he’d moved on to Aquilla and married her instead. That he’d finally gone through with it had been a source of endless discussion and speculation, which Ivy found unfortunate—both for her friend and for Miss Forth-Hodges.


  “I take no offense. I feel bad for Miss Forth-Hodges as well, and I do hope she finds happiness.” Ivy didn’t bother adding that she might do well to look away from matrimony. Marriage wasn’t for everyone.


  They reached the top of the stairs and moved toward their bedchamber. “There are plenty of eligible men in attendance. Why, she could catch the eye of the Marquess of Axbridge.”


  An image of the fair-haired Axbridge came to Ivy’s mind. Lady Dunn might call him eligible, but Ivy and her friends called him an Untouchable. They were the noblemen who were so far above them so as to be completely unreachable. Until they weren’t. Both Lucy and Aquilla had married Untouchables. 


  They also gave those men titles that fit their behavior. Axbridge, for example, was the Duke of Danger. “I don’t know that I’d wish him on her. His reputation is a bit questionable, isn’t it?”


  Lady Dunn bobbed her head. “It is, it is. But he’s a genial sort, despite his ruthless nature.” She tapped her finger to her lips. “Although, I don’t know that dueling makes him ruthless. I forget, did he initiate them?”


  “I don’t recall.” Ivy followed gossip somewhat, but only to keep up with her best friends. Generally, she avoided discussing such things with anyone else. However, Lady Dunn liked to track the latest scandals, and so Ivy had learned to pay closer attention in the last months.


  “Perhaps not Axbridge, then. And we can’t even consider Clare. Have you heard what they’re calling him?”


  “Yes.” Because he was an Untouchable, and she and her friends had given him his nickname. However, Ivy had preferred the Duke of Debauchery. Desire made him sound attractive or like something you should want. And Ivy pitied anyone who wanted him.


  “I suppose it fits, and since his affairs are widely known, it’s not as if it would bother him, I imagine,” Lady Dunn said. “He seems to wear his debauchery with pride.”


  Ivy swallowed a laugh. “Yes, he does. Debauchery is a much more apt description. Perhaps we can go about altering his name.”


  Lady Dunn chuckled. “People will be looking to see who he takes as his next lover. Perhaps she’s even at this house party.” Lady Dunn glanced over at her as they entered a sitting room, to which three bedchambers, including theirs, adjoined. “I probably oughtn’t speak of such things around you, dear.”


  Ivy waved her hand. “It’s quite all right. In my profession, I’ve heard that and much worse.” At seven and twenty, she was also no green girl. “I’m quite aware that the primary function of house parties is matchmaking—both for marital purposes and other less…respectable activities.”


  “Just so.” Lady Dunn reached for the door and frowned. “I just realized I didn’t use my cane. I guess I’m feeling quite well today.” She looked up at Ivy, who had a good five inches over the petite woman.


  “I’ll run down and fetch it,” Ivy said.


  Lady Dunn gave her a warm smile. “Thank you, dear. Do you still plan to visit the library after that?”


  “I do.”


  “Excellent. I’m so pleased you’ll be able to enjoy Wendover’s collection.” She went into the bedchamber, and Ivy knew she was in the capable hands of her lady’s maid, Barkley.


  Ivy hurried downstairs and made her way across the hall to the drawing room, which was the center room at the back of the house. The group had started to thin—either to take part in some activity or rest before dinner. 


  But because Ivy had the luck of the devil, she found Lady Dunn’s cane in a most inopportune place: the clutches of the Duke of Clare.


  He stood near the chair Lady Dunn had vacated, her cane in his hand. His dark gaze swept toward Ivy. “It’s you.”


  She resisted the urge to snatch the cane from his grasp and flee. “Yes.” She flicked a glance at his fingers. They were long and rather slender. Almost elegant. “I came for Lady Dunn’s cane.”


  “You are her companion, then.” It wasn’t a question. He’d deduced the answer, and they both knew it. There was a cool confidence about him that was just shy of arrogance. His gaze raked over her, and she decided he wasn’t shy of anything.


  “Yes. May I have it, please?” She held out her gloved hand.


  “How about I offer it in trade for your name?”


  She scowled at him. “How about you just give it to me and cease this preposterousness?” She kept her voice low, and the end of that word rushed from her mouth in an angry hiss.


  He exhaled but didn’t look perturbed in the slightest. “I don’t know why you find my amiability preposterous.”


  Because you’re a degenerate scoundrel. Instead of voicing what was in her mind, she forced a smile. “I am merely in a hurry. I am Miss Breckenridge. The cane, please?”


  He set it in her hand but brushed his fingertips along the edge of her palm.


  Ivy closed her fist around the cane and yanked her hand back. 


  He arched a dark brow at her. “You’re a bit touchy, aren’t you?”


  “And you’re more than a bit unseemly. Good afternoon.” She turned and marched from the drawing room, paying no attention to anyone who might’ve witnessed their conversation. She hadn’t noticed if anyone was close enough to hear them. No, she’d been too intent on him.


  She hurried back upstairs to deliver the cane to Lady Dunn’s bedchamber.


  He’d called her touchy. The word made her want to laugh, but there was no humor in it. She hated to be touched by a member of the opposite sex. She hated to speak to them. She hated to treat them with deference. She hated them in general.


  And she hated men like Clare most of all. Men who exuded power and influence and who used those things to serve their basest urges. He probably thought her some calf-eyed idiot who’d fall under his spell. Still, she was outside his typical fare, which was married women. Since he was apparently between affairs, perhaps he sought to fill the boredom at this party with someone like Ivy.


  Well, he was grossly mistaken. If he approached her again, perhaps she’d offer him a list of women who might be more open to his attentions. Because Ivy wanted nothing to do with him.
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  Sebastian Westgate, Duke of Clare watched the beauty flee the drawing room and tried not to stare at her swaying backside. With her drab, simply constructed gown and her light copper hair pulled into a severe hairstyle, she seemed unremarkable. However, West had seen the intelligence burning in the depths of her bright green eyes and been instantly intrigued. Then she’d lashed out at him with her tongue, and he’d been smitten.


  There was nothing West liked more than a challenge. It was precisely why he was who he was—someone who pushed people, who led them to challenge themselves.


  Wendover strolled up to West. “We’re headed to the gentlemen’s parlor, Your Grace, if you’d care to join us. Or you’re welcome to go for a ride.”


  West nodded, thinking a glass of whiskey would not come amiss after his long journey. He’d come from Stour’s Edge, his estate in Suffolk, and the rainy weather had stretched the trip to three days. He gestured toward the door. “After you.”


  The earl led him to the parlor, which was situated toward the west corner of the house. Footmen were on hand to dispense glasses of spirits for everyone in attendance, and there were quite a few gentlemen, most of whom West recognized. His friend, the Marquess of Axbridge, was already swilling whiskey and chatting with another fellow. He caught sight of West and inclined his head. “Join us, West, er, Clare.” He shook his head. 


  Their friendship dated back to when West had been Viscount Westgate. He’d grown up with the name “West,” and occasionally people still used it. He did, in fact, ask his closest friends and intimates to call him that. Clare would always be his father.


  West waved his hand at Axbridge. “I can’t believe they invited you here.”


  Axbridge laughed. “Me? My mistake, I should’ve called you by your new name, Duke of Desire.”


  West accepted a glass from a footman and sipped the fiery liquid. “You should. Everyone should.” He suddenly thought of Miss Breckenridge uttering that name with those lush, red lips of hers and had to fight off a wave of…desire. Yes, it was a rather appropriate name.


  The older man, a fellow called Fowler, who stood with Axbridge chuckled. “You have no shame, do you?”


  West shrugged. “Should I?”


  Fowler blinked. “Your reputation—”


  “Is envy inducing, isn’t it?” Axbridge said, slapping Fowler on the back. “To be known as the greatest lover in England. I can think of far worse things.” He raised his glass to toast West.


  West grinned as he raised his glass in answer. “Indeed.”


  Fowler frowned. “I didn’t mean that part. I meant the part where you sleep with other men’s wives.”


  “Ah yes, that part,” West drawled. “Trust me when I say that if I were to sleep with your wife, you’d thank me.”


  The other man’s jaw dipped just before he spun about and took himself off.


  West squinted after him. “He might be too much of a prude for this party.”


  Axbridge howled with laughter. “Perhaps. Wendover will work it out and weed him from the lot for next time.” He sipped his whiskey, his blue eyes dancing with mirth.


  West turned his scrutiny to Axbridge. “Really, your reputation is far worse. You actually kill people, whereas I provide a service.”


  Axbridge’s blond brows waggled. “By fucking other men’s wives.”


  “By making love to other men’s wives. That’s the entire point. When our time together is finished, everyone is quite pleased with the outcome. When you deign to take a wife, I’d be more than willing to help her enjoy the marriage bed.”


  Axbridge nearly choked on his whiskey. He coughed and sputtered, and West smacked him between the shoulder blades.


  “My wife—should anyone be foolish enough to marry me—will not require help in that quarter, you jackanapes. I’ll provide all the pleasure she needs. In any case, you sleeping with my wife would require me to call you out, and I think we both know how that would end.” It wasn’t a boast but a statement of fact.


  Axbridge was a crack shot who’d fought two duels, one of which had resulted in the maiming of his opponent, and the other, death. Axbridge had left England for a year after that. 


  “It’s been, what, two years since you dueled? Perhaps you’ve lost your edge.”


  Axbridge laughed again. “Perhaps. Wendover has organized a shooting exhibition, so that will give me a chance to assert my skill.”


  “Excellent. That will be quite the show.”


  The marquess moved closer and lowered his voice. “Are you on the hunt? I already received a proposition from Lady Greaves in the drawing room earlier.”


  West knew the countess well. He’d assisted her several years ago. He’d been a young man, maybe twenty-one, and she’d been more than ten years his senior. “She’s a bit long in the tooth, isn’t she?”


  Axbridge gave him a sharp look. “She’s still quite striking.”


  West supposed so. He had to admit that once he’d had an affair with a woman, he viewed her differently. She became a friend, someone he could no longer imagine having sexual relations with. There were no emotional attachments of any kind and certainly no desire to maintain the affair longer than necessary. 


  Some women claimed to fall desperately in love with him, but he assured them it wasn’t their brains talking, that their minds still loved their husbands. In the end, they always willingly returned to their spouses. There were no hard feelings, no regret, and all parties were universally satisfied. Especially the husbands. They now had wives who couldn’t wait to get them into bed.


  It did, of course, take some effort with these gentlemen. Occasionally, West ran across a fellow like Fowler, who wouldn’t know how to make his wife come if someone held a pistol to his head. West instructed the wives in how to instruct them. And then he had a pointed conversation with the gent about how his life was about to change for the better. Nearly every single man had thanked him later.


  “You didn’t answer my question,” Axbridge said. “Do you have an assignation planned for the party? Since you’re between liaisons, you’re free to dip your staff wherever you like.”


  “That’s a bit vulgar, isn’t it?”


  Axbridge shrugged. “I imagine once in a while, it’s nice to have a good old-fashioned shag as opposed to a business arrangement.”


  That sounded mercenary. “There is no money involved.”


  “Of course not.”


  Axbridge was correct on the first point, even if his description was crass. Between the affairs in which West provided his service, he indulged in whatever struck his fancy. Sometimes he kept a mistress. Other times, he simply took advantage of opportunity. Such as at a house party like this one.


  Again, the lovely Miss Breckenridge came to mind.


  But she was off-limits. He didn’t corrupt unmarried misses, particularly companions. Pity, he had the sense Miss Breckenridge was wound tight as wool around a spindle and could use an unspooling.


  West swallowed a mouthful of whiskey, relishing the rich, smoky flavor on his tongue. “What are your plans for the house party?”


  Axbridge lifted a shoulder. “Nothing particular. Just looking for a bit of amusement.”


  There would be plenty of that—fishing, grouse hunting, picnics, and of course the requisite game play and dancing, if enough people were interested. This was a large, diverse group. West could see any number of things going on, from clandestine romantic interludes to breathless proposals of marriage amongst the younger set. He supposed he ought to consider himself part of that group, but at nearly two and thirty, he felt as though he’d graduated from those expectations. Marriage-seeking misses and their mamas had stopped eyeing him years ago. But it really had nothing to do with his age and everything to do with his reputation. Still, once in a while, someone came along who hoped to catch his eye, thinking they’d somehow entice him into marriage. He supposed it wasn’t impossible, but he just couldn’t imagine it. Nor was he particularly interested. He thrived on change and provocation and excitement, and marriage, as far as he could tell, would be none of those things.


  “Amusement, you say… Aren’t we all looking for that?” West lifted his glass again, and they clinked them together before polishing off their whiskey.


  The group disbanded a short while later, and West found himself meandering into the library. Wendover had an expansive collection and added to it constantly. The room, devoid of people, was large yet cozy with its massive fireplace and collection of seating arrangements. Or perhaps it was the smell of paper, which always reminded West of his father’s study. Specifically, it brought to mind the hours he’d spent drawing pictures while his father worked. West recalled those quiet afternoons together with fondness, when things had been idyllic and he’d been utterly innocent.


  He went to one of the shelves and perused the spines. The whispery sound of a soft gasp ruffled the silence. He turned toward the alcove tucked into the corner and saw the one inhabitant.


  It was her.


  She sat in a high-backed chair, which was situated with its back to him, her head poking around the side. Then her head disappeared as she pulled herself back into the chair, masking her presence once more.


  Except he knew she was there.


  He moved toward her, slowly, as though she were prey he might frighten away. A tension seemed to stretch between them as he neared the chair. He half expected her to jump up and flee, as she’d done earlier from the drawing room.


  “Hello.” He stepped in front of her chair and looked down at her.


  Her head was tipped forward, her gaze buried in the open book. She said nothing and made no indication that she’d heard him or even realized he was there. But of course she did. She’d looked right at him.


  He liked her obstinacy. He sat in the chair opposite hers, the only other one in the alcove, and leaned back as he stretched his legs out in front of him. “What are you reading?”


  She spared him the slightest glance then, barely raising her eyes from the book. Her lips pursed, and he had the sudden urge to capture them with his, to sample their pillowy softness and see if they tasted as good as they looked. “A novel.”


  “You don’t like me, do you?”


  She didn’t look up. “I don’t know you, Your Grace.”


  “True, but you’ve formed an opinion nevertheless. That’s a pity. I think we could be friends.”


  Her gaze lifted from the page at last, and she stared at him, her expression one of disbelief and disturbance. “Are you mad?”


  “Not at all. Has someone told you I am? I am aware that people gossip about me, but that, I must admit, is something new I hadn’t heard.”


  She blinked. Her lashes were golden brown and terribly long. They fluttered briefly against her upper cheek before he was rewarded with the brilliance of her steady green eyes. They bored holes into him. “Do stop trying to flirt with me. Perhaps you forgot that I am a lady’s companion.”


  “I did not. It is of no consequence to me. Can’t I sit down and exchange a few pleasantries with you? What else is a house party for if not to make new acquaintances?”


  She blinked again and cocked her head to the side, lowering the book to her lap but still keeping it open. “I’m confident you can derive plenty of other reasons for a house party. Associating with a lady’s companion ought not be one of them.”


  “Is that right? I wasn’t aware of this rule. So I’m not to speak to lady’s companions. What else should I not do?”


  “A great many things, I’m sure, but I highly doubt you would heed my advice.”


  He smiled, enjoying this conversation even more than he’d anticipated. He liked needling her, and she made it far too easy. “Oh, I don’t know if that’s true,” he said softly, folding his hands in his lap. “Please, do reward me with your counsel.”


  She let out a low, somewhat inelegant sound that was a bit like a snort. He smiled more widely. 


  “Reward you?” she asked. “Pray tell, why ever would I reward you? You’ve done nothing to earn such a thing.” She pressed her lips together and glared at him. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. You’re just trying to provoke me.” She closed the book and started to rise.


  He scooted forward in the chair, sitting up straight and leaning toward her. “Don’t go, Miss Breckenridge. I find you intriguing. Would it be so terrible to sit and talk with me for a few minutes? You seem an intelligent—certainly razor-witted—sort. I meet so few women like you.” 


  “Then perhaps you should reassess the company you keep.”


  He couldn’t argue with her there. Some of the women he helped were astute and interesting, while others were rather empty-headed. He tried to ascertain a woman’s character before he agreed to provide his services, but it was sometimes difficult to gauge her mental agility until after they’d spent time together.


  “I’ll take that under advisement.” He noticed she hadn’t tried to rise again. “Does this mean you’ll stay and talk with me?”


  She pierced him with a withering stare. “I should like to stay and read.”


  He pushed out a breath and settled back in the chair. “Then by all means, read.” He dipped his head and turned it to the side, trying to read the spine on the book.


  “It’s Patronage by Maria Edgeworth.”


  “I haven’t read her. Should I?”


  She clutched the book in her lap. “I wouldn’t begin to suggest reading material.”


  “Because it’s the counsel I was hoping you’d reward me with?” He watched her nostrils flare slightly as he struck the nerve he’d intended. She was both a challenge and frighteningly easy to provoke. The challenge, he realized, was in provoking her in a different manner—to smile, or at least to relax. “Yes, reward was a poor choice of words. Let me try again.” He took a deep breath and looked at her earnestly. “Would you honor me with your counsel?”


  There it was—the barest chink in her armor. It wasn’t a smile but a slight loosening of the muscles in her jaw. “You think you’re charming, don’t you?”


  “So I’ve been told.”


  “Well, to me you are a nuisance.” She stood up then, and he jumped to his feet.


  “Why?” He touched her arm as she started to turn. “Why do I frighten you, Miss Breckenridge?”


  She shook him off and took a step away from him. “It isn’t fear but distaste. I want nothing to do with you.”


  He folded his arms over his chest. “You say you aren’t scared, but that’s three times you’ve shrunk away from me. Do you have something against me personally, or is it men in general?”


  Her eyes widened slightly, and he knew he’d struck that nerve again. Perhaps deeper than before. Her lip curled. Yes, he’d hit the target, and since they had not been acquainted before today, he had to assume it was the latter.


  “If it’s men, perhaps I can help.”


  “You can’t be—” She snapped her mouth closed. “You’re unbelievable. Are you”—she turned her head to survey the empty library and then spoke in a near whisper—“are you trying to seduce me?”


  “Would you like me to?” Hell, he hadn’t meant to say that. She wasn’t his type. Actually she was. He longed to take down the mass of her red-gold hair and thread it through his fingers as he kissed her senseless. 


  But no, she wasn’t. She was a lady’s companion, as she’d told him multiple times, and she was unmarried. Which meant she was innocent, and he ought to leave her alone.


  She was also past the blush of youth and would likely spend her days in spinsterhood. Lonely, boring spinsterhood in which she would never know the joys of shared pleasure.


  Oh yes, Miss Breckenridge was a challenge. And he suddenly didn’t regret asking her if she wanted him to seduce her. Because he suddenly wanted to.


  Her eyes turned hard, and her tone threatened to freeze the nearby canal. “No, I would not. In fact, I would like it if you’d leave me alone.”


  She turned, and he let her go, but not without a parting shot. “It will be a long fortnight, Miss Breckenridge, and the house is only so big.”


  He caught the subtle twitch of her shoulders as she moved through the library and then departed.


  Chapter Two
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  The post-supper conversation in the drawing room amongst the ladies that evening focused on the activities that were planned over the next few days—a vigorous walk up Wendover Hill, a ride to the nearby village of World’s End, where they would take luncheon at the Swan Inn, and a gentlemen’s shuttlecock tournament, which they were all invited to observe.


  Ivy sat on the periphery as usual and didn’t partake in any discussion. It was just as well because she would ask why they couldn’t have their own shuttlecock tournament, which was certain to horrify several attendees.


  A young woman approached Ivy and gestured to the chair next to her. “Do you mind if I sit here?”


  Ivy looked up at the pretty blonde and recognized her as Miss Emmaline Forth-Hodges. “Not at all.”


  “Thank you. I’m afraid I’d endured quite enough of Mrs. Chalmers,” Miss Forth-Hodges said softly.


  Ah yes, Mrs. Chalmers was a known gossip, and a rather shrill one at that. “I understand,” Ivy murmured.


  Miss Forth-Hodges cast a sidelong glance toward Ivy. “You’re a friend of Lady Sutton’s, aren’t you?”


  Ivy tensed. “Yes.” Aquilla was one of her dearest friends, and she’d—according to some people—stolen Lord Sutton away from Miss Forth-Hodges. The reality was that he hadn’t been officially courting Miss Forth-Hodges. Even so, that didn’t negate any disappointment that Miss Forth-Hodges might have felt when he’d moved his attention from her to Aquilla. Ivy had heard a range of speculation—that Miss Forth-Hodges had been devastated and that she’d been relieved. Absent hearing it from the woman herself, Ivy chose to believe none of it. Still, she couldn’t help feel bad for the woman because, if nothing else, she had to suffer that annoying speculation.


  Ivy couldn’t imagine why Miss Forth-Hodges would bring the topic up. Unless she wanted to unburden herself for some reason. But why with Ivy?


  Miss Forth-Hodges rested her hands in her lap. “You’ve been friends with Lady Sutton for some time, haven’t you? I remember seeing you together last year.”


  She did? Ivy didn’t think anyone of Miss Forth-Hodges’s station would notice her or her wallflower friends. “Yes, we’ve been friends for about five years.”


  “Along with Lady Dartford, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “That’s correct.” Ivy shifted slightly so she could study the younger woman. She was exceptionally beautiful, with pale blonde hair and shimmering blue eyes. With skin like porcelain and a lithe figure that encouraged the perfect drape regardless of what she was wearing, Miss Forth-Hodges was a diamond. And yet she was unmarried after two seasons. Ivy wondered why but wouldn’t ask. She’d long ago learned to keep her wayward tongue in check.


  “How lovely that must be.” Her tone was wistful. She turned her head to look at Ivy, and her gaze held a shade of sadness. “I have three much older sisters, but they never wanted much to do with me. By the time I was old enough to be interesting, they were already out and on their way.”


  “I’m sure you were plenty interesting even when you were young.”


  Miss Forth-Hodges smiled, but regret inhabited the lines around her mouth. “Not to them. They were too concerned with hairstyles and gowns and attracting men.”


  “Are they all married now?”


  She nodded. “Yes. For years. They have several children among them.”


  “So you still aren’t close?”


  “We scarcely write.” Miss Forth-Hodges straightened and brushed her hand along her lap to sweep some infinitesimal speck from her gown. “What a maudlin conversation. My apologies. I merely wanted to get away from Mrs. Chalmers, and when I looked around the room, you were alone. I thought it might be nice if we could be alone together.”


  Ivy was taken back to that first night she’d met Lucy and Aquilla. The two of them had already befriended each other, but they’d seen Ivy in the corner at some ball, and Aquilla had said almost the exact same thing: alone is so much better when you can do it together. 


  She suddenly felt a kinship with Miss Forth-Hodges, and was just as shocked by this development as when she’d befriended Lucy and Aquilla. Both were from respectable families and had much more social mobility than Ivy. That they saw her as someone worthy of spending time with had greatly improved Ivy’s outlook.


  “Alone together is always better,” Ivy said. “Do you like house parties?”


  Miss Forth-Hodges shrugged. “I suppose. It depends on the attendees. This one seems promising. There are several eligible young men. Which is why my parents wanted to come.”


  Ivy’s gaze strayed to where Mrs. Forth-Hodges sat. She was an amiable woman, if a bit domineering. At least that was Lady Dunn’s opinion. Ivy didn’t know her well enough to say.


  “So you’re husband hunting, then?”


  “Always,” Miss Forth-Hodges said with more force than she’d uttered anything so far. “I can hardly wait to have my own household to manage. And a family, of course.”


  A long-ago desire pinched through Ivy, but she swept it to the darkest recesses of her mind. She didn’t want that. Not anymore.


  “I see. Have you ever considered that you could have your own household to manage without having a husband?” Ivy winced inwardly. She probably shouldn’t have said that.


  Miss Forth-Hodges shifted in her chair, angling herself toward Ivy. “I have not.” She cocked her head to the side. “However would I manage that? My parents would die of apoplexy.”


  Ivy could well imagine that. Anyone’s parents would probably do that. Except hers, of course. Again, she pushed that into the abyss of things she never wanted to think about. 


  Once upon a time, before she’d met Dartford, Lucy had wanted that. She’d been working to buy a cottage for herself and her grandmother. The notion that men were a requirement for happiness or fulfillment was absolutely absurd. However, that hadn’t stopped her from falling head over heels in love with Dartford, and her entire plan had changed. Ivy didn’t begrudge her for it, but she realized now that she felt as she had five years ago—alone.


  “Yes, your parents would be a problem. However, you could ignore them. After all, it is your life, not theirs.”


  Miss Forth-Hodges shook her head. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin. It’s not as if I can go out and start up my own household. And the scandal that would follow…” Her shoulder twitched in a gentle, ladylike shudder. 


  Yes, there was always that to consider. Unless you were Ivy. She didn’t have to worry about shaming a family or her marriageability. Still, she took care to behave with the utmost propriety—her employment, and therefore her livelihood, depended on it.


  The men entered the drawing room, and the air instantly charged. The noise level increased and the tone deepened with the addition of male voices, and the women almost universally adopted a pretense—sitting straighter, casting provocative glances, preening. Or so it seemed to Ivy, and she’d made an occupation of observing people. What else was there to do when you were on the outside?


  Miss Forth-Hodges exhaled. “I should go sit with my mother so that she can play matchmaker.”


  “Why? Then she’s choosing for you, and that’s no way to select a husband—if you’re certain that’s the path you want.” Ivy couldn’t keep from reminding her that she did have choices. They weren’t easy, but they existed. Ivy had long ago learned that nothing in life worth having was easy.


  Miss Forth-Hodges’s blue eyes lightened, as if a curtain had been pulled back and now she could see more clearly. “You’re right. They were the ones who wanted me to marry Sutton. I must admit that I was a bit relieved when he moved on. I expected him to, of course, given his history, but my parents were insistent that I was different, that I would be the one to lead him to matrimony.”


  “So you don’t harbor any ill will?” Ivy asked.


  “Not at all. I’m quite pleased to see that he’s finally happy. And I’m glad it’s with your friend. She was on the shelf, was she not?”


  “Apparently. That sentiment makes no sense to me. It’s not as if we turn sour.”


  Miss Forth-Hodges giggled. “What an excellent comparison. No, we do not curdle or mildew either. Goodness, I will never hear that phrase in the same way.”


  Ivy smiled, something she didn’t do very often. “I’m glad.” She felt as though she’d accomplished something with her new friend, and that was important to Ivy. Wait, were they friends? She was surprised to find that she hoped so. “Well, if you’d like any more amusing comparisons, I hope you’ll come sit with me again.”


  “I’d be delighted.” She inched forward in her chair as she prepared to stand. “Will you be going on the walk up Wendover Hill? It sounds invigorating.”


  Lady Dunn had encouraged her to do so. “Most definitely.”


  “Perhaps we can walk together.”


  “I’d like that,” Ivy said.


  Miss Forth-Hodges darted a glance toward her mother and winced. “I’m getting the stare of consternation from my mother. I’d better go.”


  Ivy smiled again, liking that description. “May I borrow that? Stare of consternation, I mean. It’s devilishly good.”


  Miss Forth-Hodges grinned as she stood. “With my full endorsement.”


  Ivy inclined her head and watched her glide elegantly across the drawing room. She also noted how many of the men watched Miss Forth-Hodges’s progress.


  Except Clare. He stood near the fireplace staring at Ivy. She frowned at him and immediately transferred her attention to the opposite side of the room.


  After he’d driven her from the library that afternoon, she’d retreated to the dressing room while Lady Dunn had snored in bed. Ivy had continued to read, but intermittently the damnable duke would invade her thoughts with his dark-as-sin eyes and his arrogant smile. How she had managed to gain his attention, she would never know.


  Surely he wouldn’t continue to bother her. She wasn’t the type of woman he spent time with. She was neither married nor interested in his…offerings. 


  Hmmm, the Damnable Duke was an excellent name for him.


  Lord Wendover addressed the group. “We’re setting gaming tables up in the hall if that interests you. If not, the countess will be playing at the pianoforte soon, and dancing will commence.”


  Lady Dunn stood, and Ivy was certain she’d be going to the hall. Ivy rose and joined her. 


  “I’m going to play for a while,” Lady Dunn said. “What do you plan to do, dear?”


  “I think I’ll return to the library.”


  “You’re welcome to go upstairs if you like. I’ll go up after I’m finished.”


  Ivy nodded, appreciating the freedom Lady Dunn allowed. Her last employer would’ve required Ivy to sit in the hall so that she could provide assistance if necessary.


  She made her way to the library, intent on finding something comedic to read. Surprisingly, the room was empty. Ivy would’ve thought at least one other person would’ve come here for escape. But maybe not. Ivy was, after all, an aberration. Most people enjoyed being in the midst of a convivial event. Once upon a time, Ivy had too. But those were distant memories she chose to forget.


  She perused a shelf and shot a glance toward the doorway to the hall, half expecting to see that Clare had followed her. A strange coolness crept up her spine, and she belatedly recognized the sensation as disappointment.


  Scoffing, she studied the spines more intently and finally found what she was looking for—She Stoops to Conquer. It was her favorite play. She’d read it so many times that she could recite long passages.


  She turned toward the alcove to read but decided she’d be prey for Clare if he came looking for her. Better to retreat upstairs. Returning to the hall, she made her way to the stairs. On the way, she caught Lady Dunn’s eye. The viscountess inclined her head, and Ivy went up to their chamber. 


  As she rounded the corner into the sitting room, she nearly tripped. Seated in a chair, his legs stretched out nonchalantly in front of him, was the Duke of Clare.


  “Were you waiting for me?” Her voice was high, almost shrill. Good God, she sounded like her mother. Another icy sensation shot up her spine, but this time she immediately knew what it was—self-loathing.


  Clare smiled up at her. “Another book, I see? Oh, a play. That’s one of my favorites.”


  Of course it was, damn him. “I thought I made myself perfectly clear.” She glanced around, nervous that someone would find them alone up here.


  “Don’t fret. That room is occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Travill, and they will be among the last to find their beds. And that room”—he pointed to the third and final chamber that opened off the sitting room—“belongs to Lord and Lady Kirkland and their daughter, Viola. They will not be returning anytime soon. Lord Kirkland is likely already down twenty quid at the tables, which he will spend all night trying to win back, while Lady Kirkland is obsessively trying to get the young bucks to dance with Viola.”


  Ivy blinked at him. “How do you know all that?”


  He shrugged. “I pay attention.”


  Suddenly Ivy’s observation skills seemed lackluster. She felt deflated. Damn him again. “None of it matters, because my wishes haven’t changed.”


  He smiled at her, looking almost gleeful. “I don’t think you’ve given me ample opportunity to change them.”


  Frustration gathered in her chest, and she had to quash the urge to throw the book at his head. “Because I don’t want you to.”


  He rose, gracefully, like a cat. Then he prowled toward her. She held the book to her breast as if it were a shield.


  “Miss Breckenridge, I think there is something amiss with you. Despite your protestations, you are frightened. Right now, I see nothing but fear in your eyes.” 


  She took a step back. “Because you’re stalking me.”


  “I have a suspicion—and I don’t think I’m wrong—that you are a woman who doesn’t allow herself any indulgences. You work hard, and you adhere to a strict code.”


  “You say those things as if they’re bad.”


  “They are bad when they’re all you have.” He inclined his head. “I’ll grant that working hard is an admirable trait. Tell me, how do you amuse yourself?”


  She briefly waved the book toward him. “She Stoops to Conquer is amusing.” 


  “Reading is your only amusement?”


  “No. I am involved in several charitable endeavors.”


  “Oh, that must be incredibly diverting. Again, it’s admirable, but does it bring you joy?”


  Righteous anger unfurled inside her. “Yes, it does, and that you even have to ask that reveals your character. Or lack thereof.”


  He winced. “Of course it brings you joy. I should’ve asked if it fulfills you. At the end of the day, do you feel completely satisfied?”


  Something about the way he said those last two words sent a shiver along her neck. “I don’t think that’s any of your business.”


  “Then whose is it?” He moved toward her again, using that slow, seductive gait that was far more threatening than if he’d bolted after her. “I also have a suspicion that you don’t smile nearly enough. Or at all. I’d love to see you smile.”


  He was right about that. “It’s vulgar to smile.”


  His lips spread into a wide grin. “I adore vulgarity.”


  She snorted. “I am not surprised. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if that was your name.”


  “My name is Sebastian, though my friends call me West.” He tipped his head to the side. “I should like it very much if you called me West.”


  “That would be wholly inappropriate. Are you trying to lead me into a scandal?”


  He stopped just about a foot in front of her. “No, I’m trying to lead you into temptation.”


  “I’d rather be delivered from evil.” She wanted to walk past him and go into her chamber, but she couldn’t seem to make her feet move.


  “I actually think you’d like to take a risk. You live a simple life, and a simple future stretches before you. Why not take some pleasure along the way? You deserve that much at least.”


  She stared at him, unable to think of what to say. He took her silence as encouragement.


  “We have a fortnight together. I can guarantee that no one will know—it may seem hard to believe, but I have had affairs that no one is aware of—and I guarantee that at the end of the party, your life will be forever changed.”


  A fury she hadn’t felt in years propelled her forward until her face was inches from his. He had several inches on her, but she was taller than most women and stood on her toes for added height. She let a sneer curl her lip. “Your arrogance is astounding. Don’t think you know me at all, Your Grace. You’ve no idea what I’ve risked or what pleasures I’ve taken. I fell prey to someone just like you once, and my life was forever changed. You’ll have to forgive me if I have no interest in what you’re peddling.” She watched his eyes widen slightly and his nostrils flare. “On second thought, I don’t want your forgiveness. I don’t need it. Not from you and not from anyone. I’ve worked too long and too hard to claim my life and live it as I see fit. Take your assumptions and your pomposity and go directly to hell.”
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  Blood of the devil, she was furious. And damned gorgeous while she was at it. Her chest rose and fell with her angry breaths, and her cheeks had flushed pink. With her lips parted, she almost looked as though she’d just been pleasured. Until you reached her eyes. Those spat green, scalding fire.


  She’d been ruined. Some scoundrel had wooed her and, seemingly, cast her aside. West wanted to find the blackguard and beat him to pulp.


  “Of course, I had no idea,” he said quietly. “What happened?”


  She backed up a small step. Her chest was still heaving, and she took a deep breath. “It’s none of your concern. In fact, do me a favor and forget I said anything.”


  He would never, ever forget what he’d just witnessed, but he didn’t say that. “I’ll do whatever makes you happy.”


  “That would be leaving me alone. As I asked you before.”


  He held up his hands in surrender. “As you wish. However, if you should ever require my assistance, consider me at your disposal. I owe you recompense for my unintended insult.”


  “Unintended?” She laughed, and it was a hollow sound that carved a piece from his chest. “You’re a profligate, a seducer, an utter reprobate. You insult respectable women with your very presence.”


  He gave her a bow. “Your tongue has cut me to the quick. I beg your pardon.” 


  As he retreated from the sitting room, he resisted the urge to go back and apologize. Not because he didn’t want to but because she wanted him gone from her sight. So that was what he would do.


  He went directly to his bedchamber on the opposite side of the house and wrote out a note of apology. Then he entrusted it to Seaver, his valet. “See that it’s delivered directly to Lady Dunn’s room, but it is for her companion.”


  “Very good, Your Grace.”


  Seaver was cautious and completely trustworthy. He’d ensure the missive arrived in secrecy. 


  Frustrated, West made his way down to the gentlemen’s parlor for a brace of whiskey. Or two. He’d completely misread Miss Breckenridge. He’d never encountered a woman like her, and he was thoroughly intrigued.


  Too bad she wanted nothing to do with him.


  He longed to know what had happened to her and how her life had changed. He was certain she’d been ruined. What had she been before that? Had she always been a lady’s companion? Perhaps she’d been a governess. And how on earth had she managed to rise from the ashes?


  As West made his way downstairs, he looked out over the hall below, where the gaming was taking place. Lively conversation filled the huge space. Mr. and Mrs. Fowler greeted him at the bottom of the staircase.


  They exchanged anxious looks before Mr. Fowler cleared his throat. “Ahem, good evening, Your Grace. We’d like to speak with you about your…services.”


  Most women or couples contacted him in writing and arranged a meeting. Occasionally, they approached him at a social gathering, but he always asked them to contact his secretary.


  “Let us move to a more discreet location.” West gestured toward a small sitting room off the hall. 


  Once they were away from the bustle, West said, “You’d like me to sleep with your wife?” He allowed his gaze to sweep Mrs. Fowler. She was on the shorter side, with a generous bosom and dark, glossy hair. Pretty, but he was unmoved when all he could see was coppery-gold hair and bright green eyes.


  She answered. “Yes, Your Grace. We think it would help…things. It seems that you are unattached at the present, so we were hoping you could accommodate me during the party.”


  West looked toward Fowler, who seemed rather uncomfortable, yet eager at the same time. A muscle in Fowler’s jaw quivered while his gaze was steady and earnest. “What do you hope to gain?” West asked.


  They looked at one another again, each clearly hoping the other would speak. Mrs. Fowler’s cheeks flushed scarlet, while Fowler’s were a slightly lighter shade. He met West’s eyes, but only briefly. “We would hope to, ah, enliven our marital bed.”


  “I see. Anything specific I should be aware of? For instance, do either of you enjoy sex now?”


  Mrs. Fowler’s eyes widened, and she turned away, the color in her cheeks deepening.


  West could see this would be a difficult assignment if he accepted it. Which he wasn’t inclined to do. He had the sense that Fowler wanted to pursue this and that his wife was not as eager. This didn’t work if the wife wasn’t fully committed. West wasn’t interested in seducing the unwilling.


  Except, apparently, beautiful companions who’d struck a chord.


  He walked over to the mantel, where shepherd figurines stood sentinel over the small chamber. An edge of discomfort brushed over him. Miss Breckenridge was an altogether different situation. He saw a woman who needed to let go, to lose herself in joy. He worried that if she didn’t, she’d grow even more strident. Why did he even care? Because she’d overcome some great calamity and persevered. He wanted her to do more than persevere—he wanted her to live.


  “Do you wish to know anything else?” Fowler’s tentative question broke into West’s thoughts.


  He turned from the mantel. “Normally, yes, but I have grave reservations about your commitment to this.” He looked at Mrs. Fowler and gently said, “You have to want to have sex with me, and I’m not sure you do.”


  Her gaze dropped, and West felt sorry for her. He hadn’t meant to cause trouble in their marriage with his comment to Fowler earlier in the day, but he was afraid he had. It was an odd thing—the fact that he disliked causing marital disharmony, but it was true. At least it had become true after the first few, which had been entirely because he was young and eager to prove his prowess. 


  Since then, when he had an affair with a married woman, it was because her union was such that liaisons were universally conducted by both parties or, and this was his preferred instance, because a woman wished to learn how to satisfy her husband and demand he satisfy her in return. He’d successfully aided many couples, and that made him happy.


  “Perhaps the two of you should discuss this further,” West said. “In any case, I won’t be starting a new liaison during the house party. I’m on holiday, if you’d like to think of it that way. If you’re still interested in pursuing this path, why don’t you contact me in the fall?”


  “We’ll do that, thank you.” Fowler turned toward the door and brushed his hand along his wife’s back. She still hadn’t lifted her gaze from the floor. 


  When they reached the threshold, West said, “Fowler, a moment, if you please.”


  Fowler whispered something to his wife. She moved into the hall while he returned to West. “Yes?”


  “If I might offer a suggestion. Try stimulating your wife with just your hand. Focus on that little nub as much as you do her sheath—perhaps even more so.”


  “I’ve tried that. She can never seem to let go.”


  “Tie her to the bed.” West held back a chuckle when Fowler widened his eyes. “And blindfold her. Also, use your mouth. It will take time, but she will come around.”


  “And if she doesn’t?”


  “Then talk to me in the fall.”


  Fowler nodded. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


  West inclined his head, and the older man turned and departed.


  Exhaling, West rubbed his hand along his cheekbone. Mrs. Fowler would be a challenge, it seemed. But not the kind of challenge he wanted. At least not right now.


  Feeling the burn of frustration once more as Miss Breckenridge entered his thoughts, he made his way to the gentlemen’s parlor and went directly to the sideboard where Wendover’s best liquor was on display. He poured the finest whiskey he could find.


  “Going straight for the good stuff, I see.” Axbridge walked up beside him and refilled his glass from the same bottle.


  “I’m no fool.”


  “Which is why we’re friends. Who is the lovely woman I saw you ogling after dinner in the drawing room?”


  Hell, he’d noticed that? West needed to be more careful. But why? It wasn’t as if they were going to be spending any time together. She’d made that quite clear.


  Still, West didn’t want to draw attention to her. “No one in particular.”


  “Well, she’s stunning even in that hideous gown she was wearing.”


  West wouldn’t have called it hideous, but definitely dull. He’d like to see her in a vibrant color with jewels sparkling on her ears and against her throat. Pity that he never would.


  He tossed back all his whiskey and poured another.


  “Aiming to get sotted?” Axbridge asked.


  “Definitely not trying to remain sober. And damn, this is fine whiskey.”


  “That it is.” Axbridge took a drink from his glass. “Are you going on the walk tomorrow?”


  “I think I might.” An exhilarating exercise sounded most enticing. Especially if a certain companion went along. Even if he couldn’t pursue her, he could still look.


  “Excellent, I shall see you then.” Axbridge threw back the rest of his whiskey, and his lips curved into a wicked smile. “Unless I’m too tired.” His eyes narrowed with meaning.


  “I see. And will Lady Greaves be too tired to attend as well?”


  “I couldn’t say.” Axbridge’s gaze and tone were cagey.


  “Hmm, this will be an excellent game for me. Discerning whose bed you’ll be warming.”


  “Do keep it to yourself when you work it out.” He tossed West a grin before he left.


  Ah, to eagerly anticipate a night of undiscovered pleasure. If West really wanted that, he was certain he could find a willing partner easily enough. He knew how most women looked at him. Most, but not the one he truly wanted.


  No, he’d go to bed alone tonight. And dream of the woman he couldn’t have.


  Chapter Three
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  Morning fog had burned off to reveal bright sunlight, but now, as the intrepid guests embarked on their walk up Wendover Hill, the clouds began to gather once more. The air was cool, and a light breeze rustled the ribbons of Ivy’s bonnet tied beneath her chin.


  Miss Forth-Hodges tipped her head up to the sky. “Do you think it will rain?” 


  “Perhaps, but it should be light. Those clouds aren’t particularly threatening.”


  A group of maybe a dozen guests had set out from Greensward, the Wendover estate. Ivy had taken stock and was simultaneously disappointed and thrilled that Clare was participating. He was near the front of the pack, and Ivy was having difficulty not watching his athletic frame as they approached the hillside.


  She couldn’t stop thinking of the note he’d sent her last night. She’d read it so many times that she’d committed it to memory.


  



  Dear Miss Breckenridge,


  



  I sincerely pray you will accept my most humble apology for affronting you. I never meant to cause you any upset, and it grieves me to know that I pushed you to a place that brought you distress. I have a tendency to challenge people, for better or for worse, and sometimes I overstep. I endeavor to take these instances as an opportunity to better myself.


  



  “People seldom improve when they have no other model but themselves to copy.”


  



  Thank you for your gift of illumination. I do hope you enjoy the house party.


  



  Yours,


  Clare


  



  It was such a beautifully written note, and the inclusion of the quote from Goldsmith had made her smile. Yes, smile. He’d done what she’d tried very hard not to allow—he’d charmed her.


  Miss Forth-Hodges stumbled next to Ivy. Reaching out, Ivy clasped her elbow. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes.” Her cheeks flushed pink. “I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


  Ivy glanced up ahead and saw that Viscount Townsend was several yards in front of them. She returned her attention to Miss Forth-Hodges and noticed she was trying to watch him as covertly as possible.


  “Has Lord Townsend caught your eye?” Ivy asked softly.


  Miss Forth-Hodges nodded. “We danced last night. He’s the most charming man I’ve ever met.” She sounded breathless, and her gaze had taken on a dreamlike sheen.


  “Are your parents in favor?”


  “I think so. Mama was hoping for an earl or a marquess or even a duke.” She looked over at Ivy. “She even suggested Clare last night. Can you imagine?”


  Actually, Ivy could. Not because it would ever happen—for whatever reason, he didn’t seem to be interested in marriage—but because he was an extraordinary specimen. If one had to choose a husband, she could definitely imagine choosing him.


  Provided she could overlook the constant affairs.


  Which she couldn’t. She wouldn’t.


  What did it matter anyway? Ivy was never going to marry Clare. Or anyone else.


  “Why ever would your mother think Clare would make a good husband?” Ivy asked.


  “I’m confident it has something to do with the word ‘duke’ and very little else.”


  “Well, if titles matter to her, viscount is very respectable.” Ivy didn’t know much about Townsend. He hadn’t distinguished himself enough to be labeled an Untouchable. Because of that, Ivy concluded he’d be a decent match. “You could do far worse.”


  “Yes, I don’t think I’d care to be married to someone called the Duke of Desire.” Miss Forth-Hodges giggled. “Whoever came up with that name is a genius.”


  Ivy coughed. She normally wouldn’t have responded to that, but she and Miss Forth-Hodges were friends, weren’t they? “You may not believe this, but I’m going to take credit for that.” She winced, immediately wishing she hadn’t said it. “Never mind.”


  Miss Forth-Hodges blinked at her. “Truly? I won’t tell anyone, I promise.” She laughed again. “How delightful.”


  “He’s an Untouchable—that’s what Lady Dartford, Lady Sutton, and I call them.” She pushed out a beleaguered breath. “They are married to two of them now.”


  “Indeed? Did they have nicknames as well?” She held up her finger. “Wait, I remember that Sutton was called the Duke of Deception during the Season. That was you too?”


  Ivy dipped her head. “Yes. Dartford was the Duke of Daring.”


  “These are spectacular,” Miss Forth-Hodges said, grinning. “Are there any others?”


  “Axbridge—he’s the Duke of Danger. Because of the dueling.”


  “That makes perfect sense.” Miss Forth-Hodges sent Ivy a wide-eyed glance. “Don’t you think he’s terrifying? Mama mentioned him too, but I think I’d prefer Clare.”


  Ivy wasn’t sure she thought of Axbridge as terrifying, but then she tried not to think of most men at all. Which made Clare’s presence in her brain thoroughly vexing.


  “Clare is certainly…pleasing to look at,” Miss Forth-Hodges said. “I admit I find him a bit intimidating, but that’s because of his reputation. I should hate to marry a man who carries on as he does.” She darted a look at Ivy and added, “Although, I suppose there’s a bit of excitement too.” She spoke so low that Ivy had to strain to hear her, and she wondered if she’d even meant for Ivy to hear the comment at all.


  Excitement. Yes, that was an excellent word to associate with Clare. “Excitement isn’t always a good thing,” she said.


  Miss Forth-Hodges turned her head as her eyebrows shot up. “Really? I’d rather have that in a marriage than boredom.”


  “You’d rather have a husband who conducts liaisons with all and sundry?”


  “Of course not. I only meant that it would be better to have an exciting husband—you know ”—she shot Ivy a meaningful look —“than not.”


  She was, Ivy thought, referring to Clare’s sexual prowess. And with that, Ivy was keen to change the subject. Thankfully, Townsend wasn’t too far in front of them. As they’d been talking, they’d either walked faster or Townsend had progressed more slowly. 


  Ivy seized her chance to avoid further discussion. “Miss Forth-Hodges, I’d be happy to move ahead if you’d like to walk with Lord Townsend.”


  “Oh, you would?” Her eyes lit up, and her mouth curved into a smile. “Thank you. And please call me Emmaline.”


  “Then you must call me Ivy.” She gave her a little wave before quickening her pace and marching past Townsend, who all but stopped to wait for Emmaline.


  Ivy stole a look back as they fell into step together, their heads bent in conversation. She felt a surprising pang of envy. It must be nice to look forward to spending time with someone and know that they felt the same.


  Determined to walk such nonsense out of her head, Ivy sped up and, before she realized it, was abreast of Clare. The conversation she’d just neatly exited returned to her brain. 


  He glanced over at her. “Good afternoon, Miss Breckenridge.”


  “Good afternoon, Your Grace.”


  She wanted to thank him for the note, but she didn’t want anyone to hear her doing so. Miss Kirkland was nearby, as was a young man whose name Ivy couldn’t recall.


  “Are you enjoying the walk?” he asked.


  “Very much, thank you. And you?”


  He looked over at her, but it wasn’t the same as their other interactions where she’d felt as if he were trying to see into her soul. “Quite refreshing. I do enjoy activity.”


  She was a bit surprised to find they could have a normal conversation without flirtation or innuendo. “Will you be participating in the shuttlecock tournament?”


  “I think so, yes. Though I haven’t played in years.”


  A particularly stiff breeze tried to sweep Ivy’s bonnet from her head. She tightened the ribbons beneath her chin. “It’s too bad there isn’t a women’s tournament.”


  “That’s a capital idea. Would you play?”


  “I’d like to, but I’m not sure I would be allowed.”


  “Of course you would. I’d insist upon it.”


  His arrogance should’ve annoyed her, but in this context, she found it appealing. Damn it. “I’d rather you didn’t.”


  “If that’s your wish.”


  It wasn’t, but she didn’t want Clare championing her either. Part of her—the part that she kept deeply hidden—was flattered that he’d speak on her behalf. However, the rest of her, which was the only part that mattered, was horrified that he’d draw attention to her like that. She embraced her situation on the fringe of Society.


  A soft feminine giggle drifted back to them from just uphill. Ivy looked forward and saw that it was Lady Pelham. She walked closely next to Lord Wendover, fluttering her hand against his upper arm. 


  “The rumor is that they’re having an affair.” Clare’s deep voice came from nearby. He’d sidled next to her to impart that morsel.


  “I hadn’t heard that.” Lady Dunn must not be aware, otherwise she would’ve said something. She’d appreciate Ivy sharing the gossip with her. “How do you know?” Ivy realized that could be interpreted in several ways. “I only meant, how do rumors like that even start?”


  “Usually with a kernel of truth. Whether they are actually engaging in…activities, they clearly share an attraction. One only has to look at them.”


  Ivy studied them for a moment. Lady Pelham had dropped her hand from Wendover’s arm, but she looked at him frequently, and he did the same to her. And they both smiled often. Lady Pelham laughed again, and her fingertips grazed his arm once more.


  “I see what you mean,” Ivy said. “Don’t they realize?”


  Clare lifted a shoulder. “I doubt it. If they did, they’d likely try to be more discreet.”


  “Then how would you discern the liaison?”


  “In some cases, you wouldn’t. I’m able to successfully hide affairs. It takes care and concern, but it can be done.” His frank discussion of his liaisons should be shocking or even offensive, but she found it refreshing. 


  “And yet it seems that all your affairs are well-known.”


  His smile was enigmatic. “Not all of them.”


  “Why let any of them become public knowledge?”


  He shrugged. “Sometimes you can’t manage the secrecy, especially when the other person likes to talk.”


  Ivy could see that being a problem, especially with him. She was aware of some women for whom being with Clare was an honor. This was such an odd conversation. “You’re incredibly forthright.”


  He chuckled. “Am I offending you again? I shall write another note of apology.” He darted a glance toward her, and she realized she was enjoying the oddity, nonetheless. When was the last time she’d enjoyed a conversation with a gentleman? Answering that question would mean digging up the buried past.


  “I appreciated your note.” She kept her voice soft, but loud enough for just him to hear. “You quoted Goldsmith.”


  “You did say you liked She Stoops to Conquer. I assumed you’d read some of his other works.”


  “Indeed I have. And so have you.”


  He laughed as he sent her an amused glance. “You sound a bit surprised.”


  “Impressed, actually.” She expected some sort of flirtatious retort and when none was forthcoming, she had to accept that she was disappointed. Last night, she’d told him in very plain terms to leave her alone, and now she found herself craving the attention he’d been giving her.


  Well then, she’d just push that craving into the darkness with the rest of them.


  They walked in silence for a moment, and, for the first time, Ivy felt it rather keenly. She was used to quiet, and typically sought it out. But now, with him walking beside her, she longed for conversation. He talked to her as if she were interesting. No, it was even more basic than that. He treated her like a person instead of some inanimate object to be ignored until its use was required.


  Oh, she was being ridiculous. Plenty of people treated her like a person. Lady Dunn. Lucy. Aquilla. Their other friend, Nora, who was also the Duchess of Kendal. Nora’s mother-in-law, Lady Satterfield. 


  The list stopped there. Perhaps “plenty” was an overstatement.


  Ivy brought herself back to where she wanted to be—their conversation. “Do you think Lady Wendover is upset by their behavior?”


  “I don’t know, but my suspicion is no. I think she has her eye on Lord Kirkland.”


  “My goodness, you are observant.” She wanted to hone her skills. “How do you know?”


  “He was considering coming on the walk, but Lady Wendover was quick to remind him of the whist tournament going on at the house.”


  “That was all?”


  “Not quite. After that, Lady Kirkland said she might want to stay too, but their daughter desperately wanted to come along. Lady Pelham offered to act as chaperone—and she’s doing a fine job, isn’t she?” He chuckled. “Anyway, with that settled, Lady Kirkland looked pleased in the way that one looks when one has stolen the last sweet from the tray. And Lady Wendover’s slight frown revealed her irritation—at least to me.”


  He was terrifyingly observant. “I shall forever think of my actions when I am in your presence. I’m frightened to think what you might discern.”


  “I don’t think you need to worry. I haven’t deciphered you in the slightest.” There was a bemusement to his tone that warmed Ivy. She liked that she confounded him, because so far, he confused the hell out of her. She ought to be ignoring him, but instead, she couldn’t seem to move away. All because of that stupid apology note. And maybe, just maybe, she’d liked the things he’d said to her yesterday.


  Never say that.


  A drop of rain hit the edge of her bonnet, thankfully interrupting her troubling thoughts.


  “I guess it’s going to rain after all,” Clare said. He tipped his head back to stare up at the sky. Ivy gave his profile a lengthy perusal. He turned his neck and their gazes connected. Ivy tripped.


  He reached out and caught her, his hands clasping her arms to steady her. He didn’t say anything, but his eyes seemed to ask if she was fine. She gave a single nod and straightened, planting her feet firmly on the path.


  His brows arched slightly as he let her go. Then he nodded once, and it was as if they’d shared a silent communication. She’d pulled away from him every other time they’d come into contact with each other. This time, she hadn’t.


  Before she could dissect that thought, Lord Wendover turned around and addressed the group. “We’ll need to turn back as it’s started to rain. Since we’re going downhill, I suggest moving more quickly so we don’t get drenched.”


  He started down the hill, and everyone waited for him to move to the front of the pack again. Lady Pelham quickened her gait to keep up with him.


  That left Ivy with Clare at the back, along with Miss Kirkland and the other gentleman who’d been walking with her.


  Clare didn’t immediately start down.


  “What are you waiting for?” Ivy asked.


  He looked up toward the top of the hill and frowned. “I was really looking forward to that view.”


  Ivy had been too. “Are you going to continue?”


  He put his hands on his hips and exhaled. “I’d like to.”


  Her chest pulled. “Oh, to be a man.”


  His gaze settled on her. “Why?”


  “Because you can decide if you’d like to continue to the top of the hill or not.”


  “You could go if you wanted.”


  “With you?” She shook her head. “Even you can surely comprehend how that would look.”


  “Yes. I’m afraid I didn’t think that through. I see what you mean about being a man.”


  Miss Kirkland had passed them while they were talking. Her gentleman companion had hurried ahead as the raindrops had begun to fall more steadily.


  Ivy glanced toward the darkening sky. “I don’t think this is going to be a light shower.”


  Clare looked up again. “I think you’re correct. I suppose I’ll have to finish the walk another day.” 


  A shriek drew them to turn downhill. Miss Kirkland was on the ground.


  Clare rushed down to her, and Ivy followed as quickly as she could. The ground was already growing slick. Miss Kirkland must have slipped.


  When she reached the fallen young woman, Clare was kneeling beside her. “Let me help you up.” He took her arm and put his hand against her back.


  Miss Kirkland tried to stand but fell right back down. Her dark eyes were full of fright. “I’ve hurt my ankle.”


  “It’s all right,” Clare said. His voice was deep and soothing. The rain began to fall more heavily. 


  Ivy looked down the hill and was surprised that no one else had come back to see if Miss Kirkland was all right. Some of them were already almost near the bottom. They were clearly in a hurry to get back to Greensward.


  Clare adjusted his hat so that the brim was a bit lower over his eyes. “Miss Kirkland, I’m going to carry you down the hill. I’m afraid there’s no help for it. If I leave you here, you’ll become quite drenched.”


  Miss Kirkland looked as though she were about to cry. Or maybe she already was. Her face was tilted up to look at Clare, and raindrops were cascading down her cheeks.


  “Do you understand?” he asked when she didn’t respond.


  “Yes. Please hurry.”


  He nodded as he swept her into his arms. He looked toward Ivy. “Can you go ahead and fetch help? I won’t be able to move as quickly.”


  “Of course.” Ivy wished she’d thought of that right away instead of watching Clare move into commanding action. It was oddly arousing.


  Arousing?


  Clenching her teeth, she started off down the hill as quickly as she dared. Every now and again, she turned her head to check their progress. Clare kept a steady pace despite his burden and the rain.


  Oh, the bloody rain. It was now coming down even harder, some of it sideways. Ivy’s dress was completely sodden, sticking to her legs and impeding her progress. Still, she started to run, eager to get back.


  At last, she reached the rear lawn. Footmen were waiting at the top of the patio stairs with blankets. Ivy ran up the steps. “You must go and help the duke. Miss Kirkland is injured, and he’s carried her down the hill.”


  She turned to look back out over the grass and saw them moving slowly against the sweeping torrents of water.


  Two of the footmen ran down the stairs and across the lawn. They threw a blanket over Miss Kirkland and another over Clare’s head.


  “Come inside, miss,” one of the remaining footmen urged as he handed her a blanket.


  Ivy wrapped the soft wool around her head and shoulders but didn’t move. She stood there in the downpour until Clare started up the stairs. 


  “What are you doing out here?” he asked as he reached the patio. “Get inside before you catch cold.”


  He rushed past her into the house, and she followed him inside.


  Wendover was still in the drawing room as they entered. He stared wide-eyed at Miss Kirkland. “Egads, Clare, what happened?” 


  “She tripped coming down the hill and hurt her ankle.”


  “What a disaster.” He looked over at one of the footmen, a rather large, wide-shouldered young man. “Thomas, would you please take Miss Kirkland from the duke?”


  “Yes, my lord.” 


  Clare transferred the pale young woman to the footman as Lady Wendover came into the drawing room, followed by Mrs. Kirkland. 


  “Oh my goodness,” Mrs. Kirkland cried. “Whatever happened?”


  “Come, let’s get her upstairs,” Lady Wendover said, taking charge. She led them from the drawing room, leaving her husband with the handful of drenched guests who were still dripping on the carpet.


  “I’ll make sure you all have hot baths,” the earl announced. “And you, Clare, shall have a bottle of my finest whiskey waiting for you upstairs.”


  Clare bowed. “Why, thank you. I shall endeavor to rescue someone every day.” This earned laughter from those in the room.


  Everyone departed the drawing room, but Ivy hesitated.


  “What are you waiting for?” Clare asked. He took his hat off and water sluiced from the brim onto the carpet.


  “I’m—” She shook her head, unable to answer his question. “That was remarkable.”


  “It was necessary.” His gaze was dark and intense. “I’m not a hero, Miss Breckenridge.”


  That she could believe, but she began to wonder if there was more to him than her preconceived notions. 


  “Ivy?” Lady Dunn came hobbling into the drawing room, leaning on her cane. “Good gracious, you’re sopping wet! Come upstairs and let’s get you dried off.” She waved her arm, beckoning Ivy forward.


  Ivy sent one last look toward Clare and left the drawing room.


  Today hadn’t gone remotely as planned. She was disappointed about not reaching the top of Wendover Hill. But more than that, she was shocked to realize she looked forward to seeing Clare again.


  Chapter Four
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  After an invigorating morning grouse hunting, West decided to head downstairs to see what the afternoon’s entertainments might include. Or maybe he just wanted to see if Miss Breckenridge was about.


  She hadn’t come to dinner last night, but then neither had several of the people who’d been on yesterday’s walk. The sudden rainstorm had likely forced them to take to their beds. He hoped she wasn’t ill. Her employer, Lady Dunn, had been at dinner and the gaming tables, but his efforts to overhear any comment she might’ve made about her companion had been wasted. She hadn’t mentioned Miss Breckenridge once while he’d been around. He’d ultimately surrendered his task and had gone to the gentlemen’s parlor.


  As he reached the top of the stairs, he saw a game of blind man’s buff underway down in the hall. All the young unmarried people were playing, as well as a few married folks who were undoubtedly serving as chaperones.


  Two ladies were sitting off to the side—Miss Kirkland with her leg elevated on a stool, certainly due to yesterday’s mishap on the walk—and Miss Breckenridge. She sat next to Miss Kirkland and watched the game. Viscount Townsend, a young buck with a quick smile and an even faster opinion, was currently blindfolded. As he stumbled around, arms extended, trying to find a target, everyone dashed out of his way. With the exception of the pretty Miss Forth-Hodges who seemed as though she wanted to be caught.


  West descended the staircase and stood on the last step watching the action. Townsend finally found his quarry, and it was, in fact, Miss Forth-Hodges. She giggled as he ran his hands over her face. West noted that his fingertips seemed to linger against her lips. 


  “I do believe this is Miss Forth-Hodges,” Townsend said.


  Everyone erupted in laughter, and he swept off the blindfold with a grin. “Your turn.” His gaze seemed to convey something rather…intimate, if West wasn’t mistaken. And he rarely was when it came to such matters. Townsend handed her the blindfold.


  Miss Forth-Hodges accepted the length of black silk. “Thank you.” She turned and went to Miss Breckenridge. The two conversed for a moment, and West was desperate to know what they were talking about.


  Axbridge ambled over to the staircase where West was leaning against the newel post. “Are you going to play?”


  “I can’t believe you are,” West said.


  Axbridge’s blond brows climbed his forehead. “And miss the opportunity to grope young women?”


  West smiled faintly and shook his head. “Not even I’m that indecent.”


  “I beg to differ, but in any case, I was jesting.”


  “Not entirely, I’m sure.”


  Axbridge laughed. “Come on, it’s an amusing way to spend the afternoon.”


  West saw Miss Breckenridge stand. She tied the blindfold around Miss Forth-Hodges’s head and spun her around three times. Then, instead of returning to her seat, she moved quickly away from Miss Forth-Hodges. If she was playing, West would too.


  “All right,” he said to Axbridge. “If you insist.”


  “Excellent.”


  West stepped down onto the marble floor and easily evaded Miss Forth-Hodges. She moved around slowly, her arms outstretched. Laughter and taunts filled the air as everyone worked to keep away from her. Then people began to get cheeky as they pushed one another toward the blindfolded young woman. This was met with even greater laughter and more excessive movement as people dashed this way and that. 


  Miss Breckenridge sidestepped the young Mr. Travill, the adult son of the Travills. Then her gaze found West’s, and she didn’t look away. Neither did he.


  She was stunning—those vivid green eyes of hers delving deep into his and stirring a most inconvenient arousal. Her red-gold hair was still captured in that scrupulously severe style, but today a lone strand had escaped. The wispy tendril caressed the side of her face, and he longed to be that length of hair.


  The moment broke when Miss Forth-Hodges grabbed Miss Breckenridge from behind. “Aha!” she declared, her hands immediately reaching for her captive’s face.


  Except she met her upswept hair. How West wished he could wrap his fingers in the rich, silken mass.


  Miss Breckenridge looked alarmed, her eyes widening and her lips parting. “Should I—” She snapped her mouth shut and briefly closed her eyes. When she opened them again, West saw the irritation in her gaze.


  “I recognize that voice,” Miss Forth-Hodges said gleefully. “Miss Breckenridge!”


  “Is that her name?” someone asked from somewhere nearby. Of course they wouldn’t necessarily know her since she was a companion. Still, it annoyed West. Everyone should know her name. Or at least not talk about her as if she was of no consequence.


  “Yes,” Miss Breckenridge said quietly.


  Smiling, Miss Forth-Hodges untied the blindfold and removed it from her head. “It’s your turn next. Are you ready?”


  Miss Breckenridge’s mouth tightened. She looked distinctly uncomfortable, but she nodded. West longed to put himself in her path, but he didn’t dare. Rather, he stayed on the periphery as Miss Forth-Hodges tied the black silk around Miss Breckenridge’s eyes. The sight of her with the blindfold, her pink lips parted, stirred West’s lust in a most inopportune manner. He reined in his body lest it betray his arousal.


  Miss Forth-Hodges spun her about, and then the game was on. Everyone scattered, and for a moment, Miss Breckenridge simply stood there. When she finally stepped forward, she put her hands up, but didn’t extend her arms. This was going to take forever if she didn’t move more quickly and use her arms to reach for someone. More than ever, West wanted to step in front of her, if only to make this easier. He didn’t want to see her flustered. He imagined she would hate that, especially with an audience. He’d somehow gleaned that pride was one of her most prized possessions.


  She came toward him, and he made a show of dashing out of the way, just as he was certain to bring his heel down hard on the marble so she could hear that someone was close.


  She spun and lost her balance, tottering for a moment. He resisted the urge to take her into his arms and keep her upright, but she recovered. She thrust her arms out to right herself and it was then that her fingertips grazed his coat.


  Turning toward him, she grasped the fabric in her hand. “I’ve got you.”


  The low insistence of her voice combined with the ownership those words evoked coaxed his lust even higher. He was going to have to quit the room before he embarrassed himself. Except now it would be his turn to be blindfolded. Unless she didn’t guess it was him.


  He stood still, and the room was silent as she moved closer. He felt her warmth as she drew near. She smelled of lemon and spice, a fresh and surprisingly intoxicating scent. 


  Her hand still clutched his sleeve while the other came up and pressed against his chest. He drew in a sharp breath but was certain only he and Miss Breckenridge were aware of his reaction.


  “It’s a gentleman,” she said, stepping even closer. She released his sleeve and put both hands on his shoulders. Her fingers trailed over his collarbones upward along his neck. She wasn’t wearing gloves so the brush of her flesh against his sent heat spiraling through him.


  He held his breath while his gaze was locked on her face. The contrast of the black silk blindfold against her creamy flesh was stark and beautiful. He could think of a thousand things he’d do to her while she couldn’t see. If she’d let him.


  Her hands continued up to his face, stroking along his jaw. He had to work to keep himself perfectly still. Every muscle in his body screamed to touch her.


  Her thumb caught his lip. He could so easily draw it into his mouth or lick the pad. He didn’t dare. The collective stare of everyone in the room seemed like a living, breathing thing, pressing in on him and ensuring he kept himself in check.


  She splayed her fingers out and grazed over his cheeks and eyes. He almost told her to be careful, but that would give him away.


  She skimmed along his forehead, her fingertips brushing through his hair. Then she inhaled through her nose. She pulled her hands back, her lips parting in a soft gasp. “It’s you,” she whispered. 


  “It’s me,” he answered softly.


  “The Duke of Clare,” she announced loudly.


  Everyone cheered and applauded. She reached back to untie the blindfold, but had trouble.


  “Let me,” he said.


  She turned, and he unknotted the silk. At least one of his wishes came true as he touched her hair while working the blindfold free. He clutched it in his hand. She spun around slowly, her gaze finding his.


  “How did you know it was me?” he asked, keeping his tone low.


  “Your scent. You smell like sandalwood and pine.”


  The desire he was barely reining in threatened to overtake him. “You know what I smell like?”


  She dropped her gaze. “Apparently.” She didn’t sound particularly happy about it.


  “Your turn, Clare,” Axbridge said from somewhere behind West. His tone was rather smug.


  “So it is.” He held the blindfold toward Miss Breckenridge. “Would you mind tying this?”


  “You’re rather tall, Your Grace.”


  “I’ll do it,” Axbridge offered. He had an inch or two on West. The marquess came to his side and took the silk from his hand.


  “Pity,” West murmured. He didn’t take his gaze from her until the blindfold dropped over his eyes, and he was plunged into blackness.


  Axbridge tied the silk tight. “There we are. I’ll let you spin him around, Miss Breckenridge. Do your best to make him dizzy.”


  West heard the humor in his friend’s voice. He didn’t care what she did to him so long as she touched him again.


  Her hands clasped his arms, and she turned him—with his help, of course. Three times, and then she was gone.


  West made quick work of finding someone and knew immediately it was a gentleman. It wasn’t Axbridge, and he was fairly certain it wasn’t Townsend. That left Travill and a handful of others. If he guessed wrong, he’d have to go again. He considered that because another chance meant he could maybe find Miss Breckenridge. But the odds of him doing so weren’t great. 


  Focusing on his captive, West used his observation skills to deduce his identity. The gentleman was shorter than him and slighter of frame. He ran through those in attendance and came up with his answer without touching more than the fellow’s shoulders. “It’s Mr. Upton.”


  “That was the fastest one yet!” a feminine voice declared.


  “Clare’s always such a show-off,” Axbridge drawled.


  West swept the blindfold away and quickly tied it around Upton. After spinning the gentleman, West quickly put distance between him and the new blind man. He glanced around and was unable to locate Miss Breckenridge.


  He wasn’t surprised that she’d fled. He’d seen the apprehension in her gaze after the blindfold had been lifted. What he didn’t know was the cause of it. Was there any chance she was as attracted to him as he was to her?


  Probably not. And therein lay his misery. 


  Chapter Five
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  A shadow fell over Ivy’s book as a cloud drifted overhead. She glanced up and contemplated whether rain was possible. Ah well, at least today they were close to the house should they need to run for cover.


  “Ooh!” The chorus of exclamations surrounded her, and she transferred her gaze to the shuttlecock court that had been set up on the lawn.


  “The match goes to Axbridge!” Lord Wendover announced to much applause. Axbridge’s opponent, the elder Mr. Travill, shook his hand good-naturedly, and the two men departed the court.


  “And now we’ll take a short break for refreshments.” Lord Wendover gestured to the footmen who were now distributing baskets of food and drink to the blankets that had been set out and on which the spectators sat.


  “Oh good, I’m quite hungry,” Emmaline, who sat beside Ivy, said.


  Ivy closed the slim book she’d been reading and set it on the blanket beside her. “It appears Townsend is headed this way.” 


  Emmaline blushed and looked expectantly in his direction. It was evident to anyone with rudimentary skills of observation that she and the viscount were enamored of each other. While Ivy couldn’t support marriage, she was always glad when someone found happiness.


  He bowed when he arrived, first toward Emmaline and then toward Ivy. “Might I sit with you?”


  “Of course,” Emmaline said, smiling. “Please join me and Miss Breckenridge.”


  He sat down, and Ivy wondered how she could politely excuse herself so that they could be alone. Well, alone amidst a few dozen people.


  Lady Dunn was seated on the next blanket with her friend Mrs. Marsh. Ivy should check on her.


  “If you’ll excuse me,” Ivy said. “I need to visit with Lady Dunn.” She stood and carefully made her way to Lady Dunn. “Can I get you anything, my lady?”


  “You’re such a dear,” Lady Dunn chirped up at her. “In fact, I would like a bit of my tonic. Would you run up to the room and fetch it for me?”


  “Of course.” Ivy turned and made her way to the house. Lady Dunn sometimes took a tonic for headaches or other soreness, and Ivy knew just where to find it.


  Once she’d obtained the bottle, she started back toward the stairs. As she emerged from the sitting room, she encountered Clare. She’d noticed he wasn’t at the shuttlecock tournament. 


  Noticed? That made it seem as if it had been a nonchalant observance. She’d looked for him immediately, and upon finding him absent, kept glancing toward the house in the hope that he would come out. Yesterday’s blind man’s buff had left an indelible impression on her. The way he’d looked at her had shaken her to the core.


  “Miss Breckenridge.” His deep voice caressed her with warmth and something else she didn’t want to acknowledge.


  “Your Grace. I thought you’d planned to participate in the shuttlecock tournament.”


  “I do. I’m on my way there now. Have you been watching?”


  She nodded. “Axbridge beat Mr. Travill in the last match.”


  “The father or the son?”


  “The father. I believe Townsend is up next. I forget who he’s playing.”


  Clare smiled. “Ah, then I am on time. I am playing after that.” He gestured toward the stairs. “Shall we?”


  Despite yesterday’s closeness, or whatever one might call it, he seemed utterly unaffected. He was treating her with the same bland kindness that he had on the walk. Bland? She only thought so because, compared to their initial interactions, it was. And yet she couldn’t describe yesterday’s blind man’s buff as bland. No, that had been exciting. Thrilling. Dangerous.


  “Should we arrive downstairs together?” she asked tentatively. “I don’t wish to cause a stir.”


  “I see your concern. I’m happy to wait here for a bit.” He leaned his shoulder against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. The pose was so carelessly masculine, so sublimely alluring, that she merely stared at him for a moment. “Unless you want me to go first?”


  She shook herself from her idiocy. What was he doing to her? She straightened, pulling her shoulders back as she’d been taught. “I’ll go.” She turned and immediately spun back around. “I nearly forgot.”


  He arched a brow, and the expression lent him an air of provocation. No, that wasn’t quite right. He always had an air of provocation; this merely emphasized it. “What’s that?”


  “The book you sent.” Last night, she’d arrived in her room to find a slim volume resting on her pillow. It was the poem The Lady of the Lake by Walter Scott, and tucked inside the cover had been another note from Clare. This one had read:


  



  Dear Miss Breckenridge,


  



  I hope you won’t find me too forward, but I know how you enjoy reading, and I wondered if you’d had occasion to enjoy this poem. It is my particular favorite, and I’ve read it dozens, if not hundreds, of times.


  



  Then he’d quoted Goldsmith again:


  



  “The first time I read an excellent book, it is to me just as if I had gained a new friend. When I read a book over I have perused before, it resembles the meeting with an old one.”


  



  Yours,


  Clare


  



  “Thank you,” she said quietly, still a bit bewildered at his thoughtfulness. “Is it your copy?”


  “Yes.”


  She inclined her head. “I’ll return it when I’m finished.”


  “Keep it. I have two more.”


  “You have three copies?” 


  He smiled. “I told you it’s my favorite. I keep one in London and one at Stour’s Edge, and the one I gave you is the one I keep with me.”


  He traveled with his favorite book. Inside, she swooned. How was it possible that a reprobate like Clare could be charming, considerate, and well-read? 


  “Are you trying to seduce me?” The question surprised her, but she didn’t regret asking it.


  He unfolded his arms and pushed away from the wall. “No. I was. Before.”


  She’d known that, but hearing him admit it so plainly sent a shiver along her spine. “Then why send me an apology and a book?”


  “Because I like you?” He edged closer to her. “Has no man ever been kind to you, Miss Breckenridge?”


  Her breath caught. “Not like this.”


  “Then it is my privilege.”


  “Stop it,” she said. “Stop being so…” Wonderful? Lovely? Nice? All of those things and more. It was difficult to dislike him. She realized she didn’t, actually. Not that it changed anything. “Never mind. Thank you again for the book. I shall cherish it.”


  Cherish? She gritted her teeth.


  “Excellent.” He sounded quite matter-of-fact, as if this conversation hadn’t done anything to his insides like it had to hers. “Are you going down now, or shall I?”


  She belatedly recalled the bottle of tonic in her hands, and hoped that Lady Dunn wouldn’t be upset at her delay. Of course she wouldn’t. “I’ll go. I need to take this to Lady Dunn.”


  She turned and hurried downstairs before she thought of another reason to remain in his presence. Once outside, she went directly to Lady Dunn, who thanked her for the tonic.


  Ivy returned to her blanket just as Townsend was standing up. 


  “Time for me to report to the court,” he said. “Until later, my dear.” He took Emmaline’s hand and pressed a kiss to the back.


  Emmaline watched him go, a beatific smile lighting her face. My goodness, she was quite over the moon.


  Ivy sat down and picked through the basket for something to eat. She found a meat pie and a wedge of cheese. As she nibbled, she let her gaze drift back toward the house. Clare stepped onto the patio, and she turned her head around quickly lest he see that she’d been watching for him.


  Emmaline exhaled. “Isn’t he lovely?” It wasn’t so much a question as a wistful declaration.


  “Things seem to be progressing rather quickly between the two of you.” Ivy was careful to keep her tone free of disgust. It was difficult to support what was happening to Emmaline when it so closely mirrored what had happened to Ivy ten years ago. She would be a terrible friend if she didn’t voice her concern. “I do hope you’re being cautious.”


  Emmaline’s gaze snapped to hers. “What have you heard?”


  “Nothing.” Save Lady Dunn’s commentary that morning on what a charming couple they made on the dance floor. Ivy took a bite of pie before she gave her own commentary about how Emmaline shouldn’t trust Townsend.


  Emmaline’s shoulders relaxed. “I thought you meant—” She shook her head. “Never mind.” She glanced down and plucked a blade of grass from her lap. “I can confide in you, can’t I?”


  “Yes.” Ivy wasn’t sure she wanted her to. It was both frustrating and painful to hear of her friends’ romantic successes. Still, she was happy for them. She couldn’t help but think of Lucy and Aquilla, and she truly was overjoyed that they’d both found love. Emmaline seemed to be on the path to the same end.


  Emmaline raised her eyes, and her lips curved up. “He kissed me last night. On the terrace.”


  “Not on the mouth?”


  “Oh!” Emmaline laughed. “Yes, on the mouth. It was divine.” She tipped her head to the side. “Have you ever been kissed?”


  Ivy’s insides seemed to freeze. For a moment, she was cast back a decade to that assembly where she’d met him. The mutual attraction had been instant. They’d shared their first kiss that very night outside beyond the hedgerow. She’d thought herself the luckiest girl in the world.


  How wrong she’d been.


  “No.”


  Emmaline’s gaze took on a gleam of pity. “Oh well… It’s quite splendid. You should try it.” Her eyes widened slightly, and she clapped her hand over her mouth.


  Ivy couldn’t help but laugh, which was rather surprising, given their subject matter. “Perhaps, but I am firmly—to borrow our least favorite phrase—on the shelf.”


  Emmaline lowered her hand and tipped her head to the side, studying Ivy. “Are you? You seem young—I’ve no idea of your age—and you’re very pretty.”


  “I’m merely a paid companion,” Ivy said. She glanced around to verify that no one was listening to them. It seemed they were not. “And I have nothing to recommend me.”


  “That’s so unfair,” Emmaline said. “You shouldn’t have to be alone.”


  Thankfully, Emmaline turned her attention to the shuttlecock court and sat up straighter. “The match is about to start!”


  Ivy stared at the blanket for a moment, her mind arrested on what Emmaline had said. Shaking away a hollow sensation, Ivy took another bite of pie and swept her gaze toward the lawn to watch the match.


  Clare was seated close to the edge of the court, next to Axbridge. A stark shaft of loneliness pierced Ivy’s frame. She suddenly felt bereft for the first time in years.


  This was ludicrous!


  She was a mature woman, and she’d learned how to bury such silliness. There was no place for melancholy in her life. She looked back at Emmaline, who was watching the match with delighted vigor.


  Ivy didn’t have time for delight either. Or flirtation. Or desire.


  Or joy.


  She felt as if she couldn’t breathe. Setting the pie down on the blanket, she reached for a cup of ale. “Is this for me?” she asked Emmaline.


  Emmaline spared her the tiniest glance. “Oh yes. The footmen brought them around while you were inside.”


  Ivy snatched it up and drank half the brew straight down. As she finished the pie, she tried to watch the match but kept finding her gaze drawn to Clare. He wore a hat, but she could see him in profile. He smiled and laughed often. That reminded her of what he’d said to her, that she didn’t smile.


  “I’d love to see you smile.”


  Heat gathered in her belly and pulsed much lower. Though it had been years, she recognized that sensation.


  She might not have time for desire, but here it was nonetheless. For whatever reason, the infamous Duke of Desire had decided to pay her attention. He’d admitted to trying to seduce her. She should despise him. 


  She’d tried that. But he was too kind and too helpful and too charming.


  She should ignore him. 


  She’d also tried that. But he was too attentive and too gregarious and too…omnipresent. 


  Shouting from the shuttlecock court drew Ivy’s attention. She couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying, but Townsend was rushing toward his opponent, wielding his racquet like a weapon.


  Emmaline gasped as she jumped to her feet, her eyes glued to the court.


  Ivy stood with her, anxious. She looked back to the ruckus and saw Townsend swing. But his racquet didn’t connect with his opponent. Clare dove on top of him, crushing him to the ground as if he were a rabid dog.


  Now it was Ivy’s turn to gasp. She didn’t think anyone noticed since everyone else was either gasping themselves or moving toward the court.


  Emmaline pushed her way through the blankets of people to get to the front. Ivy automatically followed her. A row of men in front of them partially blocked their view. Emmaline squeezed her way in and forced an opening. 


  Clare and Townsend were on their feet now, with Clare holding Townsend back with assistance from Axbridge. Townsend’s opponent, an older but rather agile fellow, glared at him. He held his racquet with both hands in front of him in a defensive posture.


  Ivy moved in next to Emmaline. “What happened?”


  Emmaline didn’t take her eyes from Townsend. “I’m not sure, but Geoffrey, er, Townsend, felt slighted somehow, I believe. I think Pippin was taunting him.”


  Lord Wendover spoke briefly to Pippin before moving to Townsend. He spoke quietly so that no one could possibly hear, though Ivy noted that people were physically straining themselves to do so.


  Townsend shook off Clare and Axbridge—who clearly let him, because Ivy was certain he wouldn’t have been able to get away from them otherwise—and waved his racquet at Pippin. “Next time there won’t be a crowd of people here to defend you!”


  Clare snatched the racquet from his grip, and Townsend turned a blistering glare on him before stalking toward the house.


  It seemed the entire crowd pivoted en masse to watch him ascend the steps to the terrace and disappear into the drawing room.


  “I must go after him,” Emmaline said, taking a step.


  Ivy touched her arm lightly but firmly. “You can’t. Anyway, he needs to regain his wits.”


  Emmaline sent her an indignant stare. “He didn’t lose them.”


  “I only meant that he needs to calm down. Surely you can see that.”


  Emmaline exhaled, and her frame seemed to wilt. “I just want to make sure he’s all right.”


  “You’ll be able to do that. Later. Everyone is watching now. It’s one thing to flirt with him and another to dash after him.”


  “Of course you’re right.” She looked after him, and Ivy recognized the longing in her gaze. Oh, Emmaline was beyond smitten.


  Mr. and Mrs. Forth-Hodges approached them. “Emmaline, dear. Why don’t you come sit with us?” Mrs. Forth-Hodges asked as her husband glanced worriedly toward the house.


  “That’s an excellent idea,” Ivy said, giving Emmaline an encouraging smile. She might not smile often, but a moment like this required it.


  Emmaline nodded and was ushered off by her parents.


  “I think that will conclude the shuttlecock tournament for today,” Lord Wendover called out. “For those who are interested, we’ll set up some entertainments in the drawing room.”


  Ivy was strangely disappointed. She’d been looking forward to watching Clare play. It gave her an excellent reason to stare at him unabashedly for quite some time.


  Hiding a scowl, she returned to the blankets and found Lady Dunn.


  “My goodness, such excitement!” the viscountess exclaimed. “Did you hear what happened?”


  “Not really.”


  “Oh, come now, you were with Miss Forth-Hodges. Surely she knows what happened. She was watching the match like a falcon tracks its prey.”


  Lady Dunn wanted to hear the gossip of course, and Ivy knew it was her duty to oblige. “It was something to do with Pippin perhaps taunting Townsend. I truly don’t know the particulars.”


  Lady Dunn sighed. “Ah well, I’m sure it will all come out. Will you help me up, dear? I’m quite fatigued.”


  Ivy guided Lady Dunn to her feet and assisted her into the house. Once inside, the viscountess said she’d continue upstairs on her own if Ivy wished to visit the library. Feeling vaguely unsettled, Ivy decided a trip to the library would be the perfect antidote. 


  However, as soon as she arrived, she saw that she was not alone. Lady Pelham was there perusing one of the shelves. They exchanged pleasantries, and Ivy went to the opposite end of the room to look at the spines. She kept glancing over her shoulder and relaxed when Lady Pelham left.


  Why was she so tense?


  Because she was hoping Clare would show up again.


  And why should she want that? He was a threat to her well-ordered life. She should want to stay as far away from him as possible. She plucked a book from the shelf without even reading the title and went to the alcove to wait. When she opened the book, she realized she’d picked up a treatise on cattle.


  Laughter bubbled in her chest. She made a small sound. Then her lips curved up. Then the laughter did the unthinkable—it escaped.


  “You’re laughing.”


  Somehow, she hadn’t heard him come in. 


  She grinned at him. “Yes.”


  His brow furrowed in utter confusion as he walked into the alcove and sat down across from her. “Why?”


  “Because I picked up—” She held up the book and read the title page. “A General Treatise on Cattle, Sheep, and Swine.”


  “I see. A riveting tale to be sure.”


  She laughed even harder.


  He settled back in the chair and stretched his legs out, crossing his ankles. “Well, this is quite lovely.”


  That sobered her.


  She took a deep breath and smoothed her hand over the back of her hair. “I’m glad I could amuse you.”


  “I didn’t say I was amused. In fact, I was enchanted. I still am.”


  And there he went again, flattering her. Flirting with her. Tempting her. “You really should stop that.”


  “Yes, I should.” Except it sounded as though he didn’t agree. “My apologies, I didn’t mean to start that up again. I’m afraid your laughter took me spectacularly off guard.”


  Spectacularly. As if it were the pinnacle of his day.


  She set the book in her lap. “What happened with Townsend?”


  He blew out a breath. “He lost his temper. To be fair, Pippin was taunting him, but everyone was doing it. Or so Axbridge told me since I arrived late. Townsend took it too seriously and became angry.” He arched his brows. “Quite angry.”


  This bothered Ivy, only because her friend was so enamored of him. “Do you think he’ll leave the party?”


  “I don’t know. Wendover didn’t ask him to, and Pippin apologized.”


  “I hope Townsend did the same.”


  Clare frowned. “He didn’t. I don’t know him well, so maybe he’s just quick to anger, and he’ll make things right later.”


  Ivy smoothed her fingertips over the book in her lap. “One can hope.” She looked over at him, assessing his appearance. He was handsome, even with bits of grass still clinging to his coat. “Are you all right?”


  “Me?” His eyes widened for a brief second. “Oh, from the altercation. Yes. I’m quite well.”


  They fell silent for a moment, and again Ivy felt the quiet sharply—like a drumbeat in her brain. The overwhelming emotions she’d experienced earlier during the tournament washed back over her.


  She looked at him, sitting just a few feet away. His dark gaze lingered on her, but it was inscrutable. She had no inkling what he was thinking. Which made what she was about to say all the more terrifying.


  She ran her tongue along the suddenly dry roof of her mouth. “When you said you could change my life, what did you mean?”


  His eyes narrowed slightly. “Do you really want to know?”


  She nodded.


  He pulled his legs up and leaned forward, sliding to the edge of the chair. When he spoke, it was dark and soft, but she heard every syllable. “I want to make you smile. Laugh, even. Although I can apparently do that with a well-placed treatise on cattle.” His lips curved up, captivating her even more. “And, if you’ll allow, I will ensure you’re satisfied in a way you’ve never been before.”


  Satisfied? She was certain what he meant. “You’re talking about…sexual acts.”


  He lifted a shoulder. “I’m talking about pleasuring you in whatever way you permit.”


  “What if it’s just…talking to me?” She did love the things he said to her. He made her feel beautiful and special. 


  A voice in the back of her mind said this was Peter all over again. That Clare was just telling her what she wanted to hear so that he could get what he really wanted. Except he talked about her. He’d said nothing about what he wanted.


  She was also ten years older now, and she had no illusions about her future. She knew precisely what awaited her, and this could be her last chance to have something, if only for a short time.


  He fixed her with a dark, provocative stare. “I meant what I said—whatever way you allow. Even if it’s just spending time with you. We can even discuss that treatise if you’d like.”


  Yes, he seemed a man of honesty and integrity, even if he was famous for seduction.


  Emmaline’s words haunted her brain: “You shouldn’t have to be alone.”


  No, she shouldn’t.


  Lifting her chin, Ivy looked him square in the eye. “A great source of calamity lies in regret and anticipation; therefore a person is wise who thinks of the present alone, regardless of the past or future.”


  “Goldsmith.” His lips spread into a wicked smile.


  “Yes.” She stood up, the treatise in her hand. “I’ll give you one chance to change my life, Clare. Just one.”


  He unfolded himself from the chair, rising above her and stepping so close, she could feel the heat of his body. “Please call me West when we’re alone.” He leaned close to her ear and whispered, “I’ll accept your challenge. And I promise you that once won’t be enough.”


  Chapter Six
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  West walked into his chamber with a grin, shocked yet pleased with the afternoon’s sudden, exciting turn of events. He’d never imagined Miss Breckenridge would change her mind. But he was exceedingly glad she had.


  Whenever he accepted a new liaison, he began assessing the situation, how he would approach things with his new, temporary lover. But this was different. He wasn’t even entirely certain they would engage in anything physical. She’d mentioned simply talking. That was perhaps all she wanted.


  His smile faded. 


  “Your Grace, is there a problem?” Seaver met him just inside the door.


  West met his valet’s gaze. “What’s that?”


  “You looked quite pleased when you entered and then you didn’t. Is something amiss?”


  West moved farther into the room and shrugged out of his coat. “Ah, not amiss, no.” He’d find out what she wanted soon enough, and he’d meant what he’d said—whatever she’d allow. He only wanted to see her smile. Hear her laugh.


  And perhaps moan. Was that so terrible?


  “I may require your help with a new liaison.” Or not. He needed to tread carefully.


  Seaver took the garment from him and folded it over his arm. “Whatever I can do.” He’d been a loyal, trustworthy, and discreet valet for fourteen years. West had promoted him from the position of footman at Stour’s Edge following West’s father’s death. West had selected the liveliest of the retainers, who happened to be near to him in age, and the one the maids swooned over. He and Seaver were kindred spirits in that respect. They loved and enjoyed women—their conversation, their softness, their sexuality.


  West loosened his cravat and unbuttoned his waistcoat. “Discretion will be of the utmost importance. More than usual.”


  Seaver inclined his head. “I see. Do you have a specific task you’d like me to undertake?”


  West tugged off his cravat and handed it to Seaver. “Not yet. I’m trying to come up with a location for us to meet later this evening.” So they could…talk?


  “Shouldn’t be too difficult at a house party.”


  “No, but this is a special situation.” West gave him a pointed look. “The lady is not married.”


  Seaver’s ginger brows spiked up in surprise. “That is special. I understand why discretion is so critical. Forgive my impertinence, but why would you seek to ruin a young lady?”


  West heard the shock, and perhaps a splash of judgment, in Seaver’s tone. How he hated that word—ruin. He’d never done that, and he wasn’t about to start now. He frowned, wondering if he was taking advantage. “She’s a companion. And I’m not entirely certain our liaison will be of the physical variety.”


  “Miss Breckenridge?” Seaver knew who she was since he’d arranged to deliver the notes and the book West had sent. “Since she is closer to my class than yours, might I point out that it wouldn’t take a physical liaison to ruin her if you were discovered. If you’re seen alone together in suspicious circumstances—as in, you didn’t happen to encounter each other in, say, the library—it would likely get her fired, and she’d have difficulty finding a new position.”


  West nearly smiled at Seaver’s supposition, since chance meetings in the library were the basis of their relationship. “You’re saying I should leave her alone.” He’d tried. Truly. But then she’d asked him to change her life. She wasn’t a green girl. 


  He’d also played the role of seducer.


  Damn it to hell. 


  He had to let her steer the ship. But he could at least organize a “chance” meeting. “Is there somewhere other than the library where I might happen to run into Miss Breckenridge?” 


  Seaver thought for a moment. “What about the conservatory? It seems a reasonable place to encounter other partygoers.”


  “That would work well. You’ll need to get another note to her chamber.” West knew this wouldn’t be a problem since Seaver had handled the previous items West had sent. Seaver had befriended one of the maids, and she was quite disposed to helping him—discreetly, of course.


  West went to the desk, and his gaze fell on a glass of the whiskey Wendover had given him positioned next to an unopened letter. “Bloody hell.”


  Seaver came up beside him. “Yes, I’m afraid it’s that time again.”


  West’s birthday was in a few days, and it was one of two times each year he could expect a missive, the other being Yuletide. Though he could set a clock to their arrival, he never failed to forget this impending irritation. But then why would one choose to dwell upon something distasteful?


  “Thank you for the whiskey,” West said. Seaver had started that tradition with the second letter West had received—more than a dozen years ago now. After seeing how upset it had made him, Seaver had simply given him the next one with a glass of whiskey. It had made the reading easier.


  “You could throw it in the fire,” Seaver suggested, as he always did.


  A few times, West had come close. Sometimes he read it immediately; other times he waited until he was at least tipsy. Why did he torture himself? Because what if the letter he burned was the letter in which she apologized? The letter in which she atoned for her wrongdoings and told him she loved him?


  “Let’s just get it over with.” West picked up the glass first and tossed back the entire contents. He savored the rich, warm flavor and took a deep breath after he swallowed. 


  Seaver disappeared into the dressing room as West lifted the letter from the desk. He opened it slowly, dread curling in his gut.


  As usual, it was less than a page and was crafted in the straightest, most elegant handwriting he’d ever known.


  



  Clare,


  



  Happy birthday. I hope this letter finds you well. And hopefully married or about to be married. You have a duty to the title, and your failure to provide an heir weighs heavy on my mind. Your father would be bitterly disappointed.


  



  West crumpled the edge of the letter in his curling fingers. He wouldn’t either. The only thing his father had been bitter about was her.


  



  If you can’t see fit to marry, you could at least repair your ghastly reputation. Though I am far away in Cornwall, I am still well aware of your transgressions, as are my neighbors. Have you no care for my shame, if not your own?


  



  I am well and will continue to pray for your rehabilitation. It’s never too late to embrace godliness and expel sin. Sometimes I wonder what I did wrong to beget a son such as you, but I know it’s the devil tainting you. There is nothing I could have done better.


  



  Except maybe loving him? Or his father?


  He forced himself to finish it.


  



  I am ever hopeful you will respond someday. Until then, I remain your faithful and concerned mother.


  



  Anger burned his insides. She’d underlined faithful as she always did. She meant that as a slight against his father, who’d been unfaithful, but only because she’d given him no other choice. What was a man to do when his wife showed no interest in him for over a decade? His father had been a bloody saint, and all she could do was disgrace his memory with her rubbish.


  He crushed the paper in his fist and dropped it onto the desk. He would’ve thrown it in the fire if one had been lit. 


  Why had he bothered? She wasn’t ever going to change. Ten months after his father had died fourteen years ago, she’d moved to Cornwall, much to West’s relief. At first, he’d tried responding to her correspondence, but she’d only written back to him with greater fervor. He’d ultimately given up, and it had been close to a decade since he’d tried. That she continued to write to him was a testament to her tenacity. But then he’d never doubted that.


  Obstinacy had been one of her greatest traits. Along with detachment and disdain. He hadn’t noticed it much until he was about ten. He’d started to spend more time out of the nursery, particularly with his father, and the chasm between his parents had become rather obvious. He’d especially noticed it when they visited his aunt and uncle or the neighbors. West noted that they exchanged smiles and looks, that they touched one another. When he returned home, it was like stepping into a tomb—nothing but darkness and gloom.


  He’d grown to hate it. And once his father had shared the truth, that he’d tried to love his wife, but she couldn’t love him back, West had grown to hate her.


  A rap on his chamber door drew him from his memories. He took a deep breath and blinked, refocusing his eyes on the room around him.


  Seaver came from the dressing room. “Shall I answer the door, Your Grace?”


  West couldn’t imagine who it would be, but he was grateful for the interruption. “No, I’ll get it.”


  “Did you draft the note yet? If so, I can take care of that now.”


  “I haven’t. As usual, The Duchess has pissed all over my mood.”


  “My apologies. Perhaps you’d care for another glass of whiskey.”


  A second knock came from the door. “In a bit, thank you.”


  Seaver nodded and returned to the dressing room as West went to the door. Opening it, he was surprised to see Townsend.


  The viscount was a good five years younger than West’s thirty-one—almost thirty-two—years. He was also a few inches shorter and possessed a lean, athletic frame and a crop of light brown hair. His bark-brown eyes looked troubled, and he had trouble meeting West’s gaze immediately.


  “Townsend, to what do I owe this visit?”


  “Your Grace, I wondered if I might intrude upon you for a few minutes. I am seeking some advice, and you seem the best person to provide assistance.”


  West opened the door wider. “Certainly. Come in.” As Townsend came inside, West tried to imagine what he could possibly advise him on and came to only one conclusion—sex. The number of young, unmarried men who’d sought his counsel was too high to count. 


  After closing the door, West followed him into the chamber to the small sitting area near the hearth. “This is…unexpected.” 


  Townsend didn’t sit in one of the pair of chairs. He clasped his hands together, appearing agitated. “You were there this afternoon at the shuttlecock court.” The statement held just the slightest edge of a question, as if he wanted confirmation.


  West frowned, finding his almost-query strange. “Yes, I knocked you to the ground, if you recall.”


  Townsend massaged his forehead with his fingertips. “Oh yes, yes.” He dropped his hand to his side. “My apologies. I’m afraid I wasn’t quite myself.”


  “So I noticed.” He didn’t have to know Townsend well to realize the man had completely lost his mind for a moment. “What happened?”


  Townsend’s gaze snapped to West, growing bright all of a sudden. “You were there. You heard what Pippin said.”


  Actually, he hadn’t heard exactly what the man had yelled. “He taunted you somehow.”


  “He called me a milksop.”


  That was it? “I’ve been called far worse,” West said.


  “To your face?”


  By his own mother. “Yes.”


  Townsend’s frame sagged. “What did you do?”


  “I laughed. What else can one do?”


  Townsend’s eyes narrowed with indignation. “Call the person out.”


  West studied him for a moment, thinking he might have one of the shortest tempers he’d ever encountered. “I suppose you could, but unless you’re the Marquess of Axbridge, I don’t recommend you try that. Actually, he doesn’t do the challenging, so never mind.” West shook his head and turned back to the topic at hand. “What sort of advice are you seeking?” He was now relatively confident it had nothing to do with sex, for which he was thankful.


  With an exhalation, Townsend’s frame drooped once more. “I suspect that today’s occurrence might have cast me in a poor light. What can I do to safeguard my reputation?” His use of the word “might” made it sound as though he wasn’t sure there’d been a negative effect.


  West folded his arms over his chest. “Well, what’s done is done. You need to recognize that you acted rashly, and you need others to know you recognize that. Starting with Pippin. He apologized on the court. You did not. Have you rectified that?”


  “Why should I?” There was that flash of mild temper again.


  “Because you threatened him.” Did he not see that he was in the wrong? “If you hope to court Miss Forth-Hodges you’ll need to apologize.”


  Townsend blanched. “You’re right, of course. I’m afraid I can be a bit…passionate sometimes.”


  That was one way of putting it, West supposed. 


  “I shall apologize before dinner,” Townsend said, sounding a bit resigned. “I don’t want to ruin my chances with Miss Forth-Hodges. I appreciate your counsel.”


  West walked the viscount to the door, glad that at least Miss Forth-Hodges could entice him to behave as he ought. “If I may offer another piece of advice? Try not to take life—or yourself—too seriously. Find joy wherever you can.” 


  Townsend turned and gave him a thoughtful stare. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


  West opened the door and watched him leave before closing it once more. He went back to the desk and immediately thought of the duchess again. Shoving her to the recesses of his mind, he sat down and drafted a short missive to Miss Breckenridge. Satisfied, he folded it and called for Seaver, who immediately left to arrange its delivery.


  West stared at the crumpled paper on the corner of the desk and narrowed his eyes. Magno cum gaudio was the Clare motto—with great joy. West had adopted this as his personal creed. What good was this life if you didn’t make the most of it?


  This was precisely what he hoped to convey to Miss Breckenridge. She needed joy in her life. And he was damn well going to give it to her.
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  All during dinner, Ivy had tried not to send too many glances toward Clare—West; could she really call him that?—but it had been difficult. He was too damnably attractive. Garbed in a black coat with a dark green waistcoat, he was the epitome of a well-dressed gentleman. As the ranking person in attendance, he sat next to Lord Wendover and was doted upon by everyone around him. He was the epitome of an Untouchable.


  Only, he was within her grasp. At least temporarily.


  He’d sent a note inviting her to meet him in the conservatory at eleven. And it had been written as a charming invitation:


  



  My dear Miss Breckenridge,


  



  I would be honored if you would “meet” me in the conservatory at eleven.


  



  He hadn’t signed it, but he hadn’t needed to. She recognized his handwriting by now. It was elegant for a gentleman. Very attractive. Like him.


  She was, however, curious why he’d put the word meet in quotes. Were they to meet or pretend to meet or something else? She was woefully unpracticed at this sort of thing.


  Thankfully, her thoughts were interrupted by a conversation starting up on the settee to her left. Mrs. Pippin and Mrs. Chalmers were trying to talk quietly, but Ivy could hear every word, which probably didn’t bother them given their gossipy nature.


  “Do you think her parents will allow him to court her now?” Mrs. Pippin asked, looking toward where Emmaline stood with Townsend on the opposite side of the room. “I can’t imagine they will, and I sincerely hope not. Even though he apologized to Harry, I can’t look past his behavior.”


  “Nor can I,” Mrs. Chalmers said. “Really, Miss Forth-Hodges could do better. I still can’t fathom why she hasn’t married yet.”


  “Do you suppose there’s something wrong with her?”


  “Like what?” Mrs. Chalmers sounded breathless with anticipation.


  Ivy rolled her eyes and resisted the urge to tell them to be quiet and mind their own business. Instead, she stood and moved away from the harpies. As she took up a new position near the windows, she saw Clare—West—come into the room. He scanned the space, his gaze drifting right over her.


  Had he not seen her?


  He walked to where Axbridge was chatting with Kirkland and stayed for a few minutes. She pulled her attention from him and caught sight of Emmaline and Townsend leaving the drawing room. Emmaline’s parents followed on their heels.


  Ivy turned her head to see the reaction from the harpies. Their heads were bent together, and the way they kept flicking glances toward the doorway made the topic of their hushed conversation obvious.


  Stifling a snort, Ivy turned her head back and immediately sucked in a breath. Standing a foot from her was Clare. West. She was surprised she could come up with one name, let alone two.


  “I’ll only stay a minute,” he said just above a whisper. “You got my note?”


  “Yes.” She pressed her lips together. “Why was the word ‘meet’ in quotes?”


  He grinned and seemed as though he might chuckle, but didn’t. “We will meet, but if anyone sees us, we will play it off as a chance meeting and immediately go our separate ways.”


  That made sense. “I see. You are alarmingly adept at this.”


  He inclined his head. “Thank you.”


  “I’m not entirely sure that’s a compliment,” she said with more than a touch of irony.


  He couldn’t keep from chuckling this time, but it was low and soft, and she felt it more than heard it.


  “Trust me.” His lips curved up into a half smile, and he walked away.


  Trust him? She didn’t trust anyone, not even herself.


  With a couple of hours to while away before eleven, Ivy took herself upstairs to the sitting room after seeing Lady Dunn situated at one of the gaming tables. Ivy tried to read the book West had sent her, but she kept having to reread entire passages because her mind had wandered.


  To the conservatory. And what might happen.


  Did she really think they would fall into an embrace? Distant memories assaulted her, but she kept them mostly at bay. Mostly. She allowed herself to think of that first time Peter had kissed her. The need she’d felt in her gut had been almost overpowering. She’d wanted him very badly. Enough to behave like an utter fool.


  This is different, she told herself. She was no longer a green girl, and she’d already suffered the worst that could happen and resurrected herself. Granted, she had no desire to do it again, but knowing that she could save herself gave her courage. Maybe she did trust herself a little bit after all.


  “Oh, Ivy!” Emmaline rushed into the sitting room, tears streaming down her cheeks. “I’m so glad I found you.”


  Ivy closed the book and set it beside her on the settee. “Whatever’s the matter? Come sit.” She patted the cushion and pivoted to face her friend.


  Emmaline sat down and wiped her hands over her face. “The most awful thing has happened. Townsend has asked to court me.”


  Ivy didn’t understand. “How is that awful? I thought you liked him.” More than that, really.


  Emmaline pursed her lips and gave a little shake of her head. “The awful part is that my father said no.” Another tear streaked over her bright pink cheek.


  Ivy put her hand on Emmaline’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear that. Did he say why?”


  “He said Townsend’s finances are in disarray, but I think it’s what happened this afternoon at the shuttlecock match. Father also said he needed to learn to rein in his temper, that he lacked maturity.” 


  Ivy couldn’t disagree with the bit about Townsend’s temper. Perhaps he did need to mature a little.


  Emmaline’s eyes narrowed, and her jaw clenched momentarily. “They told him that if I am still unmarried in a year, they’ll reconsider—provided he improves himself. It was mortifying!” The tears had stopped, and she seemed angry more than anything else. Good. Ivy had long thought that tears were useless.


  “A year isn’t such a long time,” Ivy said softly.


  Emmaline glared at her. “I don’t want to wait a year, and I don’t want to marry anyone else.” She straightened and brushed her hands over her face again, seeming to regain much of her composure. “I’ve fallen in love with him, and he with me. We will be married.”


  Ivy heard the determination in her tone and recognized it. Emmaline sounded exactly as Ivy had ten years ago. How wrong she’d been.


  She tried to find the right words to comfort her, but she also wanted to be pragmatic. “I know how terrible this feels right now, but truly, waiting a year isn’t so bad. You don’t have to marry anyone else in the meantime. Your parents wouldn’t force you, would they?”


  Emmaline looked away from Ivy and seemed to ponder the question. “They haven’t so far. I’ve been fairly particular, and they’ve allowed that.” She frowned. “Although they did push me toward Sutton. They were very upset when he didn’t formalize things.” She snapped her gaze back to Ivy. “Maybe they will try to force me.”


  Ivy knew too well how unyielding and awful parents could be. But she wouldn’t say so to Emmaline. She needed comfort and support, not Ivy’s dire warnings based on horrid experience. “I’m certain you can remain unmarried and wait for Townsend. He’s committed to fighting for you, yes?” That was the most important question. None of this mattered if Townsend wasn’t serious about their future together. Ivy knew that better than anyone.


  Emmaline nodded sharply. “Yes. Absolutely.”


  Ivy patted her shoulder. “Then you have only to be patient.”


  “A year is so long.” Emmaline sounded defeated but not demoralized. This was good. “Thank you. I’m a bit better, but not well enough to return to my parents yet. Can we just sit here together for a while?”


  Ivy glanced toward the clock on the side table and tensed. It was already five past eleven. She was late. West was waiting for her.


  She looked toward the sad eyes of her friend and knew he’d be waiting all night.


  Chapter Seven
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  The morning sun tried to penetrate the clouds but was utterly incapable of casting more than a grayish light over the earth. West loitered in the hall as he watched the procession of house party attendees gather to attend church in the village of Wendover. He didn’t particularly want to go, but if Miss Breckenridge went, he’d make the effort.


  She’d failed to meet him last night. He’d wandered the conservatory until nearly midnight before finally admitting defeat. Disgruntled and disappointed, he hadn’t slept well as he’d tried to puzzle why she hadn’t come.


  All he could conclude was that she’d had second thoughts and surrendered to them. He only hoped their liaison—or whatever it was—wasn’t over before it had even begun.


  A swish of silk caught his ear. He tipped his head up to look at the top of the staircase. The silk didn’t belong to Miss Breckenridge but to her employer. Miss Breckenridge was garbed in something far more durable—a beige muslin with a repeating pattern of flowers or something. It was hard to tell from this distance. 


  It seemed that she was going to church.


  West went outside to where the vehicles were staged and saw that his host had also provided horses.


  Wendover strode toward him. “Morning, Clare. Would you care for a mount, or will you ride in a coach?”


  He wanted to ride in a very specific coach with a very specific person, but he knew a private conversation wouldn’t be possible. “I’ll ride.”


  “Very good. I worried we might not have enough space, but we are down a person this morning, I’m afraid.” He lowered his voice and leaned in. “Townsend’s left.”


  West was surprised to hear this. He’d noticed him with Miss Forth-Hodges in the drawing room last night. “What happened?”


  “Not sure, but I daresay Mr. Forth-Hodges declined his suit.” He gave West a pointed look. “Can’t say that I blame the fellow given Townsend’s behavior yesterday. Still, it’s a damnable blight on the party. Lady Wendover isn’t pleased.”


  “I can imagine,” West murmured, his gaze pinned on the doorway. He didn’t give a fig about what the countess was feeling. He was a bit sorry for Townsend, who’d seemed quite keen on Miss Forth-Hodges.


  Miss Breckenridge exited the house on the heels of Lady Dunn. As they were ushered toward a carriage, Miss Breckenridge’s gaze drifted to West’s.


  He smiled faintly but redirected his attention to Wendover lest the earl catch notice of anything. Which wasn’t likely. Wendover wasn’t particularly observant or aware. If he were, he’d realize that his affair with Lady Pelham wasn’t as covert as he believed.


  After Miss Breckenridge and Lady Dunn were settled in their coach, West found a mount. He decided to ride out and take a circuitous path so as to enjoy the exercise.


  By the time he rode up to the church, which was situated on a hillside outside the town, all the vehicles had been emptied, and it seemed as though everyone was inside. He dismounted and handed the reins to a footman, who took care of the horse while West walked toward the porch. He paused as he saw Miss Breckenridge standing just inside the open doorway.


  Her gaze found his, and he glanced around to see who was about. Seeing no one, he quickened his pace, eager for even a moment alone with her.


  He stopped in front of her. “Miss Breckenridge, you are lovelier than ever.”


  She edged backward so that he could step just inside the covered porch. The porch was somewhat enclosed, sheltering them from both the exterior and interior. “Thank you. I want to apologize for last night. I was…detained by Miss Forth-Hodges. She’s, ah, she’s a friend.”


  He hadn’t realized they were more than acquaintances. “I understand Townsend has left.”


  Her eyes widened briefly. “Has he? That’s unfortunate. Miss Forth-Hodges did not come to church this morning. Nor did her mother.”


  “House parties are never dull.”


  She looked at him with a flash of resentment. “I hope you aren’t finding pleasure in another’s heartache.”


  “Of course not. Is that what happened? The rumor is that Forth-Hodges declined Townsend’s suit.”


  “Yes.” She turned her head for a quick moment to look toward the nave. “Emmaline was quite disappointed.” She fixed him with a steady stare. “I thought I might finish the walk up Wendover Hill later this afternoon while Lady Dunn is resting. I should like to see the view.”


  If she were any other woman, West would know definitively she was inviting him to join her. However, Miss Breckenridge was not any other woman. She was utterly, deliciously unique. “I’m keen to see that as well. Perhaps I’ll take the same walk.”


  “I hope you do,” she murmured before dropping her gaze from his and turning to enter the church.


  And now he knew—she wanted him to join her. He stifled an eager smile.


  As he watched her move inside, he considered leaving. He’d obtained what he’d come for—another meeting with Miss Breckenridge. However, if he left, he’d have to amuse himself for the next few hours. Why not spend at least part of that time in the same location as her? He could steal as many glances at her as he wanted, particularly if he sat in the back.


  He went into the nave just as the service was starting. She sat on the aisle next to her employer, maybe halfway along the length. He took a seat in the back pew and was afforded an unhindered view. He was careful not to stare, but he looked his fill. She was strikingly beautiful with a brash tilt to the tip of her nose and a strong jut to her chin. The curve of her jaw and the elegant sweep of her neck stirred the artist within him. He hadn’t sketched in a very long time but suddenly wanted to put pencil to parchment.


  When the service was over, he meandered outside and waited for an opportunity to speak with Wendover. He caught the earl’s gaze, and Wendover made his way over. “How was your ride, Clare?”


  “Very good, thank you. Your stock is excellent. In fact, if you don’t mind, I’m going to take another ride before returning to Greensward. I’d hate to waste this fine afternoon.”


  Wendover laughed. “Fine for this summer, I suppose. Would it be terrible to have a bit more sun or less of a chill?”


  Today’s temperature was fair enough, but the breeze was cool. “At least it isn’t raining. I shall be thankful for small favors.”


  Wendover nodded in agreement. “We’ll see you at dinner, then, I expect.”


  “Indeed.”


  West watched as Miss Breckenridge strolled to her coach with Lady Dunn. She glanced in his direction, and they exchanged the barest of nods.


  Anticipation swelled within him as he mounted his horse and rode into town in search of a pub. After taking refreshment, he rode slowly toward Wendover Hill. He’d specifically wanted the earl to know that he’d be gone all afternoon. Riding. He would tether the horse near the hillside while he and Miss Breckenridge took their walk.


  Once he’d secured the horse and patted him down, West made his way to the walking path. Rather than wait for Miss Breckenridge in plain sight, he found some shrubbery to conceal himself.


  However, as he stepped around it, he stopped short. Limbs entangled, but thankfully still clothed, Mr. and Mrs. Travill were sprawled atop a blanket on the grass.


  West tried to back away quietly, but he somehow betrayed his presence. The couple broke apart, and Mrs. Travill let out a sound that was half shriek and half gasp. She rolled away, pushing her hands down over her skirt, which had been on the rise with Travill’s assistance.


  Travill adjusted his fall. “Damn me, Your Grace. You gave us a start.”


  West turned from them. “My deepest apologies. I was only looking for a bit of privacy myself.”


  “Is that right?” Travill’s jocular tone hinted that he knew what West was doing. Or would be doing as soon as a woman arrived. 


  “Actually, I’m out for a ride and was looking for, ah, a moment of respite. I shall find another location.”


  “That would be rather sporting of you.”


  “Carry on.” West departed the scene and immediately caught sight of Miss Breckenridge coming his way. He glanced back over his shoulder to make sure the Travills had stayed put behind the hedge. Satisfied that they were occupied, at least for now, he waved at Miss Breckenridge and pointed along the hillside.


  She paused, but he couldn’t see her expression. He started walking in the direction he wanted her to go, moving quickly with long strides.


  She understood and altered course. 


  West continued to survey the scene to make sure the Travills stayed behind the shrubbery and that no one else decided to come for a walk. Or any other activity.


  He looked for a second path but didn’t see one. Eventually, he found another grouping of bushes and moved behind them. A few minutes later, Miss Breckenridge joined him.


  “What are you doing?” She looked utterly bemused, her red-gold brows pitched. It was rather fetching. She was normally quite self-possessed.


  “Waiting for the Travills to finish their rendezvous behind the bushes over yonder.”


  “Their wh—” She blushed. “Never mind. How do you know they’re there?”


  “I was going to conceal myself while I waited for you. Apparently, it’s an excellent location for…concealment.”


  “I see.” She looked around. “As is this.”


  He took a small step toward her. “Are you suggesting we have a rendezvous?”


  “Isn’t that precisely what we’re doing?” She blushed again. “Sort of.”


  “I don’t know precisely what we’re doing. I’d be more than happy to copy the Travills, however.”


  “I don’t—” She pressed her lips together. “No. I came to walk. If that no longer interests you, I’ll return to the house.”


  She started to turn, but he touched her elbow. It was the slightest connection, but he felt it in every bone, every muscle, every nerve. “Please don’t. I’ll behave.”


  She arched a brow at him. “Do you know how?”


  He chuckled. “Clearly, I do. I’ve been on excellent behavior since you took me to task.”


  She nodded primly. “Indeed you have.” She exhaled and brushed her gloved hands down her skirt. “What are we to do, then?”


  “They shouldn’t be too long. I’ll keep an eye out.” He peered around the shrubs and looked toward where the Travills were hidden.


  “How do you know?” she asked.


  Given Travill’s open fall and the way his hand was lifting the hem of his wife’s dress, West was certain they wouldn’t be enjoying a protracted interlude. “If you recall, I’m very observant.”


  She brought her hand to her mouth. “Oh goodness. Were they…in flagrante delicto?”


  He laughed and had to modulate his volume before he drew attention to their presence. “Not quite.”


  “Then how do you know how long they’ll be? Maybe you ruined the mood.”


  He laughed again, then sobered, looking at her a bit differently all of a sudden. “What do you know of that?”


  She turned her head, but he caught the slight coloring of her cheeks. “Nothing. Just what I’ve heard.” 


  Confident she was the most fascinating woman he’d ever met, he was eager to spend the afternoon with her. He peeked around the hedge again and saw the Travills making their way toward the house.


  He turned to Miss Breckenridge. “They’re finished.”


  “I’m beginning to think we should be too.”


  He didn’t like the sound of that. “Why?” 


  She hesitated. “I don’t know. Because.” She looked as if she might say more but then only added another “because.”


  “That’s a riveting reason, to be sure. I think we should take our walk. It’s not raining, and the view atop Wendover beckons.” He held his arm out for her. “Will you allow me to escort you?”


  She glanced at his sleeve, and her lip twitched as if she’d nibbled the inside. “What if someone sees us? If the Travills were out here, someone else could be too.”


  She had a point, but he wasn’t deterred. “It’s unlikely. And if we do encounter someone, I’ll come up with an excuse. I’m quite good at that.”


  She eyed him warily. “I’m sure you are.”


  “Shall we, then?”


  She tentatively put her hand on his arm. “I hope I don’t regret this.”


  He covered her fingers with his. “I promise you won’t.”


  “Stop promising me things.” She took her hand back. “On second thought, I shouldn’t be touching you. That surely won’t help with any of your possible excuses should we run into anyone.”


  “Fair enough.” He gestured for her to precede him. When she’d moved past him, he let her walk several steps before catching up with her. “And Miss Breckenridge?” She turned her head to look at him, her green eyes bright and intelligent. “I only promise things I know I can deliver.”


  Chapter Eight
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  Ivy blinked at him, simultaneously frustrated by and flattered by his flirtation and innuendo. She recalled that Peter had flirted with her, but he’d never been this good. He’d lacked West’s air of sophistication. And something else. West had a sense of joy about him. And she had to admit it was difficult to remain immune.


  “Miss Breckenridge…I just realized I don’t even know your Christian name. How can that be?”


  She was inexplicably amused by this. Perhaps he wasn’t as smooth as she gave him credit for. “Because I haven’t told you. Why would I? It’s not something you generally share with acquaintances.”


  “Well, I should hope we’re beyond that. It seems like I ought to know.” He glanced over at her, and their eyes briefly met. “However, I have the distinct impression you aren’t going to tell me.”


  “Why, when I can make you guess?” Her lips curved up as they reached the path. 


  They turned and started uphill. The path was more than wide enough for them to walk side by side and was flanked by woods that went from sparse to dense to sparse again.


  “I think you’re enjoying this,” he said.


  “What gave you that idea?”


  “You’ve smiled more in the past minute than I think in our entire acquaintance.”


  She knew she was particularly sober, but surely he was exaggerating. “Yes, I’m enjoying this. What do you think my name is?”


  He turned his head and looked at her as he walked. She could see his appraisal from the corner of her eye.


  “I can’t decide if it’s something simple or exotic. I could see you having either of those. Or maybe something very feminine and beautiful.”


  He was quiet for a moment, and her flesh began to heat beneath the weight of his perusal. “How can you do that?” she asked.


  “Do what?”


  “Look at me while you’re walking without tripping?”


  “I have many skills.”


  She let out a rather un-feminine laugh. “You are perhaps the most arrogant man I’ve ever met.”


  “Probably, but I do try, and I like to be successful in all my endeavors.”


  She turned her head and threw him a withering mock glare. “Do you ever stop?”


  “Never.” He looked ahead, tearing his gaze from her. “Is this better?”


  She didn’t answer but focused on their ascent. 


  “Mary.”


  Even though her eyes were on the path, Ivy tripped. She didn’t go down, but West lunged for her anyway. 


  He caught her around the waist. “Are you all right?”


  “Yes.” She straightened and looked up at him. He was very close. Too close. But she didn’t back away.


  He’d called her Mary. How had he known?


  “You’re wrong. Why did you choose that name?” She shivered and wondered if he felt the slight tremor.


  “You’re a compassionate person, so I believe you must come from a warm and caring upbringing.”


  He was wrong about that too, but she didn’t say so. She pivoted slightly. It was enough to disrupt the physical connection between them, and he released her. “And that’s how you came up with Mary?”


  “I’ve always loved the name Mary. It’s a happy name and very beautiful. It’s also simple and feminine—like you.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “You think I’m simple?”


  He chuckled. “Not like that. You’re uncomplicated. Most women of my acquaintance are excitable or…difficult in some way.”


  She started up the path once more, and he walked beside her. “Women of your acquaintance,” she repeated. This was a perfect opportunity to ask him about that. “The women you have affairs with?”


  “Mostly, yes.”


  “Why are all your paramours married?”


  “Because I’m helping them have a happier marriage.” He said this matter-of-factly without a trace of irony.


  She nearly tripped again. “How on earth do you do that?”


  “Do you really want to know?” he asked.


  “You like to ask me that question.”


  “I want to be certain you wish to hear what I have to say. Some women—most women—would rather not discuss my past liaisons.”


  She didn’t particularly want to either—she felt a bizarre jealousy but also a perverse curiosity. “How could having an affair possibly improve a marriage?”


  “Because the marriage is either sexless or lacking in a sexual nature.”


  She stopped walking entirely and turned to look at him. “You’re serious?”


  He pivoted toward her. “Quite. I help the lady find her release and show her ways to increase her pleasure, which will, in turn, increase her husband’s. However, the focus is on her. Many men don’t pay attention to the satisfaction of their lover, to their own detriment.”


  Good God. She could scarcely believe what she was hearing. The heat in her cheeks indicated her face was probably crimson. And really, he could be describing her experience with Peter. Emotionally, he’d given her nothing and physically, he’d awakened a passion in her that he hadn’t really ever fulfilled, not that she’d realized that at the time. No, she’d been besotted, and he’d used that to serve his own selfish desires.


  She abruptly turned and started walking again, at a faster pace than before. Perhaps because her mind was moving very quickly trying to make sense of what he’d just told her. 


  It was several minutes before either one of them spoke.


  “I shocked you, didn’t I?” he asked, startling her. She’d quite lost herself in memories of the past and…ideas about the present.


  “I want to say no so that you’ll find me sophisticated, but I cannot.”


  “Why do you want me to find you sophisticated?”


  She shot him an irritated glance. He was far too astute. She was—or had been—the opposite. She’d been naïve and stupid and completely inexperienced. When she’d resurrected herself, she’d made a point of striving to be the opposite. She’d hoped she was sophisticated now, but she realized how hopelessly wrong she was.


  “Miss Breckenridge”—he exhaled—“I still don’t know your name—I don’t think any less of you. I’d be surprised if I hadn’t shocked you.”


  They were nearing the top of the hill, and the trees had become quite thin. She could see the summit boasted a large open area. 


  “I find that I’m…curious.” There, she’d said it. When he spoke of helping these married women, it almost sounded like an awakening of sorts. And she found herself wondering if he could do that for her. But of course he could. He’d said he could change her life, and now she knew how he purported to do so. “In a sense, it seems as though you offer a service to these women.” Goodness, that almost made him sound like he was in trade. Sexual trade. She looked at him sharply, her pace slowing. “They don’t pay you?”


  “Bloody hell, no.” He looked over at her, his dark eyes glittering in the shadow cast by the brim of his hat. “My apologies, but I do not sell myself.”


  “I meant no offense.” But she could see how he could react that way. “Truly, I didn’t think that was the case. My mind got a bit ahead of me. I’m trying to understand. Why do you help these women?”


  He didn’t immediately respond, and she longed to know why he was hesitating. Was there a truth he wanted to keep buried? She was of course the queen of buried truths.


  He paused at the top. He didn’t look at her. Instead, he surveyed the wide, treeless space. “I determined at a rather young age that I enjoyed sexual activities. I like giving a woman pleasure, and I’m quite good at it.”


  His arrogance was astounding but also seductive, if she were being honest with herself. “Because they all tell you so,” she said, stopping a few feet away.


  He chuckled. “Yes. But they don’t have to.”


  She pivoted, arching her brow. “Are you saying there isn’t one woman who’s left your bed unsatisfied?”


  “Yes, that’s what I’m saying.” His gaze was unflinching and unapologetic. “I will admit I’ve had a few challenges, but in the end, I win them over.”


  Jealousy flashed through her again. She recalled what she’d overheard on the first day of the house party. “And what of children? Is it true that you’ve fathered several?”


  “I don’t know about several, but there are likely one or two.” His cavalier attitude sparked her anger. 


  “You mean you don’t know?”


  He moved toward her but thankfully didn’t come too close. “I have my suspicions, but I don’t get upset about it because no one else does. And by no one else, I mean neither my paramours nor their husbands seem to give a fig.”


  “Society seems to.” It was a silly argument, particularly when Ivy didn’t care what they thought. No, she cared that he didn’t seem to be concerned over someone else raising his child.


  “And why should I bother myself with that?”


  “What about the children?” she asked softly. “Don’t you care about them? Doesn’t it trouble you that they aren’t yours?”


  He didn’t answer. He stared at her and then averted his gaze.


  She strode away from him to look at the view. Stretched out before them was the vale of Aylesbury. She could see the village in the distance, as well as Greensward. There were farms and rolling pastures and neat hedgerows. It was pastoral and serene. Which was rather the opposite of what was going on inside her. She was a jumbled mess of confusion. She ought to run far away from this man, and yet she was completely drawn to him.


  “It’s too bad we don’t have a proper summer day. I imagine a bright blue sky would be marvelous from up here.” He’d come up beside her. Closer than propriety would suggest. She basked in the warmth of his body and inhaled his masculine scent.


  She closed her eyes briefly and simply enjoyed his proximity. Taking a deep breath, she glanced at the gray sky and silently agreed with his assessment.


  “I’ve never thought too hard about the children,” he said quietly. “And there’s only one I’m certain of. In fact, I’ve never even admitted that aloud. I know he’s loved and being raised well. I can’t find fault with that.”


  “Nor does it prevent you from stopping your…activities.”


  “I like helping people.” His tone was soft and simple. It curled into her with warmth and consideration. “And I like sex. Is that so bad?”


  She turned toward him and edged back a half step. She wasn’t going to run, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t put some much-needed space between them. “Don’t the husbands mind your…involvement?”


  “Some do, yes. We endeavor to be discreet.”


  “And yet your affairs are legendary.”


  “Legendary? Don’t you think that’s a bit of an exaggeration?”


  She lifted a shoulder. “Perhaps.” A breeze rustled her skirt and the ribbons of her bonnet. “How would you feel if someone were to seduce your wife?”


  “First of all, it’s not a seduction. It’s a mutually sought after arrangement.” He turned from her and looked out over the vale. “Second, I don’t have a wife.”


  “And why is that?” she asked, finding him more intriguing by the moment. “Isn’t it your duty to provide an heir?”


  He kept his attention on the view. “I have an heir. A cousin somewhere in Norfolk.” 


  “So you have no plans to marry?”


  He turned his head toward her, his expression bland. “That’s correct. I do not.”


  She wanted to ask why but decided against it. Asking too many questions might give him the idea to ask her too many questions. And she had no intention of answering any.


  “I suppose we should head back down,” she said, turning. “We don’t want to be gone overly long.”


  He joined her, and they walked back to the path. “Is this all you intend? You gave me a chance to change your life. If I wasn’t clear before, let me be now. I’d like to do for you what I’ve done for other women.”


  She tipped her head to throw him a saucy glance. “But I’m not married, nor will I ever be.”


  “Never? What’s to say you won’t?”


  “You’re familiar with my standing, I presume? There are very few gentlemen who would be interested in a companion with nothing to offer.”


  His gaze lingered on her as they started down the path. “I think you have plenty to offer. You don’t seem to realize you’re very beautiful. Which is only one of the many things I find attractive about you.”


  She jerked her attention from him and focused on the trail in front of her before she tripped and fell to the bottom of the hill. After a minute, she blurted one of the many thoughts racing through her mind. “What would you do? With me, I mean.”


  “You want specifics?”


  She gave a subtle nod, but had no idea if he was even looking at her. She couldn’t bring herself to so much as peek in his direction.


  “To start, I would touch your face. I want to know if your skin is as soft as it looks, if your lips are as silky as I imagine.”


  Her body vaulted into an awareness she hadn’t felt in a decade.


  “Next, I would kiss you. Gently—letting our lips meet each other and conduct a sort of courtship, if you will.”


  He made it sound lovely. She remembered hunger and insistence and wetness. Peter had liked to use his tongue. It hadn’t been bad, just different from what West described. And of course, with Peter, she’d had nothing to compare him to.


  Stop it. She refused to think of the past.


  “Once we were both satisfied that we were comfortable and ready, I would run my tongue along your lower lip, gently. And if you invited me, I would slide my tongue into your mouth, in search of yours. Then, when they met, they would enjoy a courtship of their own.”


  Tongues. But this didn’t sound like what she’d experienced either. Heat gathered in her belly and set her body aflame. She still didn’t look at him. She couldn’t.


  “I would kiss you for some time, I think. We would explore each other until we were breathless. All the while, I’d hold you, of course. My hands and fingers would carefully traverse your neck and back, your waist and sides. Then, as our desire built, I would find your breasts, cupping them. I imagine they would fill my hands rather nicely.”


  “Am I, er, still garbed?” Her voice sounded high and strange, and she immediately wanted to take the question back. He could doubtless hear the effect he was having on her. By simply talking!


  “For now, yes. We have to start at the beginning, don’t we?”


  She’d never been undressed with Peter. Part of her wanted that. She longed to feel another man’s—West’s, she realized—nude body against hers. That was because she was a wanton, just as her mother and father said. Guilt and shame threatened to send her running down the hillside. But she clung to the feelings West had reawakened. She didn’t want the darkness. Right now, for just a short time, she wanted to embrace the light.


  “As I was saying,” he continued, “I would cup your breasts and lightly massage them. I’d seek out the tips and use my fingers until they grew stiff.”


  Her nipples were already in that state. Her clothing had never felt so uncomfortably tight. 


  “Depending on your garment, I might be able to slip my hand inside and stroke your bare flesh. I’d close my eyes in ecstasy because you would feel so warm and soft and perfect.”


  Ivy tingled everywhere. She veered off the trail and leaned her hand against the thick trunk of a tree to gather her wits and regain her breath. Though they were going downhill, she felt as if she were going up.


  West followed her, keeping close. “Are you all right?” 


  She nodded. “Yes. I just wanted to rest a moment.”


  “Should I continue?” he asked.


  No. She nodded again, unable to deny herself this exquisite torture.


  “I’d find the hem of your skirt, and I’d lift it up over your ankle. I’d clasp your leg, wrapping my fingers around your calf. Then I’d slowly slide my hand up, skimming past your knee and laying the palm of my hand against your thigh. You’d part your legs for me, and I’d find your center, that warm, soft place guarded by silken curls.” His voice was low and dark, completely captivating. “Tell me, are they the same color as your hair or are they perhaps more red? I imagine them as more red—like a smoldering fire.”


  Oh God. “Red. Yes.” She sounded winded, as if she’d run up the damn hill.


  He’d moved closer so that she could feel the heat of his breath as he spoke. “You’d open even further for me, anticipating my touch. Your body would quiver with need. I’d stroke you very gently, my fingers grazing your flesh. You’d moan, I think.”


  She nearly moaned now. Her eyes were open, but she saw nothing except him doing these things in her mind’s eye.


  “You’d grow wet with desire, and I would feel the moisture on my fingertips. Using my thumb, I’d find that tiny spot near the top of your sex. Did you know that spot is where pleasure lives for a woman? If you stroke that spot in just the right way, you’ll achieve release without any penetration whatsoever. You could even do that for yourself.”


  Her legs felt like pudding. She used the tree to support herself lest she fall into a puddle at his feet. “I’ve, er, I’ve tried that. I must not know how.”


  “I could show you.”


  Yes, yes, yes, please.


  His voice lowered to its deepest, most seductive tone yet. “But, if you’d allow me, I’d also like to put my finger—or fingers—inside you. Perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself. Yes, I think so. For I find myself dreaming of putting my mouth on you as well and using my tongue—”


  “Stop.” She sucked in a breath, her heart racing. “Please stop.” She couldn’t stand another moment. She was very close to pulling him against her and demanding that he do all those things to her right this very instant.


  He moved a bit away from her, and she was immensely grateful. “I didn’t mean to overstep.”


  “No. You didn’t. I’m just…” What, exactly, was she? Excited. Overwhelmed. Reckless. Maybe not the last. At least not yet. She pushed away from the tree. “We should get back.” She started toward the path, expecting him to try to stop her.


  When he didn’t, she couldn’t decide if she was relieved or disappointed.


  They descended to the base of the path in charged silence. Ivy was as aware of his presence as if they were touching. Every breath he took sounded like a moan, and every glance he sent felt like a caress.


  When the ground evened out, he paused. “You go on ahead to the house. I need to fetch my horse.”


  “Thank you for the walk.” She managed to find his gaze, and the heat of his stare burrowed into her still-aroused body.


  “I look forward to doing it again.”


  She didn’t know if she could commit to that. She also didn’t know that she could say she wouldn’t. “I’ll see you at dinner.”


  “I’m sure,” he murmured.


  She turned and forced herself to walk to the house. Her gait was long and fast. With each step, she wondered if she’d let her one chance to be with the Duke of Desire slip through her fingers.


  Chapter Nine
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  It was nothing short of a miracle when the sun burst through the clouds as the ladies of the house party, and a handful of gentlemen, drove into the village of Wendover. As the footman opened the door to the coach, Ivy looked up at the sky and smiled. She’d been in a rather good mood since spending the prior afternoon with West. She was still harboring a bit of regret over not seeing her desires through, but she was also very glad she’d gone.


  And now today was the event she’d been most looking forward to—the excursion to the workhouse. Like many towns, Wendover had a small workhouse that supported the local poor. Lady Wendover was the patron, and Ivy was keen to hear how it operated.


  Emmaline and Mrs. Forth-Hodges came toward Ivy and Lady Dunn. Emmaline’s gaze was downcast, her frame droopy. She hadn’t come down for dinner last night, and Ivy could only surmise that she was sad about what had happened with Townsend. Ivy wondered if she could find a way to bring her friend a bit of cheer.


  “Good afternoon,” Mrs. Forth-Hodges said brightly. She looked stiff, her smile a bit forced.


  “Afternoon,” Lady Dunn said. “Capital day. I’m so pleased. Miss Breckenridge and I have been looking forward to this trip.”


  “Is that right?” Mrs. Forth-Hodges asked politely.


  Lady Dunn nodded. “My companion has quite the charitable nature. She helps at the Foundling Hospital in London and does whatever she can to provide assistance to the less fortunate.”


  Emmaline met Ivy’s gaze. “I should like to do that.”


  “We do, dear,” Mrs. Forth-Hodges said.


  “Do you actually go to the hospital?” Emmaline asked Ivy.


  “Yes. And a few of the workhouses. The women there are most disadvantaged.”


  “And what can you possibly do to help them?” Mrs. Forth-Hodges asked. She seemed both aghast and genuinely interested.


  Ivy was more than happy to inform her. The more people understood the plight of those they didn’t understand, the more compassion they might have. And more compassion meant they might help to improve the circumstances of those who were struggling. “I teach them to read,” Ivy said. “And to do figures. I’ve seen some of them gain employment and be able to leave the workhouse.”


  Lady Dunn patted Ivy’s arm. “I’ve just begun to learn more about this since Miss Breckenridge came to work for me. I’ve been quite pleased to be educated and to support her endeavors. I make sure she has time every week to dedicate to her passion.” The viscountess smiled at Ivy, and for the first time in years, Ivy felt a knot in her throat. She wasn’t used to people speaking of her in this fashion. In fact, she had absolutely no experience with it. 


  Lady Dunn turned her attention back to Mrs. Forth-Hodges. “It’s very difficult, what Ivy does. There’s such a stigma surrounding these poor souls. You have to find the right person willing to employ them.”


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges looked at Ivy with something akin to admiration. A distinct sense of discomfort swept through Ivy’s frame. She turned to Emmaline. “If you’d like to come with me some time, I’m sure we can arrange it.”


  “Is it safe?” Mrs. Forth-Hodges asked.


  “Goodness, yes,” Lady Dunn said. “For those that are in a questionable neighborhood, I send a footman with her, and you can do the same.”


  Yes, the viscountess had insisted on having a footman accompany Ivy the very first time she’d asked for permission to go to a workhouse. It had been shocking—both Lady Dunn’s support and that she cared so much about Ivy’s safety. Ivy had said a footman wasn’t necessary, and they’d compromised by having her take one when she visited certain areas, which made sense. “Lady Dunn has even come with me a time or two,” Ivy said.


  Lady Dunn chuckled. “Yes, but I daresay I won’t make a habit of it. That endeavor is for the young.” She lifted her cane. 


  Lady Wendover waved over at them and turned toward the entry to the workhouse. 


  “It looks like we’re going inside,” Ivy said.


  Emmaline sidled up beside her and linked her arm through Ivy’s. 


  “Go on, girls,” Lady Dunn said, waving them ahead. “I’m not as spry as you.” She turned to Mrs. Forth-Hodges with an expectant smile. “You can tell me all about the charitable endeavors you’ve participated in.”


  Emmaline dragged Ivy forward. “That will be a short conversation,” she said softly as they made their way toward the workhouse. “Mama likes to exaggerate sometimes. Often, actually.”


  “How are you doing?” Ivy asked now that they were alone. “You seem sad.”


  “I am. And angry. And disappointed.” She exhaled. “But what can I do except hold firm and wait for my parents to approve Townsend? He refuses to give up.”


  Ivy hoped he meant it. “But he left?”


  “He thought it was best. He gave me a letter explaining things and also wrote to my father. Father seemed impressed with whatever he said.” She gave Ivy a frustrated glance. “Not that he changed his mind.”


  They moved into the dim interior of the workhouse. Lady Wendover stood off to the side and beckoned everyone to join her. Emmaline let go of Ivy’s arm as they walked forward. Ivy took a position near the countess, eager to hear about her endeavors. She waited patiently as people continued to file into the space.


  She momentarily froze as West came inside. He seemed somehow larger than everyone and, idiotically, it suddenly felt as though they were the only two people there. Heat rushed over her, and she averted her gaze. But then he came and stood right beside her. She couldn’t move away without drawing attention to herself, which she didn’t want to do.


  Which meant she was trapped. Next to him.


  She did her best to ignore his presence.
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  West was one of about five gentlemen who’d come into town, but he noticed that he and the young Matthew Travill were the only ones who’d come into the workhouse. The others had gone to the pub down the street. Axbridge had remained at Greensward and had mocked West for going, which West had taken good-naturedly. He wasn’t about to tell the marquess the real reason he’d come, which was simply to be closer to Miss Breckenridge.


  Damn, he still didn’t know her name. Although her reaction to Mary had been interesting. He supposed she could’ve just tripped, but there’d been a look in her eye that told him it had been more than that. He wondered if Mary really was her name, and she just hadn’t wanted to admit it.


  Lady Wendover began speaking about the workhouse and introduced the man who supervised the operation, who had been an inmate years ago. A tall but slight man with a bright thatch of blond hair and brilliant blue eyes, he spoke at length about the number of people they served as well as the assistance they offered. People were encouraged to donate funds, either here or at a workhouse in their district.


  Miss Breckenridge raised her hand. “Excuse me, Mr. Lunden. What sort of education do you provide?”


  He nodded vigorously. “An excellent question. We typically employ a schoolmistress, but our last one left to accept another post. We are in search of a replacement.”


  Miss Breckenridge gave a slight nod. “I may know of someone who would be interested. I shall have her inquire.”


  Lady Wendover looked at Miss Breckenridge with thinly veiled impatience. West recognized superiority when he saw it. “Shall we start the tour?” the countess asked.


  Intending to walk with Miss Breckenridge, he had to settle for following behind her when she joined Mr. Lunden. They immediately launched into a discussion of the daily routine at the workhouse. 


  “How many of the inmates are on staff here?” she asked, tipping her head toward him as they walked into the main work hall.


  “Just a handful, since we’re so small,” Lunden replied. “We have two housekeepers, a nurse, and an older girl who helps in the kitchen, and an older boy who is learning to be a clerk.”


  Miss Breckenridge revealed one of her rare smiles. It was warm and made her entire face glow. West was absolutely captivated. “How wonderful,” she said.


  “It would be more wonderful if we could find another schoolmistress posthaste. Do you really know someone?”


  “Yes. I often visit a workhouse in London where I teach the illiterate women to read. There’s a young woman there who is quite intelligent and has been helping the schoolmistress. She’s more than ready to go out on her own.”


  Lunden beamed, his eyes crinkling with appreciation. “Splendid. It’s always so rewarding to see an inmate achieve success. I’d be delighted to conduct an interview.”


  “I’ll just need to arrange transportation,” Miss Breckenridge said. “That may take me a little bit as we won’t be returning to London until later in the fall. I will make some inquiries.”


  West couldn’t help offering assistance. Her passion for this cause was contagious. “If you would permit me, I’ll have my secretary arrange for her transportation as soon as possible. I’ll dispatch a letter as soon as we return to Greensward.”


  Both Miss Breckenridge and Lunden paused, their heads swiveling toward West in unison. “That would be most kind of you,” Lunden said.


  “Indeed,” Miss Breckenridge murmured. She didn’t quite meet his eyes. He wondered why.


  They continued touring the workhouse, and throughout, she asked thoughtful questions and displayed a thorough knowledge. She clearly had extensive experience with workhouses, and West couldn’t wait to ask her about it. She was full of intriguing surprises.


  At the conclusion of the tour, Miss Breckenridge turned to Lunden and thanked him for his time. She made her way directly to Lady Dunn, where they conversed for a few moments. Lady Dunn nodded enthusiastically at something, and then Miss Breckenridge retraced her steps to Lunden.


  West had just finished giving him the name of his secretary. “Expect a letter from him detailing the transport of the potential schoolmistress.”


  Lunden inclined his head. “Thank you, Your Grace.”


  Miss Breckenridge glanced at West but focused her attention on the supervisor. “Mr. Lunden, I’ve arranged to come here every day for the remainder of the house party—it’s just a week, I’m afraid—to help with schooling.”


  That was what she’d been speaking to her employer about.


  Lunden’s eyes lit, and he smiled with gratitude. “That would be most considerate—and helpful.”


  “Excellent, I shall see you tomorrow morning at ten.” She knew what time to come from their prior discussion of the daily routine.


  West watched her with admiration as she bid Lunden good day. West did the same and followed her out of the workhouse into the overcast day. So much for the sun that had shown itself earlier.


  Some of the group moved up the street to the public house, where they were meant to have luncheon, while others returned to Greensward. As soon as Miss Breckenridge and Lady Dunn headed for the pub, West joined the group. He made his way alongside Miss Breckenridge. 


  “Your knowledge of workhouses is impressive, but your concern for the welfare of the inmates is even more so,” he said.


  She glanced in his direction very briefly. “Thank you.”


  “She’s very modest,” Lady Dunn said. “Or so it seems.” She chuckled. “She made it a condition of employment that I allow her certain times to conduct her charitable activities. How can one say no to such a requirement?”


  “Indeed.” West was fairly certain he couldn’t say no to anything Miss Breckenridge requested. He only hoped she would ask him to do something. Anything.


  Lady Dunn looked at her charge. “For a moment there, I worried you were going to offer your services to Mr. Lunden.”


  Miss Breckenridge gently touched Lady Dunn’s arm. “And leave my post with you? I wouldn’t do that.”


  West noted the brief gesture. It seemed…odd. He realized Miss Breckenridge generally displayed a cool and aloof manner. He’d seen bits of warmth and charm—enough to thoroughly entice him. And it was precisely because these episodes were infrequent that he longed to know her better. He could see that she possessed a fondness for her employer, which only added to her character.


  Once they reached the pub, West was swept away by the other gentlemen into a private dining room. He would’ve preferred to remain with Miss Breckenridge and Lady Dunn, but couldn’t do so without making a spectacle.


  West and the young Matthew Travill joined Lords Wendover, Kirkland, and Greaves. 


  “It looks as though you’ve an eye on Kirkland’s gel,” Greaves said to Travill, making the younger man blush.


  “She’s a charming young lady,” Travill said.


  West had noted they seemed to share a mutual interest, but leave it to someone like Greaves to embarrass the lad. “Surely we’ve more entertaining topics—let’s leave the matchmaking to the women, shall we?” He gave Greaves a tolerant stare before turning to Wendover. “Remind me of tomorrow’s activities?”


  “I thought to have another round of pheasant hunting.” He looked over at Matthew. “You’re quite the shot, young man.”


  Another flush of pink brightened the man’s cheeks, but there was pride in his gaze. “Thank you, my lord.”


  The conversation turned to hunting, and West sipped his ale. After a few minutes, Greaves, who was next to him, leaned close. “I’ve a wager going with Chalmers as to your current paramour. My money’s on Lady Jessup, since her husband isn’t in attendance.”


  “Are you saying that none of the other women whose husbands are in attendance are engaging in liaisons during the party?” West teased. If only Greaves knew that his wife was carrying on with Axbridge. But West wouldn’t tell him.


  “I’m not saying that at all, of course.” He cast a speaking glance toward Wendover, who was undoubtedly entertaining Lady Pelham. And it seemed likely that Lady Wendover was busy with Lord Kirkland.


  West darted a look toward Kirkland, and Greaves nodded knowingly as he lifted his ale in salute. After he put his mug back down on the table, he turned his body toward West. “So, Lady Jessup? I’d like to collect from Chalmers tonight.”


  West offered a bland smile. “I’m afraid not.”


  “Damn me.” He lowered his voice to just above a whisper and sent a brief glance at Matthew. “Tell me it isn’t Mrs. Travill. That’s Chalmers’s pick.” He looked pained, and West wondered at the size of their wager.


  “Rest easy. It’s no one.”


  Greaves blinked. “No one? How can that be?”


  West shrugged. “I am not always engaged. Would you begrudge a man a respite?”


  Greaves chuckled. “Bloody hell, I would not.” He slapped his hand on West’s shoulder. “Cheers.”


  West suffered through the remainder of their stay, anxious to get back to Miss Breckenridge. Mary? No, he wouldn’t think of her as that, not until he had confirmation.


  Finally, they joined the ladies and made their way from the pub toward the vehicles that would take them back to Greensward. Luck smiled on West as Lady Dunn was occupied talking to Mrs. Marsh, which left Miss Breckenridge alone as she followed behind them.


  Seizing the opportunity, he made his way to her side. “How have you enjoyed today’s outing?”


  She peered over at him, but kept it brief. “Quite well, thank you.”


  “What workhouse in London do you visit? I’d like to make a donation.”


  Her head quickly turned toward him, her eyes wide. “You would?”


  “Yes.”


  She blinked and looked forward. “St. George’s. Thank you.”


  “Your dedication and passion are admirable.”


  She flashed him another quick look after he’d said passion. He’d been tormented since their walk yesterday. Had she felt the same?


  He lowered his voice. “I enjoyed our walk yesterday. In fact, I can’t seem to stop thinking about it.”


  She kept her gaze trained ahead. “It was…enlightening.”


  “I can’t tell if that’s good or bad.”


  “I’d say it was good.”


  He saw a faint blush stain her cheeks and felt inordinately pleased. “Then we’ll have to go again sometime.”


  She tossed him a quick look. “That could be nice.”


  Could?


  He’d take it. And he’d look forward to the next week with great anticipation.


  Chapter Ten
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  Ivy sat in one of the chairs by the fireplace as Barkley finished dressing Lady Dunn’s hair for dinner. She’d enjoyed today’s excursion to the workhouse immensely and could scarcely wait to visit tomorrow morning. They’d briefly met the children during their tour, and Ivy looked forward to getting to know them better.


  “I was most impressed with The Duke today,” Lady Dunn said. “His charitable heart speaks well of him.”


  Ivy wondered if he truly had a charitable heart or if he was merely trying to impress her. She hated to doubt him, but that was her nature. In her experience, people—particularly their motives—couldn’t be trusted. 


  “He’s still a philanderer.” She kept reminding herself of this fact. It was the only thing keeping her from pursuing a liaison, which she was certain he wanted, with him.


  Except now she knew the reason for his behavior, and while she still couldn’t support it, she supposed she understood its purpose. She wondered how he kept his emotions apart from what he did. But then, in her experience, it seemed emotions played no part of it for his sex.


  “It’s odd,” Lady Dunn said. “I’ve spoken to him a few times during the party—more than I ever have before—and I have a difficulty reconciling the pleasant, charming man with the Duke of Desire. The other men of my acquaintance who share a similar reputation are, to a man, somewhat base. They carry a sordid air about them. The Duke does not.”


  Ivy agreed with that assessment. It was what gave her pause. If he followed through with bringing the schoolmistress from London, she would have to accept that he was a decent gentleman. More than decent, surely. Kind. Considerate. Alluring…


  A rap on the door startled Ivy from her thoughts. Thank goodness, for they were heading into a direction she didn’t want. Yesterday’s walk had been harrowing enough. Add West’s behavior from today, and Ivy would be begging for his attention.


  She’d vowed never to beg another man for anything again. Ever.


  Barkley finished with Lady Dunn’s hair and went to answer the door. She returned quickly and said it was Mrs. Forth-Hodges. 


  Lady Dunn rose from the dressing table. “Invite her in.” The viscountess moved to the other chair near the fireplace.


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges came toward them, quite agitated. Her face was flushed, and she gripped her hands together so tightly that her flesh was white. She looked as if she’d aged a few years since that afternoon.


  Ivy vacated her chair, anticipating that Mrs. Forth-Hodges would need it. 


  Lady Dunn gave Ivy an appreciative glance. “Good evening, Mrs. Forth Hodges. Please, come and sit.”


  Emmaline’s mother walked to the chair and dropped rather listlessly to the edge, barely perching herself on the cushion. She turned her head to look at Ivy. “I was hoping to speak with you, Miss Breckenridge. You and Emmaline seemed to have formed a friendship.”


  Ivy crossed to stand next to Lady Dunn’s chair so that Mrs. Forth-Hodges didn’t have to crane her neck. “Yes.”


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges wrung her hands together. “She seems to be missing.” A tear leaked from her eye, and she brushed it away. “I haven’t seen her since the excursion this afternoon. Have you?”


  Ivy thought back. They’d walked to the workhouse together, but then Ivy had become so immersed with Mr. Lunden that she hadn’t noticed where Ivy had gone. Nor did she recall Emmaline being at lunch. “I haven’t. Did she return to Greensward after the workhouse visit?”


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges shook her head. “No. I came back to rest, but she asked if she could continue. I assumed there were plenty of chaperones. I told Lady Wendover that she was staying in the village, but the countess somehow lost track of her.” She looked to Lady Dunn. “Did you see her?”


  The viscountess pressed her lips together for a moment. “I’m trying to recall, but I must say that I don’t remember seeing her at the pub.” She shook her head and looked up at Ivy. “Do you, dear?”


  Ivy felt horrible. Her friend had somehow gone missing, and she hadn’t even noticed. “I don’t.”


  Another tear escaped Mrs. Forth-Hodges’s eye. “I see. Well, I thought it was worth asking you. I wondered if… That is, I’d hoped she’d maybe told you something or left you a note about her intentions.”


  Of course. They suspected she’d eloped with Townsend. Why hadn’t Ivy thought of that immediately? Because to her, running off with a man was the height of foolishness.


  Ivy wished she could ease Mrs. Forth-Hodges’s concern, but she couldn’t. Even worse, she was almost certain the woman’s suspicions were accurate. “She didn’t tell me anything, only that she was disappointed that you denied Townsend’s suit. I tried to encourage her to be patient.”


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges summoned a smile. “Thank you. What a good friend you are.”


  Not as good as Ivy would hope. She should’ve noticed that Emmaline had gone. How had she managed to sneak away, if that was, in fact, what she’d done.


  Mrs. Forth-Hodges stood. “I won’t trouble you further.”


  “It’s no trouble,” Lady Dunn said. “We shall pray for Miss Forth-Hodges’s safe return.”


  Ivy began to grow alarmed. What if Townsend wasn’t the man Emmaline thought? What if he was more in the vein of Peter? Not that Peter had asked Ivy to run away with him. But then he hadn’t had to. Ivy had fallen right into his trap without leaving Pickering.


  She expelled the memories from her mind and forced the tension from her shoulders. “If it’s any comfort, I do think Townsend cares for her.” Ivy said that to make Mrs. Forth-Hodges feel better, not because she necessarily believed it.


  More tears fell down Mrs. Forth-Hodges’s face, and she swiped at her cheeks. “Yes, Emmaline told us that repeatedly. And he did seem earnest when he came to ask for permission to court her. Perhaps we were too hasty. She’s just…she’s our baby.”


  Lady Dunn stood and looked at Mrs. Forth-Hodges with sympathy. “I understand.” 


  Emmaline’s mother nodded once and then bid them good evening. Barkley showed her out.


  Lady Dunn sat back down with a verbal exhalation. “My goodness, what a tangle. Do you think they eloped?”


  Ivy stared at the wall for a moment. “I think it’s possible.” She turned to look at Lady Dunn. “No, I think it’s likely.”


  The viscountess frowned. “That’s a shame. But if they’re in love and her parents quashed their plans for marriage, what choice did they have?”


  Ivy sat back down in the chair Mrs. Forth-Hodges had vacated. “Do you find this romantic?”


  “A bit.” She looked at Ivy, cocking her head to the side. “You don’t?”


  “No. At best, there will be a scandal. At worst, she’ll be completely ruined.” Ivy worked to keep the disdain from her tone. She wished Emmaline had confided in her. Then she could’ve at least tried to talk her out of such insensibility.


  “Yes, and that would be a pity. But I doubt Townsend would do that to her. If he was as earnest as Mrs. Forth-Hodges said, it seems likely he would take Miss Forth-Hodges to Gretna Green.”


  “One can hope.” Ivy heard the contempt in her voice and nearly winced. “I’m sure it will be fine.”


  Lady Dunn’s eyes narrowed briefly. “It doesn’t sound like it. Do you have reason to doubt Townsend’s intentions?”


  Ivy lifted a shoulder and looked away from the viscountess. “Not particularly. I am only skeptical.”


  “I wonder…” Lady Dunn said softly. “I’ve oft wondered how you became a companion. You’re certainly pretty enough to have snared a husband, and your wit would’ve served you well on the marriage mart.”


  “I was never on the marriage mart.” That much was true. But then she never would’ve had a Season even if she hadn’t ruined her future. Her family wasn’t well-placed, nor were they wealthy. They’d expected Ivy to marry a local farmer or maybe a vicar. That Ivy had nurtured dreams of falling in love and marrying a true gentleman had given her mother fits.


  “Ah well, I daresay you would have been a success. But what do I know? You’re an enigmatic young woman, Ivy.” Lady Dunn scrutinized her for a moment before standing. “Come, let us go down to dinner and see if the rest of the house party is aware of this scandalous development.”


  As Ivy rose, anguish flashed through her. She hated thinking of Emmaline being fodder for the gossip mill. “You don’t plan to say anything, do you?” Ivy asked.


  “Goodness, no. I adore gossip, dear, but not when it involves an innocent like Miss Forth-Hodges. I only mean that I wonder if there are rumors.” She gave Ivy an empathetic look. “There are bound to be, I’m afraid.”


  Ivy knew that, even as she didn’t want there to be. But Emmaline had created this mess. And, as Ivy had done a decade earlier, she’d suffer the consequences.
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  The post-dinner discussion amongst the gentlemen centered on tomorrow’s hunt. West hadn’t decided if he would go. He would much rather try to find a reason to spend the time with Miss Breckenridge. He doubted that would be possible, however. The women were supposedly taking a ride to the folly Wendover had built last year.


  When the men were finished, West made his way to the drawing room in the hope of finding a reason to speak with Miss Breckenridge, if only for a few moments. What had happened to him that he sought her attention like a lad begging for sweets in the kitchen?


  As soon as he entered the drawing room, he felt the tension in the air. The women were in small groupings, their heads bent. Miss Breckenridge sat in the corner, as she usually did, her attention focused on a book in her lap.


  She looked up and found his gaze. He expected her to divert her attention from his, again, as she usually did, and was surprised when she didn’t. Instead, she inclined her head ever so slightly to the right.


  He glanced in that direction, confused as to what she could possibly mean. Maybe he’d imagined the tilt of her head.


  Wendover announced that the gaming tables were set up, and that Lady Wendover would be leading songs. Miss Breckenridge stood and went to her employer. She helped the viscountess up and guided her to the hall so she could enjoy another evening of game play, which seemed to be her preferred pastime.


  West strolled into the hall, and as soon as he saw Miss Breckenridge veer toward the library, he understood. She’d been trying to tell him to meet her there.


  And if he were merely hoping that was what she wanted… Well, he’d find out soon enough.


  “They’re trying to keep it quiet, but it’s a scandal.”


  West picked up the conversation between Mrs. Chalmers and Mrs. Pippin as they walked by him into the hall.


  Mrs. Pippin nodded profusely. “Indeed. It’s no wonder the Forth-Hodgeses didn’t come down tonight. I wonder if they’ll leave the party altogether.”


  “I wouldn’t blame them. And really, what else can they do?” Mrs. Chalmers’s tone was blithely superior.


  West inched behind them as they moved toward one of the tables. He didn’t usually care to eavesdrop, but he knew that Miss Forth-Hodges was a friend of Miss Breckenridge’s. He wanted to know what the “scandal” was.


  Mrs. Pippin exhaled. “There’s nothing they can do. Miss Forth-Hodges has cast a blight on all of them.”


  Though he wanted to go directly to the library to speak with Miss Breckenridge, West bided his time. Then he went to the gentlemen’s parlor and had a glass of whiskey with Axbridge before finally making his way to the alcove where he typically met Miss Breckenridge.


  She looked up at him as he approached. “That took you long enough.”


  He claimed his usual chair. “Yes, well, I was trying to be discreet. It seems there’s already a scandal afoot, however.”


  Miss Breckenridge pressed her lips together and closed the book in her lap. “Unfortunately, yes. I was so hoping the Forth-Hodgeses would be able to keep Emmaline’s disappearance secret, but Mrs. Forth-Hodges made the mistake of asking Lady Wendover if she’d seen Emmaline.”


  “I don’t suppose you can fault her for being concerned for her daughter.”


  Miss Breckenridge exhaled. “No, you cannot. Of course it couldn’t be kept secret.”


  “Do you know what happened?”


  “Not for certain, but we believe she eloped with Townsend.”


  That was a scandal. West should’ve talked a bit more sense into Townsend’s head the other day. Not that Townsend had given any inkling of elopement. But then, at that time, he hadn’t yet had his suit denied. Thinking back to their conversation, West could see Townsend planning such a rash action as elopement. “I don’t know Townsend well, but he seems impulsive.”


  Miss Breckenridge lifted her gaze to the ceiling for a brief moment. “And I think Emmaline believed she was in love.”


  “You don’t think she was?”


  “I think eloping with a man she barely knows is incredibly foolish.” She focused on him intently. “Don’t you?”


  He rested his arms on the chair. “In fact, I do.”


  The intensity of her gaze didn’t lessen. “It’s strange, isn’t it? That you don’t find that romantic given your…proclivities.”


  “I don’t intertwine the two.”


  “You mean you don’t ever fall in love with the women you…help?”


  He stared into the arresting green depths of her eyes. “Never.”


  She blinked. “You’ve never been in love?”


  “Never.” He found her interrogation fascinating. And perhaps telling. “Have you?”


  Her gaze faltered at last. She looked down at her lap and turned the book over in her hands. “No.”


  He didn’t believe her. He also didn’t think she would discuss it with him if he pressed her. 


  “Well, even though I haven’t been in love, I recognize that some have. Some are. Townsend may be impetuous, but he did seem to care for Miss Forth-Hodges.”


  “Seem. You can’t really know.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice to just above a whisper. “What if he lured her away so he could have his way with her?”


  The pieces fell together in West’s mind. “You’ve been in love and had your heart broken.”


  Her eyes widened, and she pursed her lips. “I have not.”


  He scooted to the edge of the cushion and leaned forward. “You don’t have to hide the truth with me. Yesterday, you revealed quite a bit—I was paying close attention—and there was no harm done to you, was there?”


  She stared at him a moment. “What do you want from me?”


  “Surrender.”


  Her lips parted, and he could see that her breathing had grown shallow. He could also see the beat of her pulse in her neck.


  “Not to me. To yourself. If you want something you should take it.”


  She looked away, and he watched her try to disguise the deep breath she was taking. After a moment, she glanced at him again, her brow arching. “Like Townsend did?”


  He was absolutely certain this had happened to her. He nearly came off the chair in his effort to move closer to her. “Who did that to you?”


  She nibbled the inside of her lower lip. “It doesn’t matter.”


  “It does to me. And if I ever find out who he is, he’d better run.”


  She swallowed. “What if Townsend’s intentions aren’t honorable?”


  A plan had been forming in the back of West’s mind since he sat down. Now he knew what he had to do. “I’m going after them in the morning.”


  Her eyes widened, and her nostrils flared. “You are?”


  He stood, realizing they’d been alone here long enough. They could explain the “chance” meeting away, but if anyone took notice, it might begin to raise an eyebrow or two. “Yes, which means our time together is nearly at an end. I will likely not make it back before the house party concludes.”


  She rose from the chair. “Shouldn’t Mr. Forth-Hodges go after her?”


  “Perhaps, but I can travel faster than he can and am pleased to help if I may.”


  “That’s very kind of you. Thank you.”


  He appreciated the sentiment, but he wasn’t doing it for her. Well, maybe a little. It was the right thing to do—for Miss Forth-Hodges’s sake. “I need to go speak with Mr. Forth-Hodges to tell him of my plans and to ask what negotiations he would like me to make.”


  “What will you do when you find them?”


  “I assume they are on the road to Gretna Green. I will accompany them and ensure the deed is done.”


  She laid her palm against the front of his coat. The touch jolted through him like electricity. He’d barely kept his lust in check yesterday on their walk, and trying not to think of her since then had been simple, but effective torture. “You’re a good man,” she said softly.


  “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I was thinking right now.”


  “I think I would.” She pulled her hand from his chest, and he fought the urge to snatch it with his and press his lips to her wrist.


  He made himself take a step away from her. He couldn’t walk away from her without at least trying…


  Turning, he pinned her with a seductive stare. “If you were inclined to, say, visit the library tonight—late—my chamber is in the southeast corner of the house. There is a vase of yellow roses outside the door on a table. And if I don’t see you before I leave, please know that meeting you has been a privilege. Good evening, Miss Breckenridge.”


  He spun around and strode from the room before he did the unthinkable and took her into his arms. He hoped she’d find his room later, but he feared he knew the truth.


  She’d never surrender.


  Chapter Eleven


  



  [image: chapter_graphic_theuntouchables]


  



  After West left the library, Ivy tried to read her book. Where she’d had meager success before his arrival, she now suffered complete failure. She read a passage and realized she hadn’t comprehended a word. Now, after not even turning a page for probably a quarter hour, she gave up entirely and tossed the book down on the nearest table.


  She heard his voice in her head, dark and seductive, repeating, “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what I was thinking right now.”


  Every muscle in her body had tensed with anticipation. Even though he’d gone, she still couldn’t fully relax. It was as if she were on the edge of a cliff staring out into a beautiful crystal pool. It called her name, coaxing her to jump. It would be terrifying but exciting at the same time. And she knew—just knew—she wouldn’t regret it.


  Not like she regretted her past indiscretions.


  This was different. West wasn’t promising her a future he had no plans on delivering. He was offering her the present. And wouldn’t she be a fool to deny herself?


  Aside from hearing his voice, she could see his penetrating stare, feel the beat of his heart when she’d touched his chest, smell that tantalizing masculine scent that made her senses come alive with want.


  Oh yes, she wanted him. More than she’d ever wanted Peter. She nearly laughed at comparing herself now to the girl she’d been ten years ago. She’d been silly and naïve, and she’d paid the ultimate price.


  Stifling a groan, she stood and went into the hall, where the air was filled with raucous laughter and urgent whispers. Ivy knew they were discussing Emmaline and her folly. How she wished her friend hadn’t walked headlong into scandal. 


  Still, a part of her knew how hard it was to be rational when in the throes of love. Emmaline was older and at least a bit wiser than Ivy had been, but she’d fallen prey anyway.


  And now West meant to go after her. He would charge in and save the day, like some knight of old. The seventeen-year-old girl buried inside Ivy wished she’d had a knight. But then she’d be married to Peter, and she’d matured enough to know that she would’ve been miserable. He was a lying, dishonorable jackanapes. She briefly wondered if he had married and promptly felt sorry for his wife.


  Lady Dunn gestured for her, and Ivy made her way to the table. “I’m a bit sleepy this evening. I’d like to go up.”


  “Of course.” Ivy helped her from the chair as the viscountess grabbed her cane, which was leaning against the table.


  “I’ll go up too. I don’t wish to tax myself,” Mrs. Marsh said. She was maybe five years Lady Dunn’s junior, and they’d been friends for years. She’d been feeling a bit unwell the past few days, but today seemed to have regained her stamina.


  The two ladies walked from the hall and started up the stairs with Ivy following. When they reached the top, Lady Dunn clucked her tongue. “I just couldn’t stand any more discussion of Miss Forth-Hodges. My goodness, you’d think she was the first young lady to run off to Gretna Green with a gentleman!”


  Mrs. Marsh nodded. “Indeed. Yes, it’s scandalous, but if they end up married, it certainly won’t be the end of the world. And she’ll be a viscountess.”


  “Precisely. I only hope Townsend is a gentleman and isn’t taking advantage of the poor girl’s heart.”


  Ivy wanted to tell them what West planned, but couldn’t. To do so would reveal that they’d spoken, and she didn’t want to draw attention to that. She suddenly realized that had likely been their last encounter. She would have no occasion to see him again, unless he sought her out at some event in London next spring. He’d undoubtedly be engaged with his next paramour by then.


  Ivy’s chest clenched, and she was surprised to feel a sob gathering. Mentally chastising herself, she kept her gaze pinned straight ahead and nearly ran right into Lady Dunn.


  Belatedly, Ivy realized they’d stopped to part ways with Mrs. Marsh.


  “Good night, then,” Mrs. Marsh said with a smile.


  “Good night.” Lady Dunn led Ivy toward their room, and soon they were ensconced inside.


  As Barkley helped Lady Dunn prepare for bed, Ivy went into the dressing room where her cot was located. She removed her stockings and her gown—none of her clothing required the assistance of a maid—and went to put it away. She moved slowly, her mind focused on her conversation with West.


  “If you were inclined to, say, visit the library tonight—late—my chamber is in the southeast corner of the house.”


  It wasn’t yet late. What was the definition of late in this instance? She heard Barkley leave and pulled on one of her morning gowns. Loose and comfortable, it was her favorite piece of clothing. She tied up the front of the gown and traipsed back into the bedchamber to say good night to the viscountess.


  Lady Dunn patted the side of her bed. “Come and sit for a minute, dear.”


  Ivy obliged, perching on the edge of the mattress. 


  Lady Dunn smiled, the creases around her eyes deepening. “I was very proud of you today at the workhouse. If I could, I would write to your parents and tell them what a lovely daughter they have.”


  She couldn’t, however, because Ivy had told her they were dead. That was much simpler than the truth, and anyway, she couldn’t think of two people who would be less interested in what Ivy did. And pride? Ivy doubted they’d ever felt that for her. They’d saved all that for their two sons. Sometimes Ivy thought of her younger sister Fanny. She’d been just nine when their parents had insisted Ivy leave, and she hadn’t understood why Ivy had left. In fact, Ivy doubted Fanny even knew that their parents had made her do so. If so, Fanny likely would have run away with her. Not that she hadn’t tried. 


  Ivy pushed through the tight burning in her throat and managed to say, “You’re too kind.”


  Lady Dunn waved her hand. “Bah. You’re too modest. You’re an exceptional young woman. I wish your lot had been different.” She adjusted her cap on her forehead, pushing it up a tad. “I wanted to ask you—and I know you’re very private, but I hope we’re forming a relationship that perhaps transcends employer and employee—is there a chance your expertise with how workhouses function comes from personal experience?”


  Ivy’s body went rigid. Her mind froze. What could she possibly say to that? The truth. Or at least a portion of it. “Yes, because I’ve been associated with them for many years.” A decade, to be exact.


  Lady Dunn rested her palm atop Ivy’s knuckles. Her flesh was warm and soft and reminded Ivy vaguely of the grandmother she’d known as a child. “I understand. Whatever your past, I’m quite pleased to have you as my companion. Now, I must off to sleep.” She yawned and lifted her hand from Ivy’s to cover her mouth. “I imagine you’ll be up reading for a while.”


  “Yes.” She realized she’d left her book on the table in the library. “I left my book downstairs. I think I’ll go down and get it in a bit—after the hall empties out.”


  Lady Dunn’s gaze dipped over Ivy’s morning gown. “Yes, although you could go down like that, I think.”


  Ivy stood. “Good night.”


  “Good night, dear.” Lady Dunn snuggled down into the bed and turned over onto her side.


  Ivy extinguished the lamp and went back to the dressing chamber. She did have something to read while she waited—the book West had given her. She’d read it probably half a dozen times already. Even so, she found herself engrossed once more, and when she was finished, realized it was likely late enough to venture downstairs.


  Taking her candlestick, she crept back into the main bedchamber to the sound of Lady Dunn’s soft snores. She went into the sitting room and gently closed the door behind her. 


  As she made her way to the stairs, she listened intently for any sounds coming from the hall or, indeed, from anywhere. Hearing nothing, she hesitated. Should she continue downstairs, or did she dare find her way to West’s bedchamber?


  Before she could think better of it, her feet moved toward the southeast corner of the house. Her eye fell on the vase of yellow roses, and she hesitated.


  But then she heard something and practically ran to the door. She didn’t even bother to knock, just turned the latch and pushed her way inside.


  She closed the door and leaned back against the wood, clutching the candlestick in her left hand.


  West came from a doorway at the back of the chamber, likely his dressing room. She suddenly realized his valet could be present. 


  But she didn’t turn to leave. What if the noise she’d heard was someone who would see her leaving the duke’s room? She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the door.


  “Miss Breckenridge?” His deep voice came from right in front of her.


  Her eyes flew open. “Yes.”


  “I was hoping you would come.”


  She looked past him. “Are we alone?”


  “Quite.”


  He touched the candlestick. “May I take this?”


  She stared at the flame, momentarily flustered. “Yes. Thank you.” She relinquished her light to him, and he carried it to the table where he set it down.


  She watched him move, slow and stealthy, like a cat prowling for its prey. She felt like a bird trapped on the ground, scared and unable to fly.


  But she didn’t really want to fly, did she? She’d come here quite specifically.


  He turned and came back to her, his movements measured, almost spellbinding. “I trust no one saw you.”


  She shook her head, unable to speak. Her body pulsed with anticipation. With need. Her mind was empty of thought beyond how much she wanted him.


  He still wore his pantaloons, but she noticed his feet were bare. She didn’t look too long on them, not when there was a patch of flesh visible at the base of his throat where his shirt lay open. The white linen was pulled free of his waistband, the fabric billowing about his hips. 


  She should be scandalized by his state of undress, but she was enthralled. And she wanted to see more. He’d said he wanted to change her life, but he already had.


  She’d felt ashamed for so long and probably always would. But right now—tonight—she would feel nothing but what he gave her. Excitement. Anticipation. Pleasure.


  So much pleasure.


  To allow herself to let go of the past, even for this brief time, was a gift. And she meant to seize it with both hands.


  Spurred to action, she reached out and touched his chest, her fingertips grazing that bare exposure of skin. He was warm, and she could feel his heart beating.


  He put his palm over the back of her hand but kept his gaze locked with hers. “You were brave to come here.”


  “I couldn’t stay away. I want… I want what you said yesterday. Nothing more.” She wasn’t foolish enough to have intercourse with him. Not after the last time.


  Although she could see how easy it would be. She wanted him so very badly. Heat blossomed through her, and she knew she was wet between her legs. All she had to do was look at him. His dark hair framing his chiseled features, his piercing eyes looking at her as if she were the most important thing in the world, his mouth curving into just the slightest, provocative smile.


  “Then you shall have it,” he whispered. And then he did precisely what he’d said the day before.


  He stroked his hand along her brow, his fingertips gliding over her skin, stealing her breath. His thumb found her lips, tracing over them with soft precision. “You feel exactly as I dreamed.”


  “You dreamed of me?”


  “Does that surprise you?” He dragged his thumb over her bottom lip, and her limbs began to feel weak.


  “Yes,” she breathed, barely able to stand the anticipation. She darted her tongue out and licked the pad of his thumb.


  His nostrils flared. “I still don’t know your name. I should very much like to say it over and over again tonight as I bring you to orgasm.”


  His words enflamed her, and she surrendered. “Ivy.”


  “Not Mary, then.”


  She shook her head and kept the past at bay. Not tonight. Tonight was for her. 


  “Ivy.” He slipped his free arm around her waist and drew her against him. “Ivy.” He pulled a lock of her hair free from its pins and gently tugged. “Ivy.” 


  He cupped her face and kissed her. The touch of his lips was sheer bliss. He did exactly as he’d described, his mouth courting hers with gentle sweeps and brushes. She clutched at his shoulders, her breasts pressed against his chest. She waited, desperate, for his tongue to graze her bottom lip.


  And then it came, a tantalizing wetness that made her entire body quiver. She moaned with need, opening her mouth. He angled his head and slid his tongue inside, finding hers. This was nothing like she’d expected. Nothing like she’d known. She wanted to weep.


  But she didn’t. She kissed him back, meeting his strokes with her own. He slipped one hand to the back of her head and brought the other down her front, grazing against her breast on his way to her waist. He clutched her tightly, pulling her flush to his body once more and wrapping his arm around her back.


  She pressed into him, eager to feel every part of him. Her body wanted that contact, needed it. 


  He kissed her long and deep, then slow and shallow. Her knees turned to jelly, and she realized she was holding him tight to keep from collapsing. But then the door wasn’t far behind her either.


  As if he sensed her weakness, he suddenly swept her into his arms, effectively ending their kisses. She gasped. “West.”


  His mouth curved into a wicked grin. “How I love hearing that from your lips.” He bore her to the bed, where he set her on the coverlet. “Do you remember what I said I would do to you next?”


  “I think it had something to do with,” she glanced down at her chest, “these.”


  He chuckled low in his throat. “May I?” He reached for her bodice.


  She nodded as she fished out the ties for her neckline. She plucked the knot free before he took them from her and loosened the top of the gown. She helped him with the other fastenings, and the front dropped open.


  “My favorite kind of gown,” he murmured as he pushed it from her shoulders so it pooled at her waist.


  “I imagine you’ve seen all sorts.”


  He looked into her eyes. “Yes. But we aren’t going to discuss that. I only want to be here with you. Now.” He brushed his hand along her breast, and she nearly wilted with want. “Turn.”


  She kicked off her slippers before twisting at her waist, presenting her back. He made quick, effortless work of loosening her corset and was soon pulling it over her head.


  Garbed in only her shift, she turned back toward him. His gaze raked over her, lingering on her breasts. “You dazzle me.”


  She shivered and resisted the urge to cover herself. She’d wanted to be naked against him. Would he want that too? Especially since she wouldn’t allow him to put himself inside her?


  She fingered the edge of his collar. “I want to see you too.”


  He grasped the hem of his shirt and whisked it over his head. “Better?”


  She feasted on the expanse of his chest. He was all muscle, with a modicum of dark hair between his nipples. Glancing at his eyes and seeing encouragement, she laid her palm against his flesh. He was hard and hot.


  Eager to touch him, she moved to her knees and felt her dress drop past her hips. She put her other hand on him and massaged his smooth skin. Her fingertips trailed over his nipples, and she felt them harden. Her own stiffened in response.


  He sucked in a breath. “Ivy.”


  Emboldened, she ran her hands all over him, from chest to waist and back up to his collarbones.


  He clasped her waist and kissed her, his mouth hot and hungry. She twined her hands around his neck and pressed her breasts against him. With the corset gone, she could feel his heat, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted the shift gone too.


  His hands gripped her hips, and he guided them to his. She felt the rigid length of him and moaned into his mouth. Perhaps she should change her mind about intercourse…


  No. A small, rational piece of her brain screamed for her to listen to reason.


  Oh, but she’d much rather surrender to passion.


  She felt him tug the back of her shift up from her gown. Cool air met her back, and then his warm hand was pressed against her backside. He held her to him as he rotated his hips. His sex moved against hers, and despite the clothing separating them, she felt the connection to her core.


  Parting her legs, she ground her hips against his. He pulled the shift up and broke away from her mouth. He tossed the garment away and looked at her, his gaze devouring her for a long moment.


  He reached up into her hair and plucked the pins loose, dropping them on a table beside the bed. Curl by curl, the mass fell down over her back. When it was free, he thrust his fingers into the waves and dragged it over her shoulders. He kissed her again, his lips and tongue coaxing her into an even greater fervor. Her breasts ached, and her sex pulsed.


  He tugged her hair, and she let her head fall back, closing her eyes. He kissed her jaw, her neck, trailing his mouth down until he met her collarbone. He licked along her flesh, pulling a moan from her.


  She grasped his shoulders, holding on to him lest she fall onto the bed. His hand came around and cupped her breast, just as he described. His thumb stroked over her nipple and then his fingers came together over her tight flesh and squeezed.


  “Oh!” 


  He supported her with his arm, which he’d wrapped around her back. She arched her chest up into him as his mouth descended. He held her breast while he sucked the tip, softly at first and then with greater pressure.


  She moaned again, unable to contain the sensations rioting inside her. She could scarcely think, could only feel. His tongue and mouth tortured her until she thought she might explode. Need shot through her, and she feared that if he didn’t touch her sex, she would certainly die of want.


  “West. West.”


  He lowered her to the bed. She opened her eyes just enough to see him tug her gown down her legs and drop it to the floor. He touched her cheek and with his other hand caressed the breast he hadn’t yet touched. Ivy arched up off the bed with a gasp.


  He leaned down and whispered next to her ear, “Do you know what comes next?”


  He was going to touch her sex. “Yes.”


  “Do you want it?”


  She closed her eyes, unable to bear the intensity of his gaze. “Yes.”


  “Tell me, Ivy. Tell me what you want.”


  Oh, she couldn’t. But she must.


  “Touch me. Please.”


  He left her breast and laced his fingers through hers. “Take my hand and show me if you can’t say the words.”


  She brought his hand between her legs. “Here. Please.”


  “Red, just like you said.” He didn’t release her hand. “I’d like to watch you touch yourself first. Would you do that for me? That way I’ll know that you know what to do when I’m not here.”


  She snapped her eyes open, simultaneously horrified and aroused beyond measure.


  He locked his gaze with hers and turned her hand so that her fingertips were against the top of her mound. “Here. This is the spot.” He guided her index finger to find the small nub. “Do you feel that?”


  She couldn’t speak. She couldn’t even nod.


  He stroked her finger against her flesh. “Feel that? No, don’t close your eyes. Not yet. Look at me, Ivy.”


  She fought to look at him, to keep the connection intact. It was the most intimate feeling she’d ever experienced. 


  “Move your thighs wider apart.” She did as he bade, helpless to deny him. Not that she wanted to. He used her fingers to massage her flesh, slowly at first and then more insistently. “Does that feel good?”


  Somehow, she managed to nod. Need built to desire, and desire bloomed into lust. Her hips began to move. “More.”


  “Yes, more.” He moved her hand faster. “That’s right. Take the pleasure. Seize it.”


  Pressure gathered between her legs, in her core, and she could no longer control her movements. She closed her eyes and cast her head back against the pillows. Then his finger took the next step, pressing inside her.


  Ivy gasped, and her hand slowed.


  “Don’t stop, Ivy. If you do, you won’t come. You want to come, don’t you?”


  God, yes. If she didn’t, she really would die. His hand was gone from hers now, but she didn’t need him to show her. She stroked her flesh hard and fast, and he pumped his finger into her again.


  It was all she needed. White light burst behind her eyelids as ecstasy crashed over her. She cried out, her body shaking with release.


  But he wasn’t finished with her.


  She felt wetness against her flesh and opened her eyes to see him bent over her. His mouth was on her, his tongue sweeping against her sex. “West!” He’d mentioned this, but she’d never imagined…


  The orgasm that had crested over her faded, but the pleasure was still intense. And with each stroke of his tongue and suck of his mouth, the sensations intensified. He replaced his tongue with his finger and drove into her. She moved her hips more frantically than before, seeking another release.


  He worked relentlessly, alternating his mouth and his hand. Then he turned her on the bed and put her legs over his shoulders, burying his face against her. She came again, her muscles clenching hard. Her body felt as if she had no control over it, and the freedom was marvelous.


  It was several minutes—a lifetime it seemed, really—before she came back to reality. She was a quivering mass of jelly. She’d never imagined feeling such pleasure. 


  When she finally opened her eyes, it was to see him leaning against the bedpost, his lips parted as he stared down at her. She leaned up on her elbows. “Thank you.”


  “You’re most welcome.”


  She glanced down at the bulge in his pantaloons. “What are you going to do?”


  He lifted a shoulder. “I’ll take care of myself after you go.”


  Well, that seemed a pity. And she knew what to do. Her experience extended to helping Peter achieve release more than once behind the cowshed.


  She sat up and moved toward him.


  His eyes narrowed. “What are you doing?”


  “Helping.” She reached for the buttons of his fall.


  He put his hand over hers. “That isn’t necessary. This was about you. I made a promise to you. Tell me, did I deliver?”


  Her body was still weak. And thoroughly sated. “More than.”


  “Then I should help you dress.”


  She stroked his chest with her other hand. “Why won’t you let me touch you? Your cock, I mean.”


  His nostrils flared again at her crude language. “Ivy.”


  She arched a brow at him, wanting to tease him a little. “West.”


  He let go of her hand. “If you insist.”


  “I do.” She plucked at his buttons until his pantaloons fell open. “You aren’t wearing any smallclothes.”


  “I rarely do.” He leaned forward slightly. “Does that shock you?”


  “Nothing about you shocks me. Not anymore.” She reached into his clothing and found the warm length of his cock. She guided it free and wrapped her hand around the base.


  “You seem to know what you’re doing.”


  Since he hadn’t asked a question, she didn’t answer. She stroked her hand along his length, slowly at first and then more quickly.


  “Not yet,” he rasped. “Slow for a minute.” He showed her, and she followed his lead. His hand fell away, and his eyes slitted. Still, he watched her. And she watched him.


  She worked her hand from base to tip with languid but precise movements, learning his flesh. He was hot and hard, his skin soft as velvet. She imagined him inside her and was surprised to feel desire building inside her again.


  “Faster now,” he urged. “And touch my bollocks.” He took her other hand and showed her, cupping her palm around his balls. “Squeeze just the slightest bit.”


  She did as he said, and his eyes closed for a moment as he moaned low and deep.


  His hips moved, thrusting his cock into her hand. “God, Ivy. Faster. Harder.”


  She tightened her hand around him and stroked his length with increasing speed.


  “Ivy, kneel up.” He opened his eyes. “Kneel up.”


  She scrambled to obey. “Why?”


  “So you can come with me.” He slipped his fingers into her already wet sex. “I knew you’d be ready. God, you’re magnificent.” He pressed two fingers into her, and she very nearly came right then.


  Moaning, she squeezed his bollocks and worked her hand even faster.


  He cried out her name. “Now.”


  She let herself go but managed to keep up her pace on his cock. Hot moisture spurted over her hand as another orgasm racked her body.


  A few moments later, his movements stopped, and his fingers left her. He gripped the back of her neck and kissed her hard and deep. When he pulled back, he looked into her eyes and repeated himself. “Magnificent.”


  He turned from her then and returned with her shift.


  No. It couldn’t be over. There were so many other things she wanted to do. With him. Only with him.


  “You aren’t a virgin.”


  Of course he would be able to tell. 


  She pulled the shift over her head. “No, I’m not.”


  “I want the blackguard’s name.”


  If fury had a sound it was the tone he’d just used. “It was ten years ago. It doesn’t matter.”


  “Why didn’t he marry you?”


  She shrugged. “That doesn’t matter either.” She climbed off the bed and found her corset. 


  “It matters to me.”


  She glanced over at him—he was fastening his fall—before pulling the corset over her head. “You aren’t my keeper. Or my guardian. Or my husband.”


  “I’m your lover.”


  Her fingers fumbled as she reached back to find the ties of her corset.


  “Let me.” He turned her about and pulled the laces.


  “Please just leave it alone.” She turned around when he finished. “I prefer the past remain in the past. And you aren’t my lover—not really. This was a one-time occurrence.”


  “I will move heaven and earth to return before the end of the house party.”


  So she could have at least one more night with him. But if he didn’t…she’d be disappointed. Hell, she was going to be disappointed no matter what. Yes, she was changed. And she wasn’t sure it was for the better. Now she knew precisely what she was missing.


  But she’d try not to focus on that. Instead, she’d relive this night thousands of times in her mind.


  He plucked her gown from the floor and handed it to her. She pulled it on and fastened the front. Belatedly, she realized her hair was loose. She brushed it to the side and quickly braided it over her shoulder.


  “Pity,” he murmured. “Your hair is glorious.” He reached out and stroked his fingertip along her hairline.


  She found her slippers and donned them. Hopefully, she wouldn’t encounter anyone on her return. If she did, she’d simply use the library as her excuse.


  He brought her candle and put it in her hand. “I’m glad you came. I will think of you with every mile as I ride north. Tomorrow is my birthday, you see, and recalling tonight will be my gift.”


  She wanted to believe him, and so she did. Just as she believed she likely wouldn’t ever see him again.


  “Happy birthday.” She lightly touched his chest and stood on her toes to kiss him. “Travel safe,” she murmured before pressing her lips to his.


  What was intended as a soft farewell quickly became a prolonged good-bye. His mouth swept over hers, imprinting himself on her for all the nights when she would dream of him.


  “Until I see you again.”


  She backed toward the door, reluctant to turn. But she must. Gripping the candlestick, she spun about and left, certain that a piece of her remained behind.


  Chapter Twelve
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  Stour’s Edge, Suffolk, a fortnight later


  



  The dreary weather perfectly matched West’s mood. He’d been home for several days now after riding helter-skelter to catch up with Townsend. The viscount had been shocked and frightened when West had found him and Miss Forth-Hodges at a coaching inn. The lady had been surprisingly resolute as well as unyielding. She’d made it clear that she understood the damage to her reputation and didn’t care. She only cared about marrying Townsend.


  West had negotiated the terms of the marriage settlement as Forth-Hodges had indicated and then accompanied them to Gretna Green, where they’d been happily wed. They may have gone about things the wrong way, but West had never subscribed to a “right” way, and their happiness was all that mattered.


  Unfortunately, the weather had turned awful, and the rain had prevented him from arriving at Greensward before the house party had ended. He’d missed Ivy by one day. One terrible, infuriating day. He scowled at the gray River Stour wending its way past his estate in the distance like a serpent on the hunt.


  He abruptly turned back to his desk and tried to focus on the matters of running his estate. Thankfully, he had a capable and attentive steward and a blindingly efficient secretary.


  The latter, a fellow about five years West’s senior and who could best be described as a wily grasshopper in appearance and demeanor, stalked into West’s office with a stack of letters. “The post has arrived, Your Grace.” He set the missives on the desk in front of West.


  “Thank you, Hemphill.”


  West eyed the mail acrimoniously. Every day he tore through it, hopeful for a letter from Ivy. And every day he was disappointed.


  “Anything of interest there before I weed through it?” Hemphill asked.


  The secretary always gave West his mail before opening it so that he could scan for letters from women seeking his services. Hemphill was more than aware of West’s liaisons and in some cases helped with arrangements—leasing houses or coordinating travel. 


  West waved at the secretary. “Have a seat, if you will.”


  Hemphill deposited himself in the chair in front of the hearth.


  West sorted through the missives until he came across one that was in a feminine hand. It wasn’t the first he’d received since arriving home. But would it be from the one woman he wanted most to hear from?


  He tore it open, and his heart stopped for the barest moment. It was from her.


  



  Clare,


  



  Why wasn’t she still calling him West? Perhaps she was simply trying to be formal in her correspondence.


  



  I wanted to thank you for dispatching the new schoolmistress to the workhouse in Wendover. She arrived the day before we left, and Lunden offered her the position. I do believe the arrangement will be most beneficial to everyone. I can’t overstate my appreciation.


  



  West smiled to himself. He imagined her reaction when the schoolmistress had arrived. Had she revealed one of her treasured smiles? He rather thought so. And now he was angry all over again that he’d missed her. Hellfire.


  He went back to reading the disappointingly short missive.


  



  Mrs. Forth-Hodges shared with me that she received your letter regarding Emmaline and Townsend’s elopement. She is most grateful to you for ensuring that everything went as it should. I hope and pray for Emmaline’s happiness. I must also thank you for your role in the situation. You are a most surprising gentleman.


  



  West felt a burst of absurd pride.


  



  Lady Dunn and I are off to Bath for the next two months. I’ve never been, but she has friends there. I suppose that’s all there is to say. I wish you every happiness in the future.


  



  I. Breckenridge


  



  He glowered at the parchment as if it were somehow to blame for the frustrating lack of…emotion. But what had he expected? If he’d come to know Ivy at all, he shouldn’t have been surprised. She repressed everything.


  Well, almost everything. 


  That last night together, he’d drawn her out.


  “A troubling letter, Your Grace?”


  Hemphill’s question crashed into West’s thoughts. He looked over at the secretary, who was just replacing his spectacles on his nose. “Not troubling exactly. Just… Never mind.”


  “Is it your next arrangement? I noticed a feminine scrawl on one of the letters. It seems as though you’ve received a few of those this week.”


  Three to be exact. “Yes. But this is not of that nature.” But, oh, how he’d like it to be.


  Really? He wanted Ivy to be like the rest? Because she wasn’t. Not in any way.


  Hemphill looked perplexed.


  “She’s a…friend,” West explained, perhaps unnecessarily. “I met her at the house party and provided assistance.” He’d meant by arranging for the schoolmistress’s transportation, but of course he’d done more than that. He’d changed her life, hadn’t he?


  Or maybe she’d changed his.


  “A friend?” Hemphill sounded nonplussed.


  West looked at the man and scoffed. “I have female friends.” He considered most of the women he’d had affairs with of the friend variety. They were certainly on friendly terms.


  “Of course.”


  West ignored his secretary’s skepticism. 


  “Have you made your plans for the fall yet?” Hemphill asked.


  Around this time West typically made arrangements for a fall liaison, often tied to a long house party, or he’d go to London. He’d received multiple offers—the letters tucked into his desk. However, he wasn’t interested in any of them. All he could see was red-gold curls and bright, seductive green eyes. His body heated at the thought of her.


  He glanced at the letter, hating the finality of it. She’d wished him well in the future, which meant she didn’t expect to see him again. Well, the hell with that. 


  “Yes, I’m going to Bath.”


  “Do you already have arrangements?” Hemphill asked.


  West leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers beneath his chin. “No. I will require a house.”


  Hemphill inclined his head. “Just so. When do you plan to depart?”


  “I should like to leave within the week, the sooner the better.”


  “And how long will you be staying?”


  West stared at the window for a moment. He couldn’t begin to guess because he still wasn’t sure what the hell he was doing. He just knew he wasn’t content to have their association be at an end. “I don’t know. It depends on the lady.”


  “The lady? Am I to understand that you’re undertaking a new liaison?”


  “No. She’s not—” He dropped his hands to the arms of the chair. “She’s different.”


  “Different how?” Hemphill cocked his head to the side. “Have you decided to court someone?”


  West didn’t mind that Hemphill had asked—the man had worked for him for years. But he felt oddly protective of Ivy and didn’t wish to reveal too much. Anyway courtship hadn’t even entered his mind.


  And why not?


  Because she was a lady’s companion, and he had no interest in marrying. Nor did she. 


  West folded her letter and shoved it into the top drawer of his desk. He picked up another letter in an effort to communicate that the interview was over. “I’m not courting anyone. I’m merely going to Bath to visit people.”


  Hemphill stood. He wasn’t stupid—he knew he was being dismissed. “Very good, Your Grace. I’ll make the arrangements.”


  “Thank you.”


  After the secretary had gone, West surrendered to thoughts of Ivy once more. He pulled the letter from his desk and read it a second time. Then a third.


  Each time he hoped to glean something new, but it was still the same terse, impassive communication. What had he hoped for? That she would wax sentimental about their time together? That she’d beg to see him? That she’d thank him for the best night of her life?


  No. Those were the things he would say. 


  He was changed. He’d thought of little else but her over the past fortnight. He had no interest in continuing with his life the way he had. That had been the best night of his life—watching her joy, feeling her passion, giving himself over to her completely. He never abandoned his control, but he’d done it that night. It was supposed to be all about her, and he’d surrendered to her to take his own pleasure.


  It all felt so unfinished to him. Not just because they hadn’t had sex, but because there were so many things he didn’t know about her. Things he longed to discover. Things he felt compelled to learn.


  Which was why he was going to Bath. Sitting there thinking about what to do next, it had seemed obvious, imperative.


  What would she say when she saw him? Would she tell him to go away? Or would she welcome him?


  He could hardly wait to find out.
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  Bath, ten days later


  



  Ivy and Lady Dunn walked up the steps to an elegant town house in The Circus. It was larger and more grand than their leased house on George Street.


  “I daresay Lady Parnell has done quite well for herself,” Lady Dunn said appreciatively. “It always helps when your granddaughter marries a wealthy earl.”


  The butler opened the door and welcomed them inside. He led them upstairs to the drawing room, which overlooked the street below. They were barely over the threshold before Lucy and Aquilla, Ivy’s two closest friends, had thrown their arms around Ivy.


  “You’re finally here!” Aquilla said, squeezing Ivy tightly. 


  “Yes, I’m here. I didn’t realize you would be, however.” Ivy had expected Lucy. She and her husband, the Earl of Dartford, were visiting her grandmother, Lady Parnell, who now lived in Bath.


  They separated, and both Lucy and Aquilla were grinning. Ivy couldn’t help but smile in return. They were the two people in the world she could count on to make her smile.


  “It was a brilliant secret, wasn’t it?” Lucy asked gleefully. “If not, blame Aquilla, because it was her idea.”


  Ivy didn’t doubt that. Aquilla was the sweetest and most good-natured of all of them. “I will blame her, just as I am delighted to see her. To see you both.”


  They looked disgustingly happy. Aquilla had always been beautiful, with her dark curls, porcelain skin, and summer-sky-blue eyes, but she was positively incandescent now. She was a master of the demure smile and the flirtatious blink. She was also a chatterbox, which had deterred most men from pursuing her on the marriage mart. As it happened, she’d been feigning that behavior for the distinct purpose of driving men away. It had been a thoroughly clever ploy that Ivy had wholeheartedly endorsed.


  Lucy, on the other hand, had been a bit dismayed at learning of Aquilla’s aversion to marriage. But only because she’d recently found love with Dartford. Before marrying him, it had been she and Ivy who had championed independence. But then Lucy had fallen prey to Cupid’s arrow, and Ivy had thought for sure she was alone. When Aquilla had admitted that she too was avoiding marriage, Ivy had been thrilled. Except Aquilla had also capitulated, and Ivy was now alone anyway.


  Ivy looked at Aquilla. “I thought you and Sutton were at Tintern Abbey.”


  “We were. We decided to stop in Bath on our way back to Sutton Park. I knew Lucy was visiting her grandmother and that you and Lady Dunn would be here for the fall, so I hatched the surprise plan and wrote to Lucy.”


  “You really are the cleverest of girls,” Ivy said.


  Aquilla laughed. “No, you are, but I shall accept the compliment.”


  “Are you ladies going to stand in the doorway all afternoon?” Lady Dunn asked.


  The trio turned in unison.


  “Oh, I’m certain they have much to discuss,” Lady Parnell said.


  Lady Dunn sighed. “Oh, to be young again.”


  “No, thank you,” Lady Parnell said primly, but with a hint of a smile.


  “Come, let us sit over here,” Lucy said, guiding them to a sitting area in the corner away from the older ladies. “This way we can share secrets,” she whispered, her dark eyes gleaming with mischief.


  Ivy almost said she didn’t have anything to share, but of course she did. Would she, though? Lucy and Aquilla were the only two people she trusted in the world, and yet she’d never even told them about her family or her…transgression.


  Some things were too humiliating, too painful to share, even with the most important people.


  Lucy and Aquilla sat on the small settee, and Ivy took the chair beside it, to Aquilla’s left.


  “Tell us about the house party,” Lucy urged. Her dark hair was braided and coiled atop her head with gentle curls brushing her temples. She wore a peach-colored gown with fetching coral jewelry that accented her ensemble perfectly. She looked every bit the stylish countess, so different from the wallflower Ivy had met five years ago.


  “Is it true that Miss Forth-Hodges eloped?” Aquilla asked, her eyes wide.


  “Yes,” Ivy said. “Her parents declined Townsend’s suit—I’m afraid he lost his temper at a shuttlecock match, and they concluded that he wasn’t ready for marriage. They asked Emmaline to wait a year, but she didn’t want to.” Ivy realized they were both staring at her with keen interest.


  “You know quite a bit about what happened,” Lucy said.


  “She and I became friendly during the party. I rather like her, actually.”


  Aquilla winced. “I feel terrible about what happened with Sutton.”


  “Don’t,” Ivy said. “She wasn’t upset. In fact, she said her parents were behind that entire match. And anyway, she’s quite happy now with Lord Townsend.”


  “Is she?” Aquilla asked with some relief. “I’m pleased to hear it. Is he a decent gentleman, I hope?”


  “He seemed devoted to Emmaline.” That he’d been a man of his word and married her made him a decent enough fellow in Ivy’s opinion.


  “I’m glad things turned out well for her,” Lucy said. “And I must applaud her intrepid nature for pursuing what she wanted.” Lucy was the most independent-minded woman Ivy had ever met, so it was no surprise that she admired Emmaline’s actions.


  “If we ever have occasion to be at the same event, I shall introduce you,” Ivy said. “I am certain you will like her.”


  Aquilla fidgeted with her gown. “Are you absolutely certain she bears me no ill will?”


  Ivy shot her friend a warm, direct stare. “Absolutely.”


  “I hear the party was teeming with Untouchables,” Lucy said, grinning. “The Duke of Danger was there, was he not?”


  Ivy recalled the blond Marquess of Axbridge. She’d seen him speaking to West on a number of occasions. West? She was trying to think of him as Clare now. “Yes.”


  “Did you speak with him?” Aquilla asked.


  Ivy arched a brow at her. “Why should I?”


  Aquilla laughed. “Why indeed. It goes without saying, then, that you didn’t interact with the Duke of Desire. Or did we officially change his name to the Duke of Debauchery?” She looked from Ivy to Lucy.


  “We did not, but we certainly could.” Lucy turned her head to Ivy. “Are you in favor?”


  Ivy had pressed for that name based on his scandalous behavior. However, now that she knew the reason for it… No, now that she’d experienced it, she much preferred to call him the Duke of Desire. In truth, she wished she could call him her Duke of Desire.


  Heat crept up her neck, and she coughed. “I think it’s simpler if we stick with the first name. That’s what everyone calls him now anyway.”


  Lucy exhaled. “Yes, that name seems to have caught on. Has Danger done the same?”


  “It hasn’t seemed to, but I can’t say for sure,” Ivy said, relieved that they were not lingering on the topic of West. Clare. Bloody hell.


  Aquilla tapped her finger against her chin. “How many Untouchables is that now? There’s the Forbidden Duke.” She looked at Lucy. “The Duke of Daring, of course. And the Duke of Deception.” She flashed a smile. “The Duke of Desire and the Duke of Danger. Five.”


  “I’d argue that the first three are no longer Untouchable since you married them.” Ivy included their friend Nora in that number even though she wasn’t here.


  “You may have a point,” Lucy conceded. “We should replenish their numbers, which means there ought to be one more. Any suggestions?”


  Ivy recalled a conversation she’d had with Lady Dunn the day before. “Lady Dunn’s godson is returning to England. He’s just inherited an earldom. He’s spent the last decade on an island in the tropics and apparently has no interest in being the earl, but he has no choice. Lady Dunn said if he could find a way out of it, he would. He’s been nothing but a source of disappointment and dread for his parents. She called him defiant.”


  Aquilla’s eyes sparked with mirth. “Behold, the Duke of Defiance.”


  Ivy smiled. “So it would seem. Or Disappointment or Dread.”


  Lucy laughed. “The Duke of Dread sounds like a pirate! Does he enjoy sailing? He must if he lives in the tropics.”


  Aquilla and Ivy joined in her laughter. The maid took that moment to offer a tray of cakes. Lucy indicated for her to leave it on the table. The maid said there was tea on the other side of the room.


  Lucy gave her a gracious smile. “Thank you, Laura.”


  They all nibbled on cakes for a few minutes before Ivy asked Aquilla about her trip to Tintern.


  Aquilla’s pale blue eyes lit with joy. “Oh, it was splendid! You simply must go.” She glanced between her friends. “Both of you. We had a lovely holiday.” Her cheeks flushed a fetching shade of palest pink. “But then Ned could’ve taken me to a rookery, and I would’ve had a grand time.”


  Lucy laughed softly, and the two of them exchanged knowing glances. Ivy had known things would change when her friends married, that they would, naturally, put their marriages well before their friendships. She hadn’t, however, expected to feel jealous of what they had. She’d accepted her lot long ago, and never imagined she might change her mind.


  That was preposterous. She was not changing her mind. And even if she was, it wouldn’t matter. She was a companion. A spinster. And she was spoiled goods.


  Except West hadn’t made her feel that way. He’d made her feel special and beautiful, and he hadn’t given two figs about her ruined status.


  She reminded herself that it was easy for him to feel that way in the context of their association. He needn’t be concerned with whether she was respectable or marriageable.


  “I’m just so glad the three of us are together again,” Aquilla said. She beamed at both of them and, as she was seated in the middle, reached out and clasped each of their hands. “Tomorrow evening, we will attend the assembly and take up our positions along the wall, just like old times.”


  Old times. As in six months ago. But it might have been a lifetime. Everything was different now. What would Ivy do next Season? Lucy and Aquilla had awakened her from a five-year descent into loneliness and misery. Without them by her side, would she tumble back into the darkness? 


  Lucy took her hand from Aquilla’s in order to nab another cake from the tray. “How long can you stay?” she asked Aquilla.


  “We planned for a week, and we arrived yesterday. I wish it could be longer, but we’ve already been gone from George for a long time. He’s eager to have Ned back home.” George was a mental invalid who Ned took care of. Aquilla had confided the deepest secret to them, that George was actually Ned’s brother. Ivy had liked Ned anyway, but learning how devoted he was to his ill brother had vaulted him to near sainthood in her eyes. To see someone for whom family was sacrosanct gave Ivy hope. Not for herself, but for the long-term happiness of her dear friend.


  Aquilla let go of Ivy’s hand and glanced anxiously between her and Lucy. “I’m a bit nervous. You see… Ned and I are expecting a child, and we don’t know how George will react.”


  Lucy’s eyes widened, and she gasped, her rounded mouth quickly turning into a beatific smile. “We are too!”


  Aquilla let out a happy squeal, and they hugged each other fiercely. Ivy looked at them together on the settee, cloaked in their joy, and felt a massive knot gather in her throat. She was beyond thrilled for them, but to know that they were so happy and that they would soon be mothers… She had to work to keep her emotions in check. Inside her, a torrent of sadness and despair threatened to tear her apart.


  They separated, and Ivy forced a wide smile. “I’m so delighted for you both.”


  “You must be the godmother,” Lucy said.


  Aquilla nodded. “Oh yes, you must. For both of us.”


  Ivy laughed because if she didn’t let out something, she was going to explode from the pressure of it all. “If you insist.”


  “We do.”


  The conversation turned to when they expected their babies to arrive—within a month of each other, if their calculations were correct—and Ivy did her best to remain engaged and appear interested. In truth, she wanted to leave. Which made her feel awful. Her friends had always been a source of sanctuary for her—the only one she’d ever had.


  By the time she and Lady Dunn finally left, Ivy wanted to climb into bed and pull the covers over her head. But hiding wasn’t her way. Instead, she’d finish knitting the socks she planned to take to the workhouse when she visited next. Yes, she always felt better when she was doing something for someone else.


  It made no sense to focus on herself—she was as she would ever be. 


  Chapter Thirteen
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  West descended the stairs of the fashionable three-story town house in The Paragon. Hemphill had secured an excellent property for his use while he stayed in Bath. The furnishings were elegant and comfortable, if a tad fussy for his taste, and the staff was attentive and pleasant. With the exception of the cook, whom he’d met after breakfast that morning. With coarse white hair that stuck out from her cap at odd angles and large brown eyes that rarely blinked, her appearance was a bit wild, but certainly not intimidating. And then, in a deep, admonishing tone, she’d berated him for not finishing his kippers.


  He’d explained that he was full and that it had been a delicious meal. She’d scolded him to do better next time.


  The butler, a compact, efficient fellow called Biddle, had apologized profusely but said she was too talented to let go. West had understood, for they really were excellent kippers.


  Biddle met West at the base of the stairs. “Are you going out, Your Grace?”


  “Yes, can you tell me the location of the nearest workhouse?”


  The butler stared at him a moment before blinking just once. He composed his features quickly, but not before West detected his surprise. “Ah, I believe the nearest would be Walcot on London Road. It’s a ten-minute walk, perhaps. Would you like me to send for the coach?”


  West set his hat on his head. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll walk since it’s decided not to rain today.”


  Biddle followed him to the door and opened it swiftly. “Do you have evening plans?”


  “I believe there is an assembly, which I plan to attend. I shall dine before I leave.”


  “Very good.”


  West pulled on his gloves as he departed. He glanced up at the gray sky before trotting down the steps to the sidewalk. He turned right toward London Road.


  Visiting the workhouse would be the first step toward finding Ivy. Bath wasn’t terribly large, and he was certain she’d find her way to the local workhouse. Step two would be attending the assembly tonight. The Bath Assembly Rooms hosted weekly parties that offered gambling and dancing. He felt certain that Lady Dunn would be there, given her penchant for cards. And wherever Lady Dunn went, her lovely companion was sure to be.


  Feeling particularly optimistic, West strode onto London Road, nodding at people as he passed them. He came upon the workhouse and went to the entrance. Should he knock or just walk right in?


  Shrugging, he tried the door. Finding it unlocked, he pushed his way inside. He immediately recognized that it wasn’t as tidy as the workhouse in Wendover. The entry hall was damp, and a quick perusal revealed a leak in the corner. The wall was stained from the moisture. There was also a fetid smell, and he wasn’t sure it was entirely due to the wet plaster from the disrepair.


  He moved farther inside, to a wide doorway that led to a dim room where inmates picked oakum from ropes. The material would be employed in shipbuilding. A door to the outside stood ajar, and West could hear inmates breaking rocks, which would be used for roads. The workhouse in Wendover had sported a small yard for such endeavors, but West could already see that this facility was larger and more populated. It was also in need of more attention. The windows along the far wall were much too small to provide adequate light for the inmates’ tasks.


  “May I help you?”


  West turned toward the question. A small, nearly bald gentleman had walked up behind him. He looked at West with a mix of wariness and apprehension, his gaze furtive and uncertain. Despite his lack of hair, he seemed rather youthful to be running a workhouse. West thought he could even be a year or two younger than him.


  Summoning a smile to put the man at ease, West removed his hat. “Good afternoon, I am the Duke of Clare.”


  The man offered a stiff, hurried bow. “We are honored, Your Grace. I am Alves, the supervisor of this spike, er, workhouse.”


  West had heard that slang a few times in Wendover, but still wasn’t sure what it meant. Perhaps if he’d paid just a little more attention on that tour instead of focusing on Ivy, he would know the meaning. “I’ve come in search of someone who might be offering some charitable assistance in the short term. Are you acquainted with a Miss Breckenridge?”


  Alves relaxed, his features softening. “Indeed. She’s been a boon to us. Already, she’s made so many improvements to how we function every day.”


  “Is that right?” West wasn’t the least bit surprised.


  Alves nodded. “Yes, she’s organized our menu to allow for less preparation and cooking time, and she’s realigned some of the tasks so that our housekeepers can work more efficiently.”


  Of course she had. “Will she be in today?”


  “She already was. You missed her by perhaps an hour.”


  Damn. But he couldn’t have come any earlier. He’d arrived late last night, exhausted. “When do you expect her to return?”


  “Day after tomorrow. In the morning.”


  Excellent. Now he knew precisely when he would see her again.


  Alves squared his shoulders and notched up his chin. “May I inquire as to your intentions regarding Miss Breckenridge?” His lip trembled ever so slightly, but his gaze was clear and direct.


  West admired the man’s bravery—it was no small thing to question a duke. That he did it on behalf of Ivy made West like the man. “We share a passion for helping those less fortunate. I should like to pay to have the entryway repaired. Do you have workers who can do that if I provide the supplies?”


  Alves seemed hesitant, his gaze darting this way and that. “Miss Breckenridge and I discussed this. We don’t have anyone with those skills. She was hoping we could hire someone who would train a few of our inmates.”


  “A capital idea.” Again, he wasn’t at all surprised. “I shall coordinate with Miss Breckenridge, then.” And now he had a reason to seek her out. 


  “Thank you.” Alves sounded uncertain. West took it as nervousness.


  “It’s my pleasure to help. See you soon, Alves.” West replaced his hat on his head and took his leave.


  As he strode out into the afternoon, it seemed darker than when he’d gone in. That was because several near-black clouds had moved in, and it looked as if it would rain after all.


  He hurried back along London Road toward The Paragon and nearly ran into a woman who was coming round the corner. “I beg your pardon,” he said, sidestepping her.


  “That’s quite all right,” she responded. “Clare?”


  West stopped, trying to place the voice. He turned his head and recognized her immediately. How could he not? Elise, Lady Lamberton, had been one of his first affairs. She was older than him by about five years and still very attractive with sharp tawny eyes and dark blond hair that was swept up beneath her stylish bonnet. He specifically recalled her eyes because they’d been able to convey a pout or an invitation without the rest of her face moving a muscle.


  “Lady Lamberton, how lovely to see you.” He swept her a gallant bow as she dipped an elegant curtsey.


  She laughed. “How formal we are.” She swept her hand along his forearm. “It’s been an age, but I daresay we know each other well enough.”


  “I daresay.” Although he hadn’t tracked her over the past decade or however long it had been. “I trust you are well?”


  “Oh yes. Lamberton departed the earth almost two years ago now.”


  He’d forgotten that. “I am sorry for your loss.”


  She lifted a shoulder. “He was a fine enough husband.” The space between them grew smaller as she edged closer. “I was always comparing him to you, however.” Her tone had turned husky and low.


  “You flatter me, my lady.”


  “You used to call me your lamb.”


  From her name, of course. He’d forgotten about that too. Thinking back, he’d been a bit of a nodcock, going out of his way to flirt and cajole and find cunning nicknames for his paramours. He’d thought he was so clever. And yet he must have been successful, because Lady Lamberton was a beautiful, seductive woman who should’ve been beyond his reach. Back then his paramours hadn’t needed his “help.” He’d pursued her out of sheer vanity and male pride. He wanted to assert himself as a rake, probably because he’d known it would drive his mother mad.


  How on earth had his mother crept her way into his thoughts?


  West rolled his shoulders and focused on the beauty in front of him. “That was a very long time ago.”


  “It was.” Her gaze traveled over him slowly, like a cat picking its way through a maze of puddles. “I would say that I’ve almost forgotten, but that would be silly of me. And disingenuous.” Her lips curved coquettishly.


  West didn’t know what to say. Normally, he would engage her flirtatious behavior, but he strangely didn’t want to.


  She took another tiny step toward him. Her rose-scented perfume reminded him of the long-ago past, of heated encounters and satisfying couplings. Something in him stirred, a primal arousal, but he didn’t respond to it.


  “My house is in Queen Square. You’re welcome to come by this evening—late. I’m attending the assembly later.” Her expressive tawny eyes seemed to smile all on their own. “Perhaps I’ll see you there?”


  Damn. She would. But he wouldn’t be looking for her. He’d be searching for Ivy. He didn’t want to give Lady Lamberton the impression he was interested in rekindling their affair. “Perhaps.”


  Her eyes did that pouting thing he remembered. It had never failed to persuade him to do whatever it was she’d wanted. But he was older now. Wiser. And not interested in her sexually.


  Really? He wasn’t in a liaison currently. She was a widow. This would be a perfect arrangement.


  Except he didn’t want her. He wanted Ivy. But for what? He didn’t see her engaging in an affair with him. What the hell was he doing?


  “Clare?” Lady Lamberton’s query pulled him from his introspection.


  Thankfully, a raindrop landed on his sleeve. “It’s starting to rain.”


  “Hmmm, I don’t suppose your house is close by?”


  Hell. “I am deeply flattered; however, I’m afraid I’m otherwise engaged.”


  This time she actually pouted, her lips forming a rosebud moue. “I see. Pity.” She inhaled sharply and narrowed her eyes provocatively. “Well, if something changes, I’m at number twenty-two.” 


  She gave him a saucy smile and continued on her way. Her maid, who’d stood at a discreet distance, quickly followed behind her.


  West made his way back to his town house, his mind churning. When was the last time he’d gone this long without intercourse? He couldn’t recall. And yet, he’d just turned down an obvious invitation to do just that.


  It wasn’t that he hadn’t been physically attracted to Lady Lamberton. On the contrary, his body had felt an attraction for her. It just hadn’t extended to his brain. The idea of sex with her—with anyone who wasn’t Ivy—was distasteful.


  Good Lord, what was happening to him?
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  The woman staring back from the mirror wasn’t Ivy. Well, it was, but it wasn’t an Ivy she recognized. Her red-gold hair was swept into an elegant, complicated style of braids and curls with pearls woven through the locks.


  “Ah, don’t you look lovely,” Lady Dunn said, stepping into Ivy’s small bedchamber.


  Aquilla grinned. “She does, doesn’t she?” She and Lucy had surprised Ivy earlier by bringing her a new ball gown and insisting that she allow Lady Dunn’s maid to dress her hair. Barkley had enjoyed every moment, since Lady Dunn never required such a style.


  “She needs one more thing,” the viscountess said, making her way to Ivy with her halting gait. She wasn’t using her cane.


  Ivy pivoted on the stool to address Lady Dunn. “Where is your cane?”


  “Bah, I don’t need that right now. Focus on yourself for once, gel.” She presented a pearl necklace, lying in the palm of her hand. “You’ll wear this tonight.” She looked to Barkley, who plucked up the strand and went about fastening it around Ivy’s neck. “Now, you’re just right.”


  Ivy turned to look at herself in the glass and was surprised to feel a rawness in her throat, as if she’d run outside in the freezing cold.


  “She’s not just right, she’s radiant!” Aquilla declared.


  “I agree,” Lady Dunn said softly. “Now let’s be on our way.” She hobbled from the room as Ivy stood.


  She swept her hands over the rich blood-red silk of her gown. It was bold and daring, far more suitable for Lucy, but then she’d been the one to select the fabric. They’d done a fair job of approximating Ivy’s size, and Barkley had completed the last-minute alterations.


  Lucy handed her ivory elbow-length kid gloves. “You just need these.”


  The gloves were finer than any pair she’d ever owned, just like the dress. “I still don’t understand why you went to all this trouble.” Ivy had a horrible feeling they’d wanted her to look nicer now that they were countesses. But no, they weren’t that small-minded. 


  “Because we thought it would be fun,” Aquilla said. “How many times did we talk about being the belle of the ball? Now it’s your turn.”


  Ivy tugged on the gloves. “But I don’t want to be the belle of the ball.” Once, long ago…she had. And now that she was garbed in such finery, for the first time she felt like she was. It was an odd sensation, for she was still fairly certain she didn’t deserve it. Furthermore, what was the point? She was like Cinderella. Tomorrow, she’d go back to being a companion in her dull gown and staid hairstyle.


  Lucy was scrutinizing her, which made Ivy’s neck itch. She finished pulling on the second glove. “What is it?”


  “Did we force you into something you don’t want?”


  On the contrary. She was afraid they’d introduced her to something she would. 


  Ivy looked at both of them and smiled. “No. You have the kindest of hearts, and I’m so grateful to have your friendship.”


  Aquilla pulled on her gloves. “Then let us away. You have a ball to be belle of.”


  When they arrived at the Assembly Rooms, Ivy accompanied Lady Dunn to the cardroom while Lucy and Dartfort and Aquilla and Sutton made their way to the ballroom.


  After ensuring Lady Dunn was situated, Ivy glided into the ballroom, feeling as if she were in a dream. She’d been to dozens and dozens of balls over the years, but this one looked different. Which was nonsense. It was precisely the same. It was she that was different.


  Overhead, a thousand candles glimmered, casting a warm glow over the massive space. Music drifted down from the musicians’ gallery as people danced in lines along the length of the ballroom. Ivy hadn’t danced in years and doubted she ever would again.


  She located Lucy and Aquilla. They were dancing. But Ivy didn’t feel bad about it. Even before they’d married, they’d occasionally danced. Ivy, on the other hand, as a companion, hadn’t ever been asked.


  Would anyone ask her tonight? She certainly looked the part. Her brain conjured an image of West—dammit, Clare. Oh, what difference did it make what she called him in her head? 


  She saw him in her mind, his pitch-black hair waving back from his temples, his wickedly dark eyes moving over her with seductive intent. He’d be garbed in black save a colored waistcoat—a brilliant blue or a stunning gold—and the stark white linen of his cravat and shirt.


  An ache formed in her gut and spread out through her body. How she wished he were here, that he could see her like this. He’d ask her to dance, she was certain. And she’d say yes.


  But he wasn’t here, and nor would he be.


  Ivy went to the wall and took up her usual position. It had never bothered her before, and she decided right then she wasn’t going to let it trouble her tonight either.


  The dance concluded, and her friends made their way to Ivy’s side.


  When they arrived, Dartford offered her a bow. “I’d be honored if you’d allow me the next dance.”


  Ivy coaxed her lips into a smile. “Thank you for the kind offer, but I think I prefer my wallflower status. I mean no offense, but I’d like to spend the evening with my friends.” She inclined her head toward his wife and Aquilla, who laughed softly.


  “I told you she’d say no,” Lucy said on a sigh. She briefly clasped her husband’s hand. “But I love you for asking.”


  Dartford gave Ivy another bow. “If you should change your mind, you have only to say so. For now, I suppose Sutton and I are for the cardroom.”


  Sutton pointed himself toward the doorway. “Indeed. We wouldn’t want to interfere with your wallflowering.” He winked at his wife.


  Aquilla rolled her eyes. “Thank you. Wallflowering is extremely important and requires our undivided attention.” She waved her fingers at him and Dartford as they departed.


  “I thought they’d never leave,” Lucy huffed good-naturedly. “Where shall we take our position?” She glanced around at the chairs along the wall, very few of which were occupied. “I suppose we can take our pick.”


  “Let’s not sit just yet,” Aquilla said. “I don’t want Ivy’s dress to crease. We should move to a more visible location so that a gentleman may ask her to dance.”


  Ivy shook her head. “One already did, and I said no. I’m content to sit. Preferably in a corner.”


  “Nonsense. You look far too beautiful to cloak yourself in the shadows.”


  “Thank you, Aquilla, but there’s really no need. It’s enough that I’m here with both of you. That’s all I want.”


  Lucy and Aquilla exchanged looks, and Ivy grew suspicious. “You aren’t trying to put me on the Marriage Mart, are you? I’ll disassociate myself from both of you immediately.”


  Lucy touched her arm, her fingers grazing along Ivy’s kid glove. “No, we aren’t. Truly. I think we both forgot for a moment that you aren’t us. You really don’t wish to marry.”


  “Neither did either of you,” Ivy retorted, perhaps a bit too harshly.


  Aquilla winced. “I think I forget that sometimes. Marriage to Ned has far surpassed anything I could have imagined.”


  “As has marriage to Andrew,” Lucy said softly. “I guess we just want to see you as happy as we are, but that’s unfair. Happiness is not based on marriage. We know you are quite content with your life. You enjoy an independence many women can only covet.”


  Ivy relaxed a bit. They understood. Why, then, did she still feel a lingering sense of unease?


  “Come,” Aquilla said briskly. “It’s time to call a meeting of the League of Invincibles.” She led them off to the side, not quite the corner, but close enough for Ivy’s comfort.


  The league was the name they’d given themselves quite some time ago. They’d found strength in having a secret club of sorts. Back then, they’d met to discuss books and events, they’d visited museums, and of course, they’d banded together at balls and musicales and everywhere else they’d managed to find themselves.


  “I must say, I don’t know a good many of the people in attendance,” Aquilla said as she looked about the room. “Who is that beautiful woman over there? She seems to be holding court.”


  Aquilla inclined her head toward a woman standing several feet from the dance floor. Garbed in a silvery blue gown and with rich blonde hair dressed with what looked to be diamonds, she was more than beautiful—she was ethereal and dazzling, like something from a dream. She was also past the blush of youth, which gave her an air of sophistication and poise that Ivy longed to possess.


  “I think that’s Lady Lamberton,” Lucy said. She’d always been the best with names and recognizing people. “She’s a widow, and it seems to agree with her.”


  Ivy felt a surge of envy. Lady Lamberton was in a most advantageous position—she had money, position, and independence. At least, Ivy assumed she had money given the way she looked. That gown and the diamonds in her hair cost more than Ivy made in a year. She suddenly felt strange in the gown she was wearing. It had been a gift, but after a decade of providing everything for herself, she wasn’t sure she was comfortable accepting it. Not that she wouldn’t. To do so would crush her friends, and she didn’t wish to do that.


  “She looks a bit like a swan,” Aquilla observed. “I would’ve envied her a year ago.”


  Lucy nodded. “Me too.”


  Ivy said nothing, but as each moment passed, she realized their lives were irrevocably different now. The friendship they’d enjoyed would continue, of course, but it wouldn’t be the same.


  Oh, this was ridiculous! Ivy refused to feel maudlin. So she wouldn’t find the kind of happiness and contentment her friends had. She didn’t want it. “I envy her independence,” she said with a sly smile.


  Lucy chuckled. “Yes. That.”


  They continued to look around the room and comment on the various attendees. As the music for the dance set concluded, the other sounds of the ballroom diminished. It wasn’t exactly quiet, but it was nearly so, with a whisper here and there.


  “Someone’s arrived,” Aquilla said softly as she craned her neck in an effort to see who’d come in.


  People moved aside, providing a sort of thoroughfare for the new arrival.


  It was a gentleman. Tall with hair as dark as midnight and a walk as arrogant as sin. Ivy knew him immediately, of course.


  “Is that the Duke of Desire?” Aquilla asked.


  Ivy couldn’t look away from him. “Yes.”


  And he was striding directly toward them.


  “Is he coming this way?” Lucy asked.


  “I believe so,” Ivy responded. Her heart had picked up a deep, staccato rhythm when she’d identified him. Now it fairly pounded from her chest. The ballroom was nearly silent, and yet she heard a rushing in her ears. Heat flushed through her body, and her knees turned to water.


  “Why?” Aquilla whispered as he neared.


  Ivy could hardly believe he was here. Perhaps he was the dream, and she had fallen prey to her own wistful, stupid imaginings. But no, he was real, and the anticipatory glint in his eye told her everything she needed—wanted—to know. “Because he wishes to talk to me.”


  Chapter Fourteen
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  When West came to a stop in front of her, the cacophony in Ivy’s ears reached a deafening crescendo. She saw his lips move, but didn’t hear a word of it. Nor did she ask him to repeat himself. She simply stood there and drank him in as if she possessed an insatiable thirst.


  Vaguely, she registered the jab of someone’s elbow. Lucy’s, probably. Ivy didn’t turn to look.


  “Miss Breckenridge?” 


  She heard him this time, the deep timbre of his voice stoking the heat that had kindled inside her as soon as she’d caught sight of him.


  “Yes?”


  “A waltz is starting. Would you do me the honor of dancing with me?” He bowed gallantly, and the whizzing noise started up again in her ears.


  Good heavens, was she going to faint? No. She refused.


  Ivy shook the sounds from her head and took a deep breath to slow the frantic rhythm of her heart. “I’m afraid I cannot.”


  “Go,” Lucy whispered urgently from her right.


  Ivy longed to turn a glare on her friend, but didn’t. She couldn’t seem to look away from West’s captivating stare.


  “Why not?” he asked softly, his lips curving with just a hint of delight as if he thought they were enjoying a game that only the two of them knew about.


  Ivy resisted the urge to smile back. It would be so easy to fall back under his spell…which meant she thought he’d somehow enchanted her at Greensward. But that was ridiculous. Ivy had walked into whatever-it-had-been of her own volition. She moved toward him just the slightest bit, aware that most of the ballroom was watching them. Heat crept up her neck. She hated to be noticed, and this was sheer torture. “I don’t know how,” she ground out between her clenched teeth.


  He took her hand, clearly uncaring about her reticence or her refusal. “Trust me.”


  No, no, no. That was the one thing she would never do. She tried to pull her hand away, but he held her fast. “I cannot.”


  He narrowed his eyes at her. “It’s too late now.” 


  And then he swept her toward the dance floor, tucking her arm over his.


  “You didn’t even allow me to introduce my friends.” It was a feeble complaint, but the only one she could come up with just now. She was far too aware of—and thrilled by—the warmth of him beneath her hand.


  “After we waltz. It’s already started.” He turned her in his arms and placed his hand at her waist. Then he clasped her other hand with his. “Take my shoulder and follow my lead.”


  He began to move, stepping them forward and then to the side. She’d watched people waltz, of course, but doing it was quite different.


  After she stepped on his foot, he asked, “Have you never waltzed?”


  She shook her head.


  “That is a crime.” He applied pressure to her waist as he guided her through the steps. “Count with me. One two three, one two three.” He continued with this instruction for the next minute until she finally grasped the rhythm of it.


  “Have you ever danced at all?” he asked.


  “Yes, but not for a very long time.”


  He arched a brow at her as his mouth curved up on one side. “A revelation from the lady at last.”


  She stared up at him, finally accepting that he was here in Bath, that he wasn’t just the fantasy that had been living in her mind the past few weeks. “Why are you here?”


  “Isn’t it obvious?”


  “Clearly it isn’t, or I wouldn’t have asked.”


  “To see you, of course.”


  She stepped on his foot again.


  “I take it this surprises you,” he observed wryly.


  “Immensely. I believed our association to be at an end.”


  “Ah, well. I did not. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to return to Greensward before the party concluded. I missed you by just one day.”


  She heard the regret in his tone and couldn’t quite believe it. No, she had to have misheard that. “The weather was quite poor.”


  “It was horrendous. I’m still angry about it.”


  She tipped her head to the side. “You’re angry at the weather?”


  “For keeping me from you.”


  That she didn’t mishear. How could she?


  “You shouldn’t say such things in the middle of the dance floor.”


  “Then tell me where I should say them, and I’d be happy to oblige.” He gave her a sultry, provocative stare, and she wanted to melt into a puddle.


  This simply would not do. Ivy liked her ordered, respectable life. She’d allowed herself a brief transgression at Greensward, but that was in the past. “Not only did I believe our association was at an end, I want it to be.” She averted her gaze and watched the ballroom swirl by as they moved. She immediately got a bit dizzy.


  “Don’t say that. Please.” The plea was soft but urgent. “I can’t stop thinking about you. About Greensward.”


  Her heart clenched, and the room swam. She tried to focus on something, and her gaze landed on a gentleman nearby. He seemed familiar somehow, but she couldn’t place his thinning sandy hair or his paunchy frame. The music slowed, and they came to a halt. He turned his head toward her, and she saw his eyes—a bright blue with just a hint of violet, like speedwell flowers. She knew those eyes anywhere.


  And then she did the absolutely unthinkable. She fainted.
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  West caught her before she fell to the floor. He’d sensed her equilibrium was off after she’d pulled her attention from him and had been about to tell her to look at him, not the ballroom. But he’d become distracted by what she’d said. She didn’t want to see him.


  As he swept her into his arms, he registered the gasps and rush of conversation around him.


  One of the young women who’d been with Ivy strode toward him, her expression grim. “Follow me.” She was joined by the other young woman, and they quickly preceded West from the ballroom.


  He followed them into the vestibule, where a footman directed them toward a retiring room.


  The dark-haired woman with sharp hazel eyes turned toward him. “Give us a moment.”


  She and the other woman, a pretty brunette with an array of curls spilling from her elaborate hairstyle, hurried into the retiring room.


  Several people had followed him from the ballroom. He turned to give them what he hoped was a ducal stare. “Give the lady some space, please.” He didn’t want any of them coming closer, or worse, accompanying them into the chamber.


  A moment later, the dark-haired woman poked her head out and waved him inside.


  West carried Ivy into the room as she began to stir in his arms. In truth, he was loath to put her down, but the other women hovered near a chaise and indicated he should deposit her there.


  As he laid her on the soft brocade, her eyes peeled open. She looked confused, then blinked. Then her eyes focused on him. He stayed bent over her, probably far closer than he ought, but he didn’t care.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Yes.” Her voice was low and raspy. Seductive if he were honest. He shouldn’t think of such things just now, but she made it difficult not to, particularly with the anxious way she was looking at him. “Did I faint?”


  He nearly laughed at her self-derision. “It would seem so, yes.”


  The dark-haired woman squatted down on the other side of the chaise. “Ivy, what happened?”


  She looked over at the woman. “I’m not entirely sure. We were dancing, and then—” 


  West felt her stiffen and saw a shadow drop over her eyes. 


  “I became dizzy,” she said, rather flatly, West thought. He looked at the other women to see their reaction. They exchanged looks. Yes, something was amiss here, but he had no idea what.


  Unless it was him.


  She’d said their association was over, that she wanted it to be. This was not going the way he’d planned. But then he’d never encountered a woman who hadn’t wanted him. He suddenly felt like an arrogant prick.


  He stood, drawing all three women to turn their heads toward him. He looked down at Ivy. She appeared exactly as he’d always dreamed of her—in an elegant gown that draped her body to perfection, her hair swept into a sophisticated style, jewels warming her soft, ivory neck. It took everything he had to walk away from her right now. But that was precisely what he would do. For now. Tomorrow, when things settled down, he would try again. He had to.


  “I’ll leave you in their capable hands,” he said.


  “Thank you.” For what, he wondered? For dancing with her? For carrying her from the dance floor? For leaving?


  He hoped it was the first, but feared it was the last. Tomorrow, he would find out.


  Walking out into the vestibule, he stopped short when Lady Lamberton moved into his path. She was a vision of loveliness in an ice-blue gown. She looked cool and untouchable. Until she turned her gaze on him, and he knew that for him, she was as accessible as he could want.


  She sauntered toward him. “Who was that you were dancing with?”


  “Miss Breckenridge.” West wasn’t about to explain to Lady Lamberton that Ivy was a companion. She’d likely hear about that soon enough.


  Why did it matter? Was Ivy somehow less because of her station? Yes, in the eyes of Lady Lamberton, and indeed of the rest of Society. But in West’s?


  He tensed, growing angry with himself. Perhaps he had thought less of her. All while telling her he hadn’t. He owed her an apology.


  When he thought of all she’d overcome—certain ruination—and the manner in which she helped others, his admiration for her intensified. She was, he realized, the finest woman he’d ever known. She was a glorious phoenix who’d risen from the ashes.


  “I don’t believe I’ve heard of her.” Lady Lamberton shot him a suggestive smile. “She likely isn’t the first young lady to swoon in your arms.”


  Actually, she was. “She simply became dizzy.”


  The brunette with the curls came from the retiring room and walked toward the cardroom. West deduced that she was likely fetching Lady Dunn and chastised himself for not thinking to do that himself.


  Some of the people who’d followed them to the vestibule returned to the ballroom, however a small group remained, chief among them Lady Lamberton. West wanted to herd them away, but didn’t wish to make a scene. He also didn’t want to leave himself. 


  A moment later, the young woman and Lady Dunn walked from the cardroom. West had never seen Lady Dunn move so quickly, the tip of her cane clacking at sharp, rapid intervals against the marble floor.


  Two gentlemen followed behind them, and West immediately recognized them as the Earls of Dartford and Sutton. He vaguely recalled that both had married this past Season and assumed the women with Ivy were their wives. They didn’t go into the retiring room but waited just outside.


  The dark-haired woman came out and spoke to them. Observing the way she laid her hand against Dartford’s arm, West deduced she was his countess. Dartford nodded at whatever she said.


  Ivy emerged from the retiring room then, her arm tucked over the woman who was surely the Countess of Sutton. Her gaze flicked about the room and settled on West just as Lady Lamberton sidled close.


  “Ah, she looks quite recovered,” Lady Lamberton said softly. 


  West resisted the urge to wave her away like a troublesome fly, just as he restrained himself from going to Ivy and insisting on escorting her to her coach. 


  Ivy’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly but she looked away from him so quickly that West wondered if he might have imagined it. Lady Dartford went to her other side, and she left the Assembly Rooms between the two women.


  Lady Lamberton exhaled, her soft breath tickling West’s neck. “I suppose the entertainment is over.”


  West turned sharply as he took a step away from her. “If you consider that entertainment, you’re an ugly person, Lady Lamberton. I bid you good evening.”


  He considered leaving, but instead went to the cardroom in search of whiskey. If they didn’t serve it there, surely the building boasted some room that was set aside for the gentlemen to drink. Just over the threshold, he was greeted by a tall, lanky fellow who looked as if he’d developed too much of a fondness for sweets. He smiled jovially. “Clare, isn’t it?” he asked, offering his hand.


  West shook it quickly, eager to be on his way. “Yes.”


  “I’m Bothwick,” he said, releasing West’s hand. “I say, is that young lady all right? I saw her collapse right into your arms.”


  “She became a bit dizzy.”


  Bothwick chuckled. “I’ve seen that happen during a waltz a time or two. She was quite fortunate to have you as her hero.”


  West didn’t want to make small talk. He wanted a damn drink. “I don’t suppose you know where I can obtain a glass of whiskey.”


  “Of course. Allow me to show you.” He gestured for West to accompany him toward a side entrance. After passing through a short corridor, Bothwick opened a door into a room set with tables. More than a dozen gentlemen sat about the room, and a pair of footmen appeared to be delivering drinks. “Shall we sit?”


  West took a chair at a nearby table while Bothwick spoke with one of the footmen. He sat down next to West and leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his protruding belly. “Whiskey is on the way, Your Grace.”


  “Thank you.” West didn’t particularly want company, but he didn’t wish to be rude. He’d drink his whiskey and take his leave after all.


  “The woman you were dancing with…” Bothwick began. “She seemed very familiar to me. Who is she?”


  “Her name is Miss Breckenridge. I doubt you would know her.” Because she wasn’t from their class. His muscles tightened again, his body rebelling against the confines of stupid Society. It had never troubled him until now.


  Bothwick stroked his chin briefly. “No, I can’t say that I do. Strange, because I was almost certain I did.” 


  West barely listened to him as the footman approached the table with their whiskey. He set both glasses on the table and asked if there’d be anything else. West shook his head, and Bothwick declined.


  Bothwick sipped his whiskey, then smacked his glass down on the table. “Yes, yes. She is the very image of a woman from my district. I would’ve wagered a goodly sum that it was her, but Breckenridge was not her name.” He chuckled. “And I doubt very much that she would be here looking like that.” He looked down at his whiskey with amusement as if he were enjoying some private joke.


  Something about his demeanor make West’s neck prickle. “What do you mean she wouldn’t be here looking like that? What should she look like?”


  Bothwick raised his head. “She was very fast, got herself into trouble. I can’t imagine she would’ve made her way to a Society event in Bath looking as if she were on the Marriage Mart.”


  West had picked up his whiskey, and his grip grew so tight that he feared he might break the glass. The man couldn’t be speaking of Ivy, could he? He’d said her name wasn’t Breckenridge. Still, West couldn’t ignore the sense of unease rifling through him. He decided to learn what he could from the man, suspecting that he was something less than a gentleman. “I’ve known girls like that.”


  Bothwick laughed again. “I would think you do. I’d wager you’ve had plenty of silly young chits pursue you.” He sipped his whiskey again and set it down as he leaned closer, his voice pitching low. “Your reputation is legendary. Any stories you’d care to share?”


  With his prediction that this man was gutter swine proven true, West continued the ruse. He leaned just slightly to his left, pushing his side into the arm of the chair. “I’d rather hear about this girl you mentioned. Especially if she looked like my dance partner, who is, as you could see, quite beautiful.”


  “Indeed, that’s precisely why I thought it was the same girl. Mary—that was her name—was incomparable.” The way he said the word incomparable and the knowing gleam in his eye spurred West’s worst suspicion: Bothwick was the son of a bitch who’d ruined her.


  He’d called her Mary. That was perhaps the most damning evidence of all.


  “But as you say, she can’t possibly be the same person.” West forced himself to speak in pleasant tones. He wanted to throttle the man until the snake couldn’t breathe.


  Bothwick shook his head. “No, I don’t see how she can be.”


  West couldn’t seem to stop himself from urging this man to reveal everything he knew. Everything he’d done. “She was fast, you say? I suppose you had firsthand knowledge of this.” He pushed his mouth into a wicked smirk.


  Bothwick’s lips spread into an insolent grin. “I shouldn’t speak of it, but it’s not as if I’d be insulting a lady.” He took another drink of whiskey, and West prayed he’d choke on it. “She fell desperately in love with me—or so she said. She learned I was heir to a viscountcy and set her sights well above her station. When she offered herself to me in the hope that I would marry her, I simply couldn’t refuse. I did try, mind you, but she was quite tenacious. I’m afraid she wore me down.” He set his glass on the table once more.


  West was certain the filthy pig was lying. “So of course you succumbed.”


  “What could I do?” He widened his eyes and shrugged before breaking into laughter once more. He thought they were sharing a joke. The only thing West wanted to share was his fist with Bothwick’s jaw.


  He nearly called the man out right then and there, but what good would that do aside from dredging up Ivy’s past? A past she’d no doubt worked hard to forget.


  West threw back the rest of his whiskey and stood. He got up so quickly that he knocked the table. Bothwick’s whiskey glass spilled, and the rest of the amber liquid cascaded over Bothwick’s trousers.


  Satisfied with that small assault, West bid the man good evening and took his leave rather hastily. If he didn’t, he was going to beat the man into an unrecognizable pulp.


  As he made his way out of the Assembly Rooms, he thought about his plan to see Ivy tomorrow. He still wanted to, but now the meeting would be something altogether different. He just had to think through what that would be.


  Chapter Fifteen
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  After all of last night’s excitement, sleep had been elusive for Ivy. She’d finally dozed off sometime before dawn, and as a result had risen quite late this morning. Exhaustion and stress had frayed her nerves, leaving her feeling agitated and anxious.


  She looked at her half-eaten biscuit and pushed the plate away. Then she picked up her teacup and set it down without finishing the brew. 


  The dizziness and subsequent nausea she’d experienced last night continued to assault her whenever she thought of what had happened. She’d never imagined she’d see Peter again, and especially not while she was dancing in the arms of a duke at a bloody ball.


  Why had she fainted?


  She curled her fingers into a fist as self-loathing washed through her. She’d worked so hard for so long to make a new life for herself, and everything she’d accomplished had been tossed away in an instant. She’d reverted to that foolish girl who’d ruined her life.


  Closing her eyes, she told herself it was the past, that she was here now and safe. But if Peter had recognized her…what would he do? If Lady Dunn found out who she really was, what she’d done…


  Ivy opened her eyes and abruptly stood, as if she would run. Her muscles were tense and ready to flee, her nerves strung tighter than bow strings.


  No, nothing bad would happen. She had friends who would support her. They’d been incredibly kind and solicitous last night. Neither Lucy nor Aquilla had pressed her about what had happened, but she could tell they had questions. And when they learned the truth—if she told them—they would understand, wouldn’t they? But if her secrets were leaked, could they continue to stand with her? They were countesses now. And she was no one.


  Lady Dunn walked into the sitting room. She wasn’t using her cane and seemed nimbler than usual today. “I heard you were finally up and about.” She came toward Ivy, her features creased with concern. “Are you all right, dear? You gave me a bit of a fright last night.”


  Ivy took a deep breath that only slightly lessened her tension as she sat back down in the chair she’d abandoned. Lady Dunn perched on the end of the settee that was adjacent. 


  “I’m feeling better today, thank you,” Ivy said, surprised at how even she sounded.


  “Good.” Lady Dunn scrutinized her as if she didn’t entirely believe Ivy’s assessment. “I’m sorry your evening was cut short. You looked so lovely. And you danced with a duke.” Her eyes sparkled with delight. “Did he recognize you from the house party?”


  “Yes,” Ivy said, because at least that much was true. “He was just being kind.”


  Lady Dunn waved her hand. “Bah. I daresay he saw a beautiful woman and simply asked her to dance. He is the Duke of Desire after all.” She let out a low, throaty chuckle.


  Ivy winced at the name. She certainly desired him. But she’d never planned on seeing him again either. At least not any closer than across a crowded ballroom in London. Yet here he was in Bath. Because he wanted to see her. Because he didn’t seem to want their association to be at an end.


  So he’d come to Bath to continue their affair. But no, it hadn’t been an affair. Not really. It had been an occasion. A singular event that filled Ivy’s dreams and made her perfectly satisfactory life feel suddenly inadequate.


  Lady Dunn glanced toward the windows. “The sun is out today, can you believe it? I thought we might go to Sydney Gardens for a promenade.”


  Ivy wanted to go back to bed and hide under the bedclothes. She instantly grew angry with herself. That was the girl she’d been—frightened and paralyzed. She refused to become that pathetic creature again. Besides, it was her job to accompany Lady Dunn. And she’d do it with enthusiasm. “That sounds splendid.” Actually, it did. A brisk walk in the sun would greatly benefit Ivy’s mood. She eyed Lady Dunn. “You look as if you’re getting around well today.”


  “I am, thank you. A fair day does wonders for my mobility.” Lady Dunn rose to her feet, slowly but with little effort. “Can you be ready shortly?”


  “Indeed.” Ivy stood, glad for something else to focus on besides last night. She felt better after talking with Lady Dunn. The viscountess didn’t seem to regard it as a terrible occurrence, which only served to confirm that it was only terrible in Ivy’s mind. No one knew who Peter was, and if he hadn’t recognized her, all would be well.


  An hour later, they entered Sydney Gardens via the Sydney Hotel. “You should see this during a summer gala. It rivals Vauxhall, but then it was designed with that in mind,” Lady Dunn said.


  Ivy hadn’t ever been to Vauxhall and didn’t imagine that would change. They walked along a path as Lady Dunn told her about the various entertainments that occurred here. “The labyrinth is particularly amusing.”


  They passed several people along their promenade, many of whom Lady Dunn knew. She was delighted to run into her friend, Mrs. Shilton, whom she hadn’t seen since last fall.


  “I just arrived in town,” Mrs. Shilton said. “My daughter recently had her first child.” The woman beamed with joy. 


  Lady Dunn smiled widely. “You must tell me all about it. Come, let’s sit for a bit.” They went to the nearest bench. Mrs. Shilton’s maid offered Ivy a tentative smile, which Ivy returned. She didn’t start a conversation, however. Ivy was quite content to stand to the side and simply enjoy the sunshine.


  The sounds of birds, of feet along the crushed shell path, and of the breeze periodically rustling the leaves in a gentle song lulled her into a welcome trance. She let her eyes close and immersed herself in the present, a trick she’d learned long ago to restore her nerves if she became too overwhelmed.


  “Miss Breckenridge.” The deep, husky tone joined the melody of sounds around her, and for a brief moment, she welcomed it. But then recognition brought her to full awareness, and her eyes jolted open.


  West stood a foot away from her, his dark eyes gleaming from beneath the brim of his hat. He was a vision of the stylish gentleman with his dark green coat, buff pantaloons, and gleaming boots. “I went to Lady Dunn’s house and was told you’d come here,” he said.


  “What do you want?” she glanced toward Lady Dunn, whose back was to Ivy. She was still deep in conversation with Mrs. Shilton. 


  “Many things, but let’s start with your well-being.” He moved just a bit closer, his gaze pinning hers with an intense stare. “I was quite concerned last night. You look well today.”


  “I am, thank you.” She looked away, unable to bear the way he was regarding her. He wasn’t touching her, but she felt crowded by him—and not in a bad way. Except it was bad. Or wrong. Or something. She didn’t want to feel what she felt for him, this overwhelming attraction.


  “Good afternoon, Your Grace,” Lady Dunn called from the bench.


  Ivy stiffened and moved toward her employer. West followed her—she could sense him behind her.


  The Duke went to stand before the bench and bowed before both ladies. Lady Dunn introduced him to her friend. 


  “It’s my pleasure to make your acquaintance,” he said to Mrs. Shilton with his usual excess of charm. He turned to Lady Dunn. “Might I take your companion for a brief promenade?”


  Lady Dunn darted a look at Ivy, and the surprise in her gaze was brief yet clear. There was also a hint of question. “Yes, if she’s amenable.”


  Ivy could say no. She could put an end to this farce with West right now. But when he offered his arm, she took it. “We won’t be long,” she said to the viscountess.


  Lady Dunn inclined her head, and West led her away.


  “You can’t just take me for a promenade,” Ivy said with probably too much acid. 


  “Why not? Am I breaking some law I’m unaware of?”


  “You’re being purposely obtuse. We went to great pains to…disguise our…association at Greensward. Why are you publicizing it now?”


  “I’m publicizing nothing. I’m escorting a lovely woman on a promenade.”


  “I’m walking on the arm of the Duke of Desire. I do not wish to be presumed your latest conquest.”


  “Conquest? When did I become a warrior?” He shook his head. “Never mind. This is not the way I meant for this to go.” His lips pulled into a frown.


  Of course he had a plan. He always had a plan. And this one involved her. Last night, he’d told her that he’d come to Bath to see her. “What do you want?” she asked again.


  “I wanted to talk to you about the workhouse—Walcot.”


  She slowed as she turned her head to look at him. That was the last thing she’d expected. “Walcot?”


  “I visited there yesterday, and I’d like to pay for the repairs to the entry hall. I understand you’d like some of the inmates to learn how to do such work.”


  Ivy came to a stop and stared at him. “I would,” she said slowly. “I’m surprised you became involved.”


  “I am too, to be frank.” His mouth curved into a small smile. “You’ve had quite an effect on me, Ivy. I admit I went to the workhouse in search of you, but I was inspired to offer my assistance.”


  She pursed her lips. “To flatter me.”


  His smile faded. “Why must you always think the worst?”


  Because she was used to that. “That is not my intent.”


  “But it’s your nature.” He looked past her for a moment and then found her gaze with his. “You have a dark past. I want to understand it.”


  Ivy turned from him and started walking, pulling him along with her. “It’s the past. I prefer it stay there.”


  They walked in silence for a moment until he said, “I made the acquaintance of Lord Bothwick last night.”


  Another surge of nausea flared through Ivy. She clutched his arm and slowed her pace again.


  He wrapped his hand over hers and turned his head. “Ivy.”


  She stiffened her spine and squared her shoulders, picking up her speed once more. “I’m fine, but we should turn back.”


  He guided her off the path, beneath a tree and partially behind the wide trunk. He turned so that her back was a few inches from the tree, and he stood in front of her. “He’s the man from your past.”


  Ivy hoped the color hadn’t drained from her face, but she felt nearly as dizzy as she had last night during their waltz. “Why would you think that?” No, she didn’t want the answer to that question. She didn’t want to discuss this at all. “Lord Bothwick is not the man from my past.” That was somewhat true. He hadn’t been Lord Bothwick then.


  West’s eyes narrowed, and he advanced on her so that she pressed her back against the rough bark of the tree trunk. “Devil take it, Ivy. I care about you.” His face came too close to hers, and she could feel the heat and frustration radiating from him. “When will you let down your guard with me?”


  He looked at her and spoke to her as if he had a claim, and he didn’t. “Never.” She threw the word at him like a knife, hoping to frighten him away, if not wound him. “I don’t have your protections, your privilege. All I have is the wall I’ve constructed to keep myself safe from further harm. And I will not let you or any other man breach it.”


  “Ivy—”


  She cut him off, unwilling and uncaring to hear anything he wanted to say. “I’m weary of being a curiosity to you. I didn’t invite you to Bath. I would be pleased if you would leave me alone.” Her heart twisted as she said the words. She wanted something else…some intangible feeling of security that she couldn’t even name.


  He stared into her eyes. “That would not please me.” He threaded his fingers through hers.


  For a moment, she basked in his touch. Until she reminded herself that none of this was real. It was a waking dream that would surely end, and probably badly. She jerked her hand from his and slid away from the tree.


  He moved with her but didn’t come close again. “I’ll walk you back to Lady Dunn.”


  “And then you’ll go?”


  “Yes.” The word came out slow and halting, as if it took him effort. “For now.”


  She shook her head. “Forever. We cannot continue.”


  “There’s the workhouse.”


  “You can make the arrangements with Mr. Alves, I’m sure. There’s no reason for us to continue our association whatsoever.” She could see that he wasn’t ready to capitulate. “West, if you care about me, as you say, you’ll leave me alone. That is what I want.”


  “I’m at number twelve in The Paragon for at least a few weeks. If you change your mind…”


  “I won’t. Farewell.” She turned and stalked away from him on legs that threatened to give way and send her sprawling to the earth. But she didn’t because she was strong, and she’d survived far worse than this.


  She held her head up, as she always did, and didn’t look back.
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  West watched her go in abject frustration. He clenched his hands at his sides and swore under his breath. That had gone as poorly as he could’ve imagined. She truly wanted him out of her life.


  He ought to return to Stour’s Edge. And yet he couldn’t. Things felt too unfinished, even if she wished they weren’t. No, he’d stay and see about repairing the workhouse—and hopefully have occasion to see her again.


  Then there was Bothwick. She hadn’t admitted that he was the man who’d ruined her, but West didn’t need her to. He’d seen her reaction, felt the tremor catapult through her frame. He knew it was Bothwick, and he would find a way to punish the man.


  Perhaps he should write to Axbridge and ask for his assistance. He could be West’s second. Wait, was he really considering calling the man out? 


  West shook his head and exhaled some of the agitation from his body. He took the path and strode back the way he’d come. Lady Dunn was still on the bench with her friend, and Ivy stood off to the side. She didn’t look at him. In fact, he couldn’t tell if she was even aware of his presence.


  He couldn’t seem to tear his gaze from her as he willed her to look in his direction. So intent was he, that he nearly walked straight into Lady Lamberton.


  Her soft laugh whispered over him. “My goodness, Clare. Are you in a hurry?”


  Not really, but he’d seize the excuse to avoid a prolonged encounter. “Yes.” 


  She introduced her friend, and West paid no attention. He looked over toward Ivy. Now she was looking at him. Her lips had nearly vanished into a thin, disapproving line. She abruptly turned her head in a swift and vicious dismissal.


  West realized Lady Lamberton was touching his arm. Damn it all to hell. He took a step back.


  “Walk with us, Clare,” Lady Lamberton urged. She curled her arm around his. “Whatever you’re rushing off to can wait, can’t it?”


  West saw Lady Dunn stand up, and Ivy hurried to her side. They turned and made their way toward the hotel.


  “Yes, I suppose it can,” he murmured.


  “Oh, good.” Lady Lamberton pulled him along, and her friend took his other arm. If Ivy was looking at him, and he doubted she was, he certainly presented an ideal picture of philandering rake. Being seen that way had never bothered him before, but now he wanted to divorce himself from that reputation.


  What was happening to him?


  Ivy had changed him. He knew that. He just didn’t realize to what degree. He only knew that he wasn’t looking forward to a future liaison. And he wasn’t interested in Lady Lamberton’s advances.


  He wanted the attention of a sharp-tongued, strong-willed companion who could shred him to pieces with one withering stare. Just as she could bring him to his knees every time she uttered his name.


  When she’d called him West a short while ago, he’d nearly clasped her to him and kissed her. And moments before that, when he’d nearly pinned her against the tree, he’d longed to stroke her face and press his lips to hers, show her how much he’d missed her, how deeply he cared.


  But he hadn’t, and it was likely he never would.


  West finished his mindless promenade and wondered what hell he’d invited upon himself.


  Chapter Sixteen
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  As they crossed the Pulteney Bridge on their way back to George Street, Lady Dunn asked Ivy about West. “The duke seems interested in you.”


  Ivy tensed. She couldn’t seem to think of him and not react. “Not particularly. He was just asking after my welfare. He called at the house to inquire.” Ivy wanted to share that bit since Lady Dunn would learn of his call when they arrived at home. 


  Her lips lifted into a satisfied smile. “Did he? He could’ve written a note or, more likely, he could’ve done nothing at all.”


  “He was merely being polite.”


  “I suppose. Despite his reputation, I’ve always found him most charming and kind.”


  Ivy couldn’t argue with the viscountess’s assessment, but neither would she encourage this topic by agreeing.


  As they turned up Milsom Street, Lady Dunn rested her head back against the squab. “Ah, but wouldn’t it be lovely if he were interested. You could have your own Cinderella story.” She turned her head to look at Ivy. 


  “I could never marry a duke, my lady.”


  “I agree it would cause a stir, but it could happen.”


  “Just because it could doesn’t mean it will,” Ivy said. “Anyway, I’ve no wish to marry or to leave my employment.”


  Lady Dunn patted Ivy’s knee. “It would be terrible to lose you, dear.” 


  The coach rounded the corner and quickly came to a stop in front of their town house. Ivy exhaled in relief.


  The footman helped the viscountess down and then Ivy. As Lady Dunn climbed the steps, she told Ivy that she’d be going upstairs to rest. Ivy had expected as much. She would work on the stockings she was making for a few of the girls at the workhouse.


  Hell. Thinking of the workhouse brought West to mind once more. She’d be glad when he left Bath, and she could no longer worry about running into him.


  A short time later, Ivy sat in the drawing room with a tray of tea and cakes when the butler announced the arrival of Aquilla and Lucy. 


  Aquilla barely waited for the butler to leave before rushing to sit beside Ivy on the settee. “Are you all right?”


  Ivy smiled at her friend’s concern. “Yes, thank you.”


  Lucy loosened her bonnet before tugging it from her head and setting it on a table. She sat in a chair next to the settee. “You gave us quite a scare last night. I’ve never known you to swoon.”


  “You’ve also never known me to waltz. What a dreadfully nauseating dance.”


  Lucy laughed, bringing her hand to her mouth. “Only you could find a dance with the Duke of Desire nauseating.”


  Aquilla joined her, and even Ivy had to admit it was amusing when she put it like that. She smiled but didn’t laugh along with them.


  When they sobered, Aquilla smoothed her hand along the edge of the settee. “Whatever happened?”


  Ivy waved her hand. “I became dizzy. Rather embarrassing, isn’t it?”


  Her friends exchanged looks. They seemed…skeptical. “Is there something with Clare?” Lucy’s gaze penetrated her as her brow creased. “He seemed rather…intimate when he carried you into the retiring room.”


  “Should he have let me wilt to the floor?” Ivy recalled coming back to consciousness in his arms. For a brief moment, she’d forgotten where she was. She’d wanted to curl her hands around his neck and press her mouth to his. 


  She wanted more than that—she wanted to relive that night.


  “Of course not,” Lucy said. “I didn’t mean that. I meant after he laid you down. He seemed quite concerned.”


  “Yes, and he even called on me today to inquire after my welfare. It happens that the Duke of Desire is well-mannered and considerate. Who knew?”


  “Indeed?” Aquilla grinned. “Perhaps we should call him the Amiable Duke.”


  Ivy rolled her eyes. “Please, let’s not go that far. He’s still a reprobate.” Was he, though? An image of the elegant Lady Lamberton hanging on him both last night and today burned through Ivy like acid.


  Lucy was regarding her with a narrowed eye. “I still contend it was something more than that. I saw the way he looked at you. You forget that we’re married now. We know what a man looks like when he cares for a woman.”


  Ivy bristled. She didn’t want to talk about this. “He’s a scoundrel and a rake. He looks at every woman like that. I saw him in full scandalous behavior at Greensward.” Ahem, firsthand, but she didn’t say so. She’d also seen him rescue Miss Kirkland, arrange for the new schoolmistress to go to the workhouse in Wendover, and ensure Emmaline wasn’t ruined. He might be a rake, but he was no scoundrel. Even so, none of that would change Ivy’s mind about marriage. “Please do not try to pair me off with the likes of him. Don’t pair me off with anyone. Just because the two of you are happily married doesn’t mean I should be too. My circumstances haven’t changed. Nor do I want them to.”


  Both Aquilla and Lucy stared at her a moment. Aquilla spoke first. “We didn’t mean to do that.”


  Lucy shook her head. “No, we didn’t. My apologies. Of course you’re content—you’ve made no claims to want anything more than you have. Before I met Dartford, I envied you.”


  “As did I,” Aquilla said. “Remember, I asked you to help me become a companion.”


  Yes, she had. But then she’d married Sutton. “You wouldn’t have been happy,” Ivy said. She turned to look at Lucy. “Neither would you. You were both meant to fall in love and marry. I am not.”


  “How can you know that?” Aquilla asked.


  Ivy lifted a shoulder. “I just do.” She’d accepted her fate, and all this discussion about a future that would never happen—nor did she even want—was making her fatigued. “Now, do you think we could speak of something else?”


  “Of course,” Aquilla said. “Oh! Lady Fairfax is hosting an al fresco luncheon at Sydney Gardens next week. Unfortunately, Ned and I must return to Sutton Park before then. Hopefully, you and Lady Dunn will go.”


  “Please say you will,” Lucy put in, wincing. “Otherwise, I’ll be alone.”


  Ivy touched Lucy’s hand, sorry that she’d grown cross with them. They only meant well, and it wasn’t their fault that she was unbearably sensitive when it came to West. Or, apparently, discussion of marriage. When on earth had that happened? “I would never leave you alone,” she said.


  Lucy smiled and squeezed her hand. “Nor would we.”
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  The following day, West stepped into the dim interior of the alehouse and looked about for Dartford and Sutton. They’d invited him to meet them there this afternoon, and since they were a link to Ivy, he’d taken them up on the offer.


  Not seeing them, West found an empty table and sat. A serving maid approached and gave him a cup of ale. She arched a brow at him as she let her gaze wander over him. Her invitation was clear, but West ignored it, and she departed.


  He never accepted the advances of serving maids and their ilk, but he typically flirted with them at least. However, he couldn’t even do that. Not when his mind was still consumed with Ivy.


  He’d gone to the workhouse that morning to see about the repairs, and she’d been there. They hadn’t interacted, but he’d seen her sitting with two of the inmates, helping them with reading and writing. He’d been moved by her dedication to these people’s plight, and he knew that whatever happened, he would find ways to support workhouses. In fact, he was going to look into the ones in his district as soon as he returned home.


  Dartford and Sutton came in, both offering hearty greetings.


  “Glad you could make it,” Dartford said jovially.


  The serving maid brought them ale, and Sutton offered a toast. “To friends.”


  “To friends,” Dartford agreed, tapping his mug against Sutton’s. “I, uh, didn’t really have many of those before Lucy.” He took a drink. “Hell, I didn’t have any. Didn’t want any either.”


  West knew Dartford from around town but hadn’t paid close attention. “What changed?”


  “It’s a melancholy story I won’t bore you with, but suffice it to say that Lucy made it possible for me to allow people to get close—to become friends.”


  Sutton nodded, setting his mug down. “She changed you. Or love changed you.”


  “Both, I guess,” Dartford said. He looked at West and laughed. “You must think us a sorry lot.”


  “Not at all. You’re happily wed.” West knew it was possible, had seen plenty of examples of it, but his personal experience with his parents was, of course, quite different. 


  “Don’t suppose that will be you any time soon?” Sutton asked.


  “No, it won’t.” His answer came automatically. The specter of his parents’ marriage was ever present in the back of his mind.


  Sutton turned his chair and rested his forearm on the table. “What about the dukedom? You’ve a duty there, certainly.”


  “I’ve a cousin, and he has a son.” His mother hated that this was West’s plan for succession. Which was probably why it was his plan.


  “Well then, I suppose you’re free, then,” Dartford said. “Beware Cupid, however. Your views on marriage might change.”


  “If you meet the right woman.” Sutton chuckled. “Lord knows it took me long enough.”


  Dartford snorted. “You made an absolute art of it. Just as Clare here does with women. Who are you shagging now?”


  “No one.” West knew they were just making idle conversation, but his reputation had begun to annoy him. Which wasn’t their fault, so he wouldn’t take it out on them. No, if he wanted to take it out on someone, he would have to blame himself, of course. Still, he had no regrets. 


  Sutton and Dartford exchanged a furtive glance, and West’s neck tingled. “Is there something you want to know?”


  Dartford sat forward in his chair and leaned his arms on the table. “I’ll just come out and say it. Our wives wanted us to talk to you. About Miss Breckenridge.”


  “We were supposed to be discreet, mind you,” Sutton added. “But we’re not very adept at gossip. Or whatever this is.”


  “Information gathering,” West said. “You’d be terrible spies.”


  “Probably,” Dartford agreed. “It’s a good thing the kingdom isn’t relying on us.”


  West couldn’t help but laugh at their self-deprecation. “I hate to send you home empty-handed, but there really isn’t anything to tell.”


  “I told them there wouldn’t be,” Sutton said. “But I’m afraid my wife was adamant. She said she knew Miss Breckenridge, and she’d behaved strangely at the assembly.”


  “Only because she was ill.” And probably frightened after seeing Bothwick. West still longed to find a way to exact some sort of vengeance on her behalf.


  “Very good.” Dartford drank from his ale. “Sorry to have troubled you with that nonsense. Now we can move on to more amusing topics.”


  West didn’t like that people had noticed something between him and Ivy, even if it was just her friends. Should he really be surprised? He hadn’t exactly been covert with his attention. He’d asked her to dance at an assembly and then carted her from the ballroom in his arms. Then he’d called on her and followed her to a public garden, where he’d taken her for a promenade. Hell, he looked like a bloody suitor and couldn’t fault anyone for suspecting that.


  Did he want to be a suitor?


  Yes.


  She was a lady’s companion with a questionable past. She wasn’t the sort of lady he should court. Why the hell not? What good was it being a duke if he couldn’t do whatever he damn well pleased?


  A moot question, since she didn’t want him. He ought to return to Stour’s Edge. Staying here was only torture, and he’d taken care of the repairs at Walcot. He planned to send more funds for further repairs and would put his secretary in contact with Alves to work out the details.


  The conversation turned, thankfully, to horses and then ballooning, which had caught Dartford’s fancy. West was happy to think of something other than Ivy for a while, but by the time he left the alehouse, he was back to feeling unsettled. Uncertain about his future.


  The butler opened the door to the town house and greeted his arrival. “Her Grace is in the drawing room.”


  West froze. “My mother?”


  “I believe so, Your Grace.”


  Bloody goddamn hell. West hadn’t seen her in, what, a dozen years? No, more than that. He’d lost count. What on earth was she doing in Bath? How had she even known he was here?


  He tossed his hat and gloves toward the butler, who managed to catch them without blinking. 


  “Shall I have tea sent up?”


  “No,” West barked as he strode up the stairs two at a time. He couldn’t wait to toss her out.


  He crossed over the threshold and stopped. She stood near the windows and turned, her now-gray hair covered with a simple bonnet. Her clothing was dark gray like her hair. In fact, she presented a rather monochromatic picture, which fit her personality to perfection.


  “What are you doing here?” he said without preamble as he stalked into the room.


  She clasped her reticule more tightly, drawing her hands up to her waist. “I heard you were in town, and I wanted to see you.”


  “You live a hundred and fifty miles away.”


  “Yes.” She rolled her shoulders back and lifted her chin, giving him the haughty stare he recalled so well. 


  He suddenly felt as though he were twelve again, and she’d found the nude pictures he’d drawn of the scullery maid. His mother had thrashed him with a ruler, leaving angry red welts and even drawing blood. She’d forbidden him from telling his father, threatening to beat him again. Which she had the very next time she caught him doing something “naughty,” which in that case had been pleasuring himself a few months later.


  “I understand there is a woman here and that you may be considering marriage. I came to ensure she is worthy. I am delighted you have finally decided to come to heel.”


  Hot, fresh anger mingled with his old animosity forming a potent fury in his gut. He prowled toward her. “Who told you that?” he asked softly, but with a menace he didn’t bother to disguise.


  She swallowed and brought her hands even higher—to chest height. “I have people at Stour’s Edge who are loyal.”


  West thought back to who could’ve told her such a thing. It had to have been Hemphill, but he trusted the man. Furthermore, he’d hired Hemphill after his mother had left. West found it unlikely they would have formed a relationship of any kind. “I’ll fire everyone there unless you tell me who it is.”


  She frowned severely, which only made her look even older and more…withered. “Don’t threaten me.”


  “I’m not threatening you,” he growled. “I’m threatening my staff. My staff.”


  “You always were a self-serving jackanapes.” She tossed her head. “Fine. Mrs. Best wrote to me.”


  She was the housekeeper. How had she learned of this from Hemphill? West would get to the bottom of it when he returned home. “Your information is inaccurate. There is no woman. You came all this way for nothing.”


  She exhaled, her frown deepening momentarily. “It wasn’t for nothing. I got to see you. You look well.”


  He stared at her. She wanted to offer a compliment? Or have a pleasant exchange? She must be mad.


  “You can’t think I’d want to see you. Or haven’t you noticed that I haven’t responded to your letters in nearly a decade?”


  “Of course I noticed. It is a matter of continual disappointment for me. I failed you horribly. I never should have let your father have so much influence on you.”


  This he wouldn’t stand. His lip curled, and his body went rigid with fury. “You will not malign him.”


  She merely shrugged. “As you wish.”


  “I wish for you to leave, and don’t return. In fact, stop writing those damn letters too.” He resolved right then never to read another one of them.


  “Clare, you have a duty to marry and provide an heir. I would be remiss in my duty if I didn’t ensure you held up your obligations. It is past time you marry. Stop this philandering absurdity and take a wife.” She wrinkled her mouth into a distasteful moue. “I suppose you could marry and continue your disgusting behavior. It wouldn’t surprise me if you turned out to be as faithless as your father.”


  “And what would you expect him to be, dear mother, when his wife was a frigid shrew?”


  She inhaled sharply. “You dare insult me.”


  “I speak the truth, and you know it.”


  “I should have punished you more. I should have beaten that insolence and arrogance right out of you. Along with your appetites. It’s my fault you’re a whore.”


  He’d heard more than enough. “Get. Out.”


  She came forward and cut him a wide berth, but paused just past him. “I will continue to pray for you. It’s not too late for you to seek absolution for your sins.”


  West walked away from her and went straight to his private study to pour a glass of whiskey. His hands shook as he tipped the decanter against the glass. The pale amber liquid sloshed onto his hand. He tossed it back and let the alcohol burn through him, easing the tension strangling his insides.


  The shame and self-loathing he’d felt as a boy washed over him. He poured more whiskey and drank it back. The more she’d taunted him and punished him for his transgressions, the more he’d rebelled against her. At thirteen, he’d convinced that scullery maid that he’d sketched to take his virginity. Then he’d shagged the upstairs maid. Then another. At fifteen, he’d seduced his mother’s lady’s maid. His mother had walked in on them and been horrified. Except…West had been fairly certain she’d watched for just a moment before shrieking her fury.


  He’d felt bad about costing the maid her job, and had made sure that his father had written her a recommendation.


  That rebellion was what had driven him to seek sexual affairs with married women. He knew it would drive his mother mad. And it did. He thought of Lady Lamberton, who’d been one of his first liaisons. He suddenly wanted to go to her house and fuck her until he couldn’t remember his name, let alone the painful memories his mother wrought.


  Yes, he should do that. He set the whiskey glass down and went back into the drawing room. He was nearly to the door before he stopped cold.


  What was he doing?


  He didn’t want Lady Lamberton. He only wanted to defy and infuriate his mother. To what end? She couldn’t hurt him anymore. Not if he didn’t let her.


  He had nothing to prove—not to her, not to anyone. Except maybe to himself. Perhaps it was time to let his past go and embrace his future.


  Only the future he suspected he wanted was completely out of his reach.


  Chapter Seventeen
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  Ivy left the workhouse the following afternoon after delivering several pairs of stockings for the older girls. They’d been so grateful, and helping them had lifted Ivy’s spirits after her dreary mood the past few days.


  It had also helped that West hadn’t been at the workhouse as he had the day before. She’d steadfastly avoided him, and yet had been deeply aware of his presence. She feared they were forever linked.


  But they couldn’t be. She had no reason, and indeed no plans, to see him again. Maybe he was even on his way out of Bath this very day. Maybe she’d see him as she walked by his town house in The Paragon. Her heart twisted.


  Perhaps she ought to take a different route. 


  She was so mired in thought that she failed to see the other pedestrian until she ran into him. The man caught her by the arms, steadying her. “Careful, there.” He chuckled, and something about the sound chilled her to the very bone.


  She looked up into the eyes of Peter Bothwick, now Viscount Bothwick, the man who’d stolen her virtue and turned his back.


  Ivy nearly fell as she pulled violently away from him.


  “It is you,” he whispered, his familiar blue eyes widening. She’d loved his eyes—they’d been the very thing that had drawn her to him. Arresting and clear, they’d looked at her as if she were the most beautiful and important woman in the world.


  Eyes, it turned out, could lie.


  She considered lying herself, but to what end? He knew who she was.


  “By heaven, you are lovelier today than you were all those years ago. I thought it was you at the assembly, but I couldn’t reconcile it.” He shook his head, clearly baffled.


  “Of course not,” she said coldly. “What would I be doing in a respectable situation like that after what happened?”


  His mouth turned down, and she noticed all the lines around his lips. He looked as if he frowned often. Good. She hoped he was miserable.


  “That was…regrettable,” he said, but his tone didn’t carry a hint of that emotion. Or any emotion, really. “We were carried away.”


  “You said you would marry me.”


  “I’m afraid my choices were not my own. My father, God rest his soul, had already chosen a wife for me.” He stepped closer, his gaze softening. “If I could go back and change what happened, I would. I’ve often wondered what happened to you, Mary.”


  “Don’t call me that,” she spat. “I’m Miss Breckenridge now.”


  “I see. That’s probably best,” he murmured. “You seem to have done well for yourself. Dancing with a duke… Is he courting you?”


  The mention of West sent another ripple of distress through her frame, intensifying what was already a horrid encounter. “No. I am a lady’s companion.” 


  He tipped his head to the side, regarding her thoroughly, his scrutiny moving over her body. “I can’t imagine that’s terribly exciting. Or rewarding. I am married now, of course, but I do think Fate has ensured we would meet again.” He smiled, and she felt a surge of nausea. “Now that I’m the viscount, I’ll be spending the Season in London. My wife will stay home to care for our two chits. I’d be delighted to take you as my mistress. That would certainly be better than toiling as a companion.”


  He’d be delighted. “I would be revolted.” Decade-old anger and pain rushed over her, making her see red and causing her to shake. “You mention your children, and yet you don’t even ask after our child. Or did you forget that I was carrying?”


  He blanched. “I—” He smashed his lips together and straightened. “What happened to it?”


  “It was a girl, and she was born dead.” Ivy had delivered the child early. She’d been small and lifeless, and Ivy had been horribly relieved. But also devastated for the lives that could have been—both hers and her child’s—if things had been different. If she hadn’t been thrown out and ended up cold and hungry at a workhouse. If she hadn’t wasted away to practically nothing, she was certain the baby would have survived. It was a guilt and a shame she could never overcome.


  “I’m sorry to hear that, but it’s a blessing to be sure. Things would’ve turned out quite differently for you if you’d had a child clinging to your skirts.”


  Ice coated Ivy’s veins. Her hands fisted. She longed to punch him in his smug mouth or kick him squarely between the legs. Her lip curled as she glared at him with all the vitriol she felt. “Yes, that would’ve been most inconvenient. But then you wouldn’t know anything about inconvenience. Or responsibility. Or honor. You’re a despicable human being, Peter. I’d rather go back to the workhouse than be your mistress.”


  She stepped around him, intent on stalking off. But of course he wouldn’t let her go so easily, not like he had ten years before.


  He grabbed her arm, his fingers biting through her clothing into her flesh. “What would your employer say if she knew who you really were?”


  Ivy swung her head to look at him. “Do you really want to bring that up? I’m sure everyone would like to know that you’re the one who ruined me.”


  He paled again, but his eyes were hard. “It would be your word against mine.”


  “Yes, but I think people might believe me if you’re the one telling the story to begin with.” She sneered at him, her body quivering with rage and hurt. “Perhaps it’s best if you just keep your mouth shut.”


  He released her, giving her a little shove as he let go. “Watch yourself. I can find plenty of ways to make your life miserable.”


  He turned and walked off.


  Ivy stood there a moment, shaking, her bravado faltering. Fear crowded into the other dark emotions. What would he do? What could he do?


  She turned slowly, trudging along the street, her mind churning with disastrous scenarios in which he could ruin her life again. Again.


  No. She wouldn’t let that happen. She couldn’t.


  Her throat felt raw with unshed tears, and her head began to throb. With each step, she felt more wounded, more defeated. A stiff breeze blew over her, whipping her skirt against her legs and dislodging her bonnet from her head. It fell back, but the ties kept it from tumbling to the ground. A raindrop hit her forehead, and she looked up at the angry sky. She’d been too distracted to notice the coming storm.


  She looked at her surroundings and saw the number on the town house: twelve.


  Another drop hit her nose. Without thinking, she picked up her hem and dashed up the steps, where she lifted the knocker and rapped sharply.


  The butler opened the door and looked at her with a shred of surprise. “May I help you?”


  “I need to see His Grace.” She pushed inside without waiting for him to invite her. “Tell him—” Reason came back to her; she couldn’t give him her name.


  “Good afternoon,” West’s voice boomed down from the top of the stairs. Ivy swung her head up and nearly collapsed at the sight of him. He started down. “This is my colleague regarding the workhouse,” he said to the butler. “I neglected to inform you that I had a meeting.” He smiled warmly at Ivy. “We’ll just meet upstairs.” He continued to descend, but Ivy rushed forward and met him halfway up the staircase.


  He turned and walked with her but didn’t touch her. “Wait until we’re in the drawing room,” he whispered.


  She focused straight ahead, her body feeling as if it didn’t belong to her. She felt disjointed and detached.


  As soon as they reached the drawing room, he closed the door and turned to her. “What’s the matter? You’re incredibly pale.”


  She heard the concern in his tone, saw the consideration in his gaze, and simply lost all control.


  Her knees gave way, and she slid nearly to the floor. Only nearly because West swept her into his arms and carried her to a settee, where he gently set her down.


  Tears spilled down her cheeks, and her body shook with the most horrendous, racking sobs. She fought to take in air as he removed her bonnet and stroked her temples, her cheeks, her forehead.


  He sat next to her and whispered soothing words that she couldn’t understand. She was too far gone, too lost in emotion. She clutched at his lapels and let her head fall to his shoulder. His arms came around her, and he held her close, his hands massaging her back.


  Gradually, the storm inside her began to ebb. She sniffed.


  He pulled back, his eyes still unflinchingly kind. Please don’t lie, she silently begged them. 


  “I’ll be right back,” he said, waiting until she gave him the slightest nod before standing and walking across the room.


  A few moments later, he returned with a handkerchief and a glass of amber liquid. He sat back down on the settee as she wiped her eyes and blew her nose. He took the cloth and tossed it on a table, then handed her the drink. “It’s whiskey. You need it.”


  She wasn’t going to question his logic or his caregiving. Taking a tentative sip, she nearly coughed as the harsh brew worked its way down her throat. Soon it heated her from the inside, and she took another, more substantial drink.


  “That’s right. One more.”


  She drank again until it was nearly gone. He took the glass from her fingers and set it on the table. 


  “Now, do you want to tell me why you’re here, or would you rather I take you home?”


  His generosity and integrity in offering to take her home showed her just how starkly different he was from Peter. 


  “I want to tell you why I’m here.” She didn’t even recognize her own voice. It was dark and raspy and very small. She tugged off her gloves and set them in her lap, then she offered him her hand. “My name is Mary Snowden.”
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  Her hand was like ice, but still soft and lovely. He resisted the urge to kiss the knuckles and then turn it over and press his lips and tongue to her palm.


  “Mary Snowden,” he repeated, at a loss. He’d been shocked at her arrival and doubly so when she’d broken down. This was not the Ivy he’d come to know. She was controlled and stoic, a far cry from the vulnerable woman who sat before him.


  “That’s my real name. When you guessed Mary that day…” Her lips curved into a small smile, but it was disappointingly brief. “I don’t know how you knew, but you were correct. I changed my name after I was ruined.”


  He suddenly thought of why she might be this upset. “You haven’t seen Bothwick, have you?”


  She nodded, and he exploded off the settee, rage pouring through him. “I’m going to kill him.”


  She grabbed his hand, and he turned to look down at her. “No, you’re not. Although I do appreciate the sentiment.”


  He slowly sank back down beside her, but he was still taut with anger. “What did he do?” he asked coldly, trying to rein in his emotions.


  “He offered to make me his mistress, the cad.”


  West’s temper strained. He was going to find that miserable piece of garbage and make him sorry he even spoke to Ivy.


  She touched his hand, drawing his attention. God, she looked so pale and exposed, stripped bare of all the protections she always kept in place. His anger dissipated a bit. “Please,” she said. “Let me just say this.”


  He willed himself to relax and clasped her hand in his. “Tell me.”


  “It was a long time ago—ten years. I was young and very, very foolish. He was handsome.” She gave him a self-deprecating look. “What can I say, he was back then.” She shuddered, and he squeezed her hand for encouragement.


  “I met him at the quarterly assembly. Our attraction was immediate—he kissed me that very night, and we made plans to see each other. Sometimes near an old ruined abbey, sometimes on our farm. He professed to love me and promised to marry me. I knew it was scandalous to give myself to him, but since we would be wed, I reasoned that all would be well.”


  West’s desire to thrash the man intensified. “But he didn’t marry you.”


  She shook her head. “My parents learned of my indiscretion, and they tossed me from their house.” She stopped and looked away, her features strained. Her grip tightened. He wanted to take away her pain, willed it to pass through the connection of their hands into his body.


  It took her a moment to start again, but she didn’t return her gaze to his. “I ended up in a workhouse for a few years. The benefactress—her name was Lady Breckenridge—she could tell that I was well educated and decently bred. She helped me find work as a companion and urged me to change my name.” She looked at him again, her eyes bright and clear.


  “You took hers.”


  “Yes, at her insistence. We still correspond periodically. I owe her everything.”


  “There are kind people in the world, just as there are villains.” Like Bothwick. And like her goddamn parents. What kind of heartless person threw their young daughter away like rubbish? Someone like his own mother.


  “Yes,” she said softly, her gaze penetrating his. “I think you are one of the kind ones.”


  “I don’t know if that’s terribly accurate, but I do try to help people find happiness, and I try to bring them joy.”


  “I know.” She let go of his hand and touched his face, her cool fingers tracing over his cheek. “Would you do that for me?”


  “I would do anything for you.” The words tumbled from his mouth, and he meant every one of them.


  “Then make me forget all the horrid things crowding in my mind.”


  “Ivy—” She would never be Mary to him. Mary was her past, and he wanted her present and her future. “Are you certain?”


  She curled her hand around his neck. “Never more.” Her lips came up to meet his, and he clasped her waist.


  Her mouth opened, and her tongue curled into his. She kissed him slowly, and he let her guide him. She brought her other hand to his face and cradled his cheek, her thumb brushing near where their mouths were joined. The press of her fingers into his skull and the lick of her tongue against his worked in concert to give him the most erotic sensation of his life. He’d done many things with many women, but this kiss from Ivy was greater than the sum of everything that had come before.


  It went on and on, her lips and teeth arousing him to heights of desire he’d never known. His body was on fire for her. He wrapped his arms around her and drew her close. When her breasts grazed his chest, sparks of need danced over him. He tipped his head and deepened the kiss, plunging his tongue deep into her mouth.


  She clung to him fiercely as he dragged his lips over her chin. Her head dropped back, giving him access to the silky column of her neck. He brought his hand up and cupped her breast through the too-many layers of her clothes. She gasped, and he loosened the front of her dress, desperate to touch her.


  The front came down, exposing her petticoat and corset. Still too many damn clothes, and he was too impatient to untie her just now. He pulled the corset down the barest inch and delved his fingers into her chemise to find her breast. He cupped the underside and pushed it up so her flesh spilled up over the edge of her clothing. He suckled at her softness while his fingers found the hard point of her nipple. Her hands dove into his hair as he kissed her.


  He slid from the settee and turned her, coming between her legs. He pulled back and looked up at her as he edged up the hem of her gown. “You have only to tell me to stop, and I will.”


  She grasped the fabric and pulled it up, exposing her stockinged legs. Of course she wouldn’t shrink away. Not now. She was a strong, independent woman who’d made her own way. She’d been a victim at the mercy of others, but no more. She could choose her fate, and he was simply lucky enough to share it with her.


  He traced his hand up her leg, curling it around her knee as he kissed along her calf. She leaned back and opened herself to him, lifting her clothing to her waist so that she lay completely exposed to his hungry gaze. She was exquisite, her legs pale and soft, but firm and muscular. 


  Pushing her legs apart, he feasted his gaze on the pink petals of her sex. He ran his thumb over the flesh, and she moaned. He looked up at her face. Her eyes were closed, her head cast back against the settee.


  “Look at me, Ivy.” He pressed his thumb against her, finding her most sensitive spot.


  Her eyes opened, but not much. Her tongue slipped over her lips as she looked down at him.


  He worked her flesh with circular strokes. She was wet and ready for him, but he was going to give her pleasure first. He slipped his finger into her sheath, and she cried out, her legs clenching. 


  “West.”


  Leaning forward, he suckled her clitoris, holding her hips as she bucked off the settee. His tongue replaced his finger and he fucked her with his mouth, sucking and licking, devouring her. He gave himself over to desire—not for his pleasure, but hers. He held her thighs apart and buried his tongue deep inside. She came up off the cushion, her hips moving wildly against his mouth.


  His hips jerked in response, his cock aching to be free and buried inside her. Soon.


  He used his fingers, pumping into her. She tried to be quiet, whimpering as he savaged her flesh again with his lips and tongue. And then her muscles stiffened as she came in a dazzling, shuddering crescendo.


  He backed away and stood, then swept her into his arms. 


  She was still breathing hard, panting almost. “Where are we going?”


  “To my bedroom.”


  He carried her into the back corridor that the servants used and bore her up the stairs. His bedroom was to the right, and he managed to open the door while keeping her in his arms. Inside, he stood her near the bed.


  He pulled off his coat and threw it to the floor, his eyes boring into hers. “Strip.”


  He slipped his shoes off using his toes while he unbuttoned his waistcoat, his fingers moving deftly. She stood there staring at him, her cheeks flushed and her eyes still glazed from her orgasm. He arched a brow at her in challenge. “I’m going to win.”


  She came alive then, kicking her shoes away, pulling her dress off, and then slipping her petticoat to the floor.


  He shrugged out of his waistcoat and unknotted his cravat while she worked the ties of her corset. After a moment, she uttered a most unladylike curse. He smiled. “Do you require assistance?”


  She scowled at him, but playfully so. “Yes.” Turning, she presented her back.


  He dropped his cravat to the floor and pulled his shirt over his head, letting it fall from his fingertips. Then he went to work on her corset, loosening the laces enough so that he could tug it down over her hips and toss it aside.


  She started to turn, but he clasped her shoulders and held her steady. “No. Stay there. Like that.”


  He reached for the hem of her chemise and whipped it over her head before throwing it to the pile of clothes near their feet. “Put your hands on the bed.” 


  She flattened her palms against the coverlet. He traced his finger along her spine from her nape to the curve just above her bottom. Her perfect, round bottom that begged for his touch. He cupped each cheek and moved closer, bringing his groin against her flesh. She moaned as he pressed his cock, still shielded by his pantaloons, flush to her crease.


  “Your hair,” he rasped. “Take it down.”


  Her hands came up behind her, and she began tearing pins from her locks. The silky red-gold mass came loose, and the scent of her soap—lemon and spice—washed over him. 


  West unbuttoned his fall and shimmied from the pantaloons, then stripped his stockings away. Nude, he clasped her hips and lifted her slightly. “Part your legs.”


  She did as he bade, and he slipped his cock between her thighs, teasing her. She bent forward over the bed and thrust her hips back toward him. Her legs parted wider as she ground down, seeking him to enter her. But he didn’t. He moved back and forth, slowly, taunting them both with what would happen next.


  “Onto the bed,” he growled. 


  She clambered up and turned to her back before peeling her stockings from her legs and adding them to the pile on the floor.


  He followed her onto the bed and stared down at her deliciously curved form. “You are so beautiful.” He stroked her breasts, caressing them softly at first before giving way to the primal need within him. He bent down and took one into his mouth, his tongue sliding over her puckered flesh before sucking on the red bud.


  She arched up and wound her fingers into his hair, tugging at him. He felt her entire body move, her hips seeking his, her breath coming in short pants.


  He clasped her other breast, so soft and round, filling his hand. He closed his fingers around the nipple, rolling it and then squeezing. Her fingers dug into his scalp in response, her soft cries filling the chamber.


  “Please, West. I can’t wait.”


  He was barely hanging on. Her orgasm downstairs had nearly sent him over the edge. He pulled his mouth from her breast and kissed her mouth. She opened for him immediately, her tongue driving into his mouth. He groaned, his body scalding with need.


  Her hand closed around his cock, and he almost spent himself in her palm. “Ivy.”


  She guided him to her sheath, and he put his hand over hers to slide his flesh into hers.


  Tight heat engulfed him as he pushed inside. He went slow—it was bloody torture—but she clasped his hip and pulled him into her. He couldn’t wait. He needed to move. Now.


  “Put your legs around me.”


  She shifted her pelvis, which drove him deeper, and curled her legs around his waist. Sheer lust overtook him, and he snapped his hips against hers, thrusting fast and hard.


  He kissed her again, their lips and tongues clashing as their bodies moved together. She rose off the bed, her hips grinding into his. She clutched at his back, her nails digging into his flesh. This was primal and urgent, nothing like the practiced seductions he employed.


  But she was different. He was mindless with need for her.


  She came again, her muscles squeezing him as she cried out against his mouth. He drove hard as blood rushed to his cock. He was completely undone, shouting as he spent himself inside her.


  It was several minutes, as he lay half on top of her, their hearts beating together, his eyes closed with a contentment he’d never known, when he realized what he’d done. He hadn’t pulled out before spilling his seed. It wasn’t infallible; nevertheless, he always did it. Nearly always.


  Well, the deed was done now. And he didn’t regret a bit of it.


  Chapter Eighteen
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  Eyes closed, she spun through the darkness, weightless and content. A fulfillment she’d never known lifted her up, and peace reigned.


  Ivy stroked her hand along West’s back as he shifted his weight from her. He left her body but kissed her temple, his lips gliding over her flesh. He cupped the side of her face and brought her mouth to his.


  He pulled back, his hand still caressing her cheek. “I’ll get you something to clean up.”


  Her eyes flashed open as reality assaulted her. She’d wanted to forget, and she had. She’d somehow forgotten that she was a lady’s companion and that she ought not be tumbling into bed with the Duke of Desire.


  She sat up. “Yes, please.” 


  He left for a moment and came back to her with a cloth. “There’s a pitcher, but the water’s cold.”


  “I don’t need that.” She tidied herself and left the cloth on the bed, then went to dressing herself as quickly as possible.


  “Do you have to rush off?” he asked.


  “Yes. Lady Dunn rests in the afternoon, but if I’m not back before she wakes…” She shook her head. The viscountess wouldn’t mind, particularly when she knew Ivy had gone to the workhouse today. Only Ivy hadn’t been there the entire time.


  After her stockings were in place, Ivy pulled on her chemise followed by the corset. She had trouble with the laces, her fingers fumbling.


  “Here, let me help you.” He came off the bed in all his nude, spectacular glory. Ivy averted her gaze, but it didn’t matter. In her mind, she could still see the carved muscles of his chest and the thick flesh of his cock between his legs. She was certain the image would always be there, reminding her of this singular day.


  As soon as her laces were tight, she stepped away from him and swept the petticoat over her head. Next came the dress, and he helped her tug it down over her underclothes.


  She jerked away, glancing at him as he frowned. “I can manage.”


  “Ivy—”


  She heard the query in his tone and sought to cut him off before he could ask her things she didn’t want to answer. “I need to go.”


  “Yes, but we should talk. For a minute at least.”


  She fastened her dress and didn’t look at him. “About what?”


  “About what happened.” His finger came under her chin and gently lifted. “I’m not going to let you run off.”


  Outrage curled in her belly, and she shook his touch away. “You’re not going to let me.” She blinked, thinking him mad. Or at least stupid. “You don’t have a say in what I do. This was a mistake. I never should have come.” 


  He pulled on his pantaloons. “It wasn’t a mistake. It was wonderful.”


  She shoved her feet into her shoes and began hunting for her hairpins. It took a minute, but she gathered what she could and did her best to coax her hair onto her head. She probably looked ridiculous, but she’d cover it with her bonnet. Where the devil was her bonnet?


  “Ivy?” He’d donned his shirt as well as his stockings and boots.


  She snapped to attention, nearly forgetting he was there. Which was absurd. As if she could forget him. Forget what they’d just done. 


  She swung her gaze to his. “Will you say it was wonderful when I end up with child?” Anguish bunched through her, and she bent slightly, like a reed giving way to the wind. She wouldn’t collapse again. She would not.


  “Yes. I will say that forever.” He came toward her, his brow furrowed. “I forgot myself earlier. If there is a child—”


  She cut him off again, uninterested in his plans. “If there is a child, it will be my problem. But never fear. I neglected to tell you that part. Bothwick got me with child. So you see, I can deal with such inconveniences.” She nearly choked on the word after her earlier encounter with Peter.


  His eyes widened. “Ivy. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Indeed, since she’d told him everything else. “Because it’s private.” She’d never talked about it with another person after leaving home. Not until today. Not even Lady Breckenridge knew that Ivy had lost a baby. That had happened well before they’d met and at a different workhouse altogether.


  “What happened to the child?” His question was low and dark, his gaze apprehensive.


  “It died.”


  He tried to take her into his arms, but she backed away.


  “Don’t.” She heard her voice crack and summoned her anger. Not at him, at herself. She’d foolishly given in to her desires again, and she had no one to blame but herself. Guilt and shame scratched up her throat and turned her insides to pulp. “Let me go.”


  She stumbled from his bedchamber into a short corridor that led to a sitting room.


  He came up behind her, barely touching her back. “I’ll take you out. Let’s get your gloves and bonnet first.”


  He led her back down the servant stairs and into the drawing room. Her hat was on the settee and her gloves were on the floor. He fetched the items and brought them to her.


  She snatched the bonnet from him and went to a mirror on the wall. Her hair was a fright, but she slapped the hat over the top of it, effectively disguising the mess. She swiftly tied the ribbons beneath her chin, then turned to take her gloves, since he’d followed her.


  “I understand you need to leave, but we aren’t finished.”


  She drew on her gloves sharply, causing pain between her fingers. “We are. I enjoy my life. You’ve done nothing but tempt me down a path I’ve already traveled and have no wish to revisit.”


  He pinned her with a dark stare. “I am not the same as him.”


  No, he wasn’t. But that didn’t mean he was better.


  “I’m leaving now, and you can’t walk me out looking like that.” She didn’t dare lower her gaze to where his shirt gapped open, revealing a delicious glimpse of his chest and throat. Too late.


  She stepped around him, careful not to get too close, even though she was drawn to him like a magnet. 


  “I’ll call on you,” he said.


  She wanted to tell him not to bother, but not as much as she wanted to leave. Before she changed her mind. Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and left without looking back.
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  West nearly went after her. Until he remembered that he was only half-dressed. 


  Bloody hell.


  He retreated to his study, his booted feet thundering across the floor as he went straight for the whiskey bottle. He poured and froze. 


  He’d just done this a short time ago when he’d fetched a glass for Ivy. Everything she’d told him rioted through his mind. 


  Whiskey sloshed onto his hand. Swearing, he replaced the decanter and promptly tossed what he’d poured down his gullet. Setting the glass on the sideboard, he licked the liquid from his hand. He smelled and tasted like her.


  He’d never imagined she’d been through so much. Now her association with workhouses made sense. When he thought of her as an inmate… He wanted to kill Bothwick.


  And a baby…


  White-hot fury gathered inside him, and he had to take deep breaths to calm his suddenly racing heart. He was going to kill Bothwick.


  Yes, he’d call him out. But he couldn’t wait for Axbridge. He thought of Sutton and Dartford. They’d help, especially when they learned why he was doing it.


  Hell.


  He sank into a chair by the fireplace and stretched his legs out in front of him, his shoulders drooping. He couldn’t call Bothwick out. The reason would become public—or some twisted version of it—and he wouldn’t put Ivy through that.


  When he thought of the anguish in Ivy’s eyes, the way she’d broken down in his arms, he shuddered. He would go to any length to protect her, even if it meant not calling Bothwick out.


  Goddamn Bothwick to hell.


  Maybe West could just kill him outright. A duke could get away with murder, couldn’t he?


  He let out an ugly laugh that was completely devoid of humor. 


  He stared at the carpet, a pattern with dark green and blues and browns. Everything blurred together as he thought of the last thing she’d told him, that she’d had a baby, and it had died. He recalled their conversation on Wendover Hill when she’d asked him about the children he’d sired. Her interest—and the edge of disappointment in her tone—now made sense. His heart ached for her. 


  Children weren’t something he’d ever considered, and yet he suddenly wanted them. With her. 


  He’d been horrified when he’d realized his error after not pulling out of her, but now he felt strangely at ease. If she was carrying, he’d marry her, of course.


  And if she wasn’t?


  He couldn’t go back to the way things were. He’d known that for weeks now.


  He wanted her. In his arms. In his bed. In his life. As his duchess. 


  Did he love her? He thought he just might. She was unlike any woman he’d ever known. She provoked him to laughter, drove him to frustration, and made his heart soar.


  As happy as that realization made him, he was certain she didn’t feel the same. There was always a guarded look in her eye, a distrust. Given her past, he couldn’t blame her. It was a miracle she’d given him this much.


  Which meant she had to feel something for him. And he could work with that.


  He leapt up from the chair and went back upstairs where he rang for Seaver, whom he dispatched with a note for Lords Dartford and Sutton. After cleaning up and getting fully dressed again, he departed for the alehouse, hoping the others would be able to meet him there as he’d requested.


  West drank one ale and had started on the second when Dartford and Sutton arrived, sliding into the chairs at his table in the corner.


  “Your note sounded dire,” Sutton said, tipping up the brim of his hat.


  West’s missive had asked them to meet him at the alehouse to help him sort out a problem.


  “I don’t know if it’s dire, but I do require assistance so I don’t cock it up.”


  Dartford arched a brow at him. “You think we won’t?”


  “Perhaps,” West said. “Particularly when I tell you it involves a lady.”


  “Oh hell.” Dartford removed his hat and placed it on the table. “The probability of a cock-up is at least ninety percent.”


  West inclined his head with a smile. “Without your help, I estimate a solid hundred percent, so I’ll take whatever you can offer.”


  The barmaid brought ale for Dartford and Sutton.


  “Does this involve Miss Breckenridge?” Sutton asked. “If it doesn’t, I don’t know if I can help. Aquilla is confident there’s something brewing between the two of you, and I simply can’t disappoint her.”


  West leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Lady Sutton is correct. I want to propose marriage, but I don’t think Ivy will accept.” He shook his head. “No, I’m fairly certain she won’t.”


  Dartford snorted. “Bloody hell, why not? You seem a decent chap—your scandalous reputation notwithstanding.”


  “Reputations can be misleading,” Sutton said with more than a touch of irony. “Our wives called me the Duke of Deception. They were correct, but not for the reasons they thought.”


  West was aware that Sutton had been known for leading a lady to think marriage was forthcoming only to move on from her without seeking a formal courtship. Beyond that, West wasn’t entirely sure what Sutton meant, nor would he ask. If Sutton wanted to share more, he would. West knew firsthand how reputations could impact someone, for better or for worse. If Ivy’s past were ever to become known, it would be devastating to her. Not that he would care—he was going to marry her anyway.


  “So you need help persuading Miss Breckenridge?” Dartford asked. He picked up his mug and blew out a breath. “I don’t know that we’ll be much help there. Unless you want us to talk to our wives? Have them persuade her?”


  “No, nothing like that. If I can’t win her over myself, nothing else will.” Maybe he could convince her to accept him if there was a child, but he didn’t think that would make her very happy, and what kind of marriage would that be? Not the kind he wanted. He desired a marriage where both people entered into it willingly and with hope for the future. “I was thinking that I should ask her employer, Lady Dunn, for permission to court her.” Since Ivy’s parents were not in her life, it seemed the logical thing to do. Plus, Lady Dunn would likely support his courtship. Why would she discourage her companion from a duke?


  “That’s a clever approach,” Sutton said. “What do you need us to do exactly?”


  “I was hoping your wives could occupy Ivy—Miss Breckenridge—while I speak with Lady Dunn. Perhaps they could invite her to tea.”


  Dartford nodded slowly. “Certainly, but it will have to be the day after tomorrow. Lucy’s grandmother has something going on at the house tomorrow.”


  “And I’m afraid Aquilla and I are leaving in the morning.” Sutton’s gaze was apologetic. “We have to get back to Sutton Park.”


  Dartford looked at West. “Will that suit your needs?”


  “Yes, thank you.” West hated having to wait a day, but it was a small price to pay. He only hoped he’d be able to convince Ivy to marry him in the end.


  Dartford lifted his mug. “To women.”


  “To our women,” Sutton said with a pointed look around the table. “Believe me when I say that finding the right one is difficult as hell.”


  “You would know,” Dartford said with a grin. 


  Sutton rolled his eyes. “Yes, it took me quite some time, but when I met Aquilla, things were just…different.”


  West knew precisely what he meant. Ivy was different from all the other women he’d been with in every way. He just had to convince her of that.


  Chapter Nineteen
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  Ivy had never minded being on the periphery. In fact, she’d found it comforting and safe, a haven from the life she could’ve had if Lady Breckenridge hadn’t decided to help her. Tonight was no different. As she sat in the corner of the cardroom at the Assembly Rooms, she was grateful to be on the fringe. Particularly after everything that had happened yesterday.


  Perhaps tonight was a bit different. While she was content to keep to the shadows, she didn’t feel particularly comfortable, nor did she feel safe. She expected West or Peter to arrive at any moment and upset her tenuous equilibrium. Of course she didn’t know that they would come, but she was on her guard, nevertheless.


  She’d barely slept last night. Instead, she’d been consumed with thoughts of her afternoon with West and the potential consequences.


  She couldn’t be with child. Perhaps if she repeated that to herself enough, it would come true. It was all she had to cling to.


  As if conjured by her thoughts, West walked into the cardroom. His gaze swept the space, and Ivy sagged in the chair, as if she could somehow fade into the background and become invisible to him.


  But no. His eyes found hers, and he made his way immediately and directly to where she sat. So much for discretion. He seemed to have recently abandoned that objective.


  “Good evening,” he said, standing next to her chair. “I’m delighted to see you.”


  She didn’t look up at him. “You shouldn’t be here.”


  “It’s a public ball.”


  She flicked him an exasperated glance. “I mean, you shouldn’t be here talking to me.”


  “Why not? There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”


  Now she looked at him, her eyes narrowing. “Please stop,” she hissed.


  “I came to ask you to dance. You should try the waltz again.”


  Pressing her lips together, she directed her attention toward Lady Dunn. Sitting at a table near the center of the room, she hadn’t seemed to notice that the Duke of Desire was talking to her paid companion. “No, thank you.”


  When he didn’t leave, Ivy glowered up at him. “You should go.”


  “No, thank you,” he parroted back to her. “If this is the manner in which I have to wage my courtship, then so be it. I’ll stand here until you change your mind.”


  Courtship? She rose from the chair and angled herself toward him. “What the devil are you doing?”


  “Courting you.” He turned to face her, his features now so familiar that she wondered how she could go without seeing them. His eyes darkened, and the edge of his mouth ticked up. “I’m going to marry you, Ivy.”


  Her breath caught. He couldn’t mean that. “You’re as arrogant as ever.”


  “About this, yes.”


  “About everything. You told me you possessed a special skill.”


  “I did, didn’t I?” he murmured.


  Marriage. To the Duke of Desire. Her pulse quickened, and she pivoted away from him, facing the center of the room. “Please go away.”


  “If you insist. But I’ll be back.”


  She turned her head and glared at him. “No. I want you to leave me alone.” She clenched her teeth as tension gripped her frame.


  He moved the tiniest bit closer. “Why? I’m offering you marriage. You would be my duchess.”


  “I’ve no interest in marriage, especially to a man with your reputation. You’re a philanderer, a libertine, a rake. I have every expectation you would continue in that vein.” She couldn’t stand here another moment. She started to go, but he discreetly—but only briefly—touched her arm.


  “I’m not that man anymore. I’ve changed. You’ve changed me. Please don’t go.”


  “You give me no choice. Can’t you see you’re making this worse? Every time you pay me attention like this, people notice. You’re the Duke of Desire. I’m no one. I like being no one. Furthermore, I’d like to keep my job.”


  Ivy stalked away from him, heedless of where she was going. Once she was outside the cardroom, in the octagon room, she turned to the left and went into a doorway. It was the stairwell up to the musicians’ galleries. She didn’t go up but stood in the darkened shadows to regain her composure. 


  West wanted to marry her. Was it because of the risk of a child? She didn’t want his pity. But was that all it was? Could it be possible he wanted to marry her for her? 


  If she was with child, she’d be a fool to say no. The difference between raising a bastard in God knows what kind of circumstances and the child of a duke was cavernous. She’d do what was best for the child, even if it meant suffering his libertine lifestyle.


  Her heart clenched in anguish as she leaned back against the wall.


  “There you are.” The masculine voice startled her.


  Ivy focused in the dim light and sucked in a breath. It wasn’t West, but Peter. Apprehension swept through her. “What are you doing here?” 


  Peter stepped farther into the stairwell. “I saw you leave the cardroom. What were you doing talking with the Duke of Clare? I thought you said he wasn’t courting you.”


  She flattened herself against the wall, growing alarmed that she was trapped. “He’s not.” Though it wasn’t for his lack of trying.


  Peter moved toward her. “Perhaps he’s just trying to get what you gave me all those years ago. I wouldn’t blame him. You’re incredibly beautiful, much more alluring than you were in your youth. I daresay you’re more experienced now too. I’d like to find out.” He stepped close enough that he filled her vision.


  Ivy pushed at his chest. “You’re vile.” She tried to get past him, but he clasped her waist and pressed her into the wall.


  “I’m not finished yet. I think I’d like a sample right here. Right now.”


  She shoved him harder, digging the heels of her hands into his ribs. “Don’t touch me!”


  He stumbled back but quickly rebounded with a snarl. He advanced on her again. “Don’t forget that I can make your life miserable. I’ve been paying attention tonight. I know who your employer is. What would Lady Dunn say if she knew the truth about you?”


  Ivy’s shoulders drooped. She didn’t want to bring shame upon the viscountess. She couldn’t. “What do you want?”


  “A kiss to start. You’ll be my mistress. I’ll get you a house here in Bath and then move you to London for the Season.” He smiled encouragingly. “It won’t be taxing for you. Indeed, it will be a vast improvement on your current situation. I don’t wish to be a boor—we were good together all those years ago. It will be good again. You’ll see.”


  Ivy stared at him, wondering how he could possibly believe she’d want him after the way he’d abandoned her. “I was terribly foolish then.”


  “Yes, but now you’ll have me to take care of you.”


  Rage and hurt swelled inside her and burst free. Without thinking, without care, she swung her hand up and hit him in the eye. He jumped back, giving her the opening she needed.


  And she ran.
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  After watching Ivy leave the cardroom, West had gone directly into the tearoom next door, which, like the last assembly, was being used as a room for only gentlemen to drink and wager. He waved for a footman and sat down at an empty table.


  “Whiskey.”


  The footman nodded.


  West scowled. She was being stubborn, he told himself. Except he knew it wasn’t that simple, not when she brought up his reputation. That, unfortunately, was a valid argument against marrying him. He’d never demonstrated an interest in taking a duchess or a desire to remain faithful to one woman for a long period of time.


  How in the hell was he supposed to convince her that he’d changed, that for the first time in his life, he wanted one woman—for as long as he could imagine. Forever.


  He tossed back the whiskey and signaled the footman for another. As he brought it to the table, West saw Bothwick enter. Fury nearly pushed him from the chair, but he didn’t rise. He couldn’t just go over and hit him, as much as he wanted to.


  Instead, he drank the second whiskey.


  Then Bothwick’s gaze landed on him. His brows drew down, and he moved purposefully toward West’s table.


  West tensed, ready—and eager—to strike.


  A footman arrived at the table just as Bothwick did. The viscount requested a whiskey, and the footman took himself off.


  Bothwick pulled a chair out and flounced onto it, grimacing. “I saw you talking to that woman—Miss Breckenridge? She’s not who you think she is. Though maybe that doesn’t matter if you’re just looking for a shag.” 


  Once more, West had to fight to keep himself in the chair. The footman brought the whiskey, and Bothwick immediately asked him to bring another. 


  The viscount emptied his glass and leaned forward, regarding West intently. “Be careful she doesn’t try to trap you into marriage.”


  “That would be my fondest wish,” West said, tapping his fingers on the table as agitated energy coursed through him.


  Bothwick’s eyes widened. “What’s that? Are you mad? She’s a common trollop. I speak from experience. She’s the chit I told you about—she tried to snare me in the parson’s trap, the whore.”


  West had heard more than enough. He stood quickly, knocking his chair to the floor, and reached over to grab Bothwick by the lapel of his coat. Curling his fingers into the fabric, West dragged him from the chair as he stepped around the table. “You’re the whore.” He let go of Bothwick as he sailed his fist into the man’s jaw.


  Bothwick staggered backward, his hand coming up to his face. “What the devil?”


  West walked toward him, aching to hit him again. “Don’t insult my future wife.”


  Realizing West meant to continue his abuse, Bothwick turned and fled into the cardroom. The bloody cur. West dashed after him and caught him by the back of his coat. He dug his feet into the floor and pulled Bothwick back, turning him around so he could punch him a second time.


  Bothwick’s eyes were wide as West landed a hit against his nose. Bone crunched as blood spurted. Bothwick fell, sprawling on his back. He cradled his hand against his bleeding face.


  Rage burned through West. “I demand satisfaction.” 


  Shaking his head, Bothwick brought his other hand to his face as blood continued to pour over his mouth and chin. Someone handed him a cloth, and West emerged from his haze to realize the cardroom had gone eerily silent. He looked up from Bothwick and saw that everything had stopped, that everyone in the room was staring at him. Movement caught his eye. Dartford was cutting a path toward him.


  When he arrived at West’s side, his eyes were dark, his brow strained. “Did you just challenge him to a duel?”


  Apparently. West hadn’t really thought about it before speaking. He’d fantasized about it, of course, but he hadn’t imagined he would actually issue a challenge. But now that he had, he didn’t regret it. “I demanded satisfaction, yes.”


  The man who’d handed Bothwick the cloth helped him to stand. The viscount’s blood had soaked through the cloth. A footman rushed forward with another. Bothwick dropped the blood-soaked one and pressed the other to his face. When he spoke, his words were a bit garbled. “You…wan…marry…a low…slut?” He looked toward the doorway that led to the octagon room, which in turn led to the corridor and vestibule.


  West followed Bothwick’s gaze and froze. Standing just inside was Ivy, her face white and her eyes wide.


  “Can believe you wan duel over someone like her.” Bothwick coughed into the cloth.


  As everyone’s attention turned toward Ivy, there could be no question whom he was referring to. Hell and the devil.


  Lady Dunn stood from a table near the center of the room. “What’s going on?”


  “I believe Clare is going to marry her,” a woman answered, pointing toward Ivy.


  The Countess of Dartford had made her way to Ivy’s side and was now clutching her hand. Another movement caught West’s eye. His mother—this occasion only wanted her presence—moved into the cardroom from the ballroom. Her gaze was dark and assessing, going from West to Bothwick to Ivy and back to West with supreme disapproval.


  “I’d say your prognostication about cocking this up was regrettably accurate,” Dartford whispered near his ear.


  West would’ve laughed if the situation wasn’t so goddamned tragic. What the hell had he just done? He’d told the world that he was willing to defend Ivy’s honor, and by God, he would.


  He turned toward Ivy. “Yes. I would marry her, if she will consent to have me.”


  A shrill voice filled the room. “That’s preposterous.” 


  Everyone turned to look at the woman who’d spoken—the Duchess of Clare. West glared at her with rancor, as if he could take her down with a mere look.


  The duchess shook her head. “You can’t marry someone like her, nor can you duel over her.”


  West would never hit a woman, but he dearly wanted to throw something in her direction. He settled for another venomous stare.


  Ivy spun and left with the Countess of Dartford on her heels. Lady Dunn stood and followed them, albeit at a slower pace. Still, West had never seen her move that quickly.


  He started forward, but Dartford grabbed his arm. “You have to let them go. This is already a disaster.”


  Yes, it was. West turned and stared coldly at Bothwick. “Name your second.”


  Chapter Twenty
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  Heart pounding and breathless, Ivy rushed along the corridor into the vestibule.


  “Miss Breckenridge—Ivy!” 


  The sound of Lady Dunn’s voice made her slow. Lucy’s touch on her arm gave her the barest sense of security. But it was fleeting. She needed to get out of there. Now.


  They waited at the entrance for Lady Dunn to catch up to them. She gestured toward her coach, which was one of a few parked right outside. Most people walked to the Assembly Rooms. This evening, however, Lady Dunn hadn’t wanted to walk that far, though it was only a short distance.


  Silence reigned as they made their way to the coach. Lady Dunn climbed in first and sat in the front-facing seat, while Ivy and Lucy sat opposite her.


  Lady Dunn looked a bit pale as she regarded Ivy. Her lips pursed briefly before she asked, “What was that about? Does Clare really wish to marry you?”


  Clearly, since he’d said so in front of everyone. “Yes.”


  Lady Dunn sagged back against the squab as the coach began moving. “Thank God for that, at least.”


  Except Ivy didn’t want to marry him. “I refused him.”


  Lady Dunn blinked at her while her jaw dropped for a moment. “Why on earth would you do that? Don’t be silly, Ivy.”


  Anger swirled in Ivy’s chest. She wasn’t silly. “If you knew what I have been through, you wouldn’t call me silly.”


  Lady Dunn tapped her cane once on the floor of the coach. “Then perhaps it’s past time you tell me.”


  Yes, perhaps it was. Ivy glanced over at Lucy, who gave her an encouraging look. She took Lucy’s hand and gently squeezed.


  “I grew up in Yorkshire. In the town of Pickering, to be exact. I’m the eldest of four children. My family enjoyed a comfortable life, and I was expected to marry someone prominent in the area.” That seemed like someone else’s life. Indeed, telling this felt like it had happened to someone else. Almost. “I went to an assembly when I was seventeen, where I met Bothwick. He wasn’t the viscount then, but he was certainly prominent. In hindsight, he was too prominent. I should have set my sights a bit lower. But I was instantly enthralled with him. And he with me.”


  She swallowed and took a deep breath, her hand gripping Lucy’s with tense ferocity. “He claimed to love me and said we would be married. I believed him and allowed him to be familiar.”


  “He ruined you,” Lady Dunn said flatly.


  A tremor of disgust shook Ivy’s frame. “Yes. He got me with child and refused to marry me. My parents blamed me and didn’t even try to force a marriage. They cast me out instead.”


  “Oh, Ivy.” Lucy’s throaty exclamation nearly undid Ivy, but she closed her eyes for a moment and willed herself to continue.


  “I went to a workhouse.” She steeled herself to reveal the next part and nearly failed to push the words forth. “The baby was born dead.” She had to stop and take another breath, and she trained her gaze on the corner of the carriage so that she couldn’t see either Lady Dunn’s or Lucy’s faces. Their sympathy—assuming they offered it—would crumble her resolve completely. 


  “After that, I moved to another workhouse so that no one would know that I’d had a child. There I made the acquaintance of the benefactress, Lady Breckenridge. She recognized that I was not like the other inmates and helped me find employment as a companion. I changed my name and started a new life. I’ve never looked back. Until now.” Anguish clogged her throat. She finally looked toward Lucy as the coach pulled to a stop in front of the town house. A tear fell from her friend’s eye, and Ivy quickly looked away again.


  The footman opened the door and helped Lady Dunn out. Ivy and Lucy followed, and they traipsed into the house as if they were marching in a funeral procession. Which Ivy supposed was an accurate description, since the life she’d built—the life she’d worked so hard to earn—had just died.


  Lady Dunn asked the butler to send brandy to the drawing room, then preceded them up the stairs. She pulled off her gloves and took her favorite chair near the fireplace. 


  Ivy sat down on the settee opposite, and Lucy took a position right next to her. It was strange to have someone at her side. Ten years ago, she’d been completely alone. If she thought about how different things might’ve been if just one person had shown her support… It didn’t bear consideration.


  “A tragic story to be sure,” Lady Dunn said, not without an edge of sympathy. “However, that is the distant past, and truly, thanks to your ingenuity, it happened to another person. Now you are Ivy Breckenridge, paid companion, and the Duke of Clare wishes to make you his duchess.” She leaned forward, her brown gaze lively and direct. “Why in God’s name would you refuse him?”


  “Because—” She was going to say because of her past, but Lady Dunn had just said that didn’t matter. Hadn’t she? “Are you saying my past transgressions don’t matter?”


  Lady Dunn made a sound in her throat. “Not if you marry a duke.”


  The butler arrived with a decanter of brandy and poured three glasses, leaving them on the tray. He bowed and left.


  “But everyone heard what Bothwick said.”


  Lady Dunn waved her hand before she picked up her glass of brandy. “None of that will matter.” She sipped her brandy. “Unless there’s some other reason you don’t wish to marry Clare. In which case, I would tell you to get over it, because if you don’t marry him, you’ll be ruined. Either way, I suppose your employment with me is at an end. Pity.” She gave Ivy a sad smile.


  Ivy stared at her, uncertain if the viscountess was happy for her or not. “He’s the Duke of Desire.” She nearly choked on the stupid nickname. “I don’t want to be married to someone like him.”


  Except he was also someone who’d done very heroic things. He said she’d changed him… Maybe that was true. Only time would tell, and if marrying him was her only option…


  The room seemed to crowd in on her, and her vision tunneled. She lowered her gaze and saw the brandy glass. Leaning forward, she snatched it from the tray and took a long, fortifying drink. Until it was gone. 


  She set the empty glass back on the tray. “I’m not sure I can manage it—being the center of attention like tonight.” The shame she’d buried had come right back, crippling her.


  “Nora overcame it,” Lucy said. Their friend Nora had married a duke—the Forbidden Duke—five years ago. She’d returned to Society after being ruined nine years earlier.


  Ivy saw the similarity and yet didn’t think they could quite compare. “Nora was caught kissing some reprobate. My situation is a bit more scandalous.”


  “You’ll manage it too,” Lady Dunn said sharply. “Even if your background was without reproach, you’d still be talked about. People will always gossip. Only you can decide what you want, dear. What you’ll endure.”


  That was the question. She’d endured a great deal and had hoped all that was behind her.


  Lucy touched her arm. “He seems to genuinely care for you. He met with Andrew and Ned yesterday to hatch a plan.” She glanced toward Lady Dunn. “While you were at tea with me tomorrow, he was going to ask Lady Dunn for permission to court you.”


  Ivy’s throat tightened with emotion.


  “Well, now that’s terribly romantic,” Lady Dunn said, her lips curving up. “And while I can’t condone his behavior tonight, I will privately admit it was romantic too. Bothwick deserved every bit of it.”


  “But a duel?” Lucy asked, picking up her glass of brandy to take a sip.


  Ivy wrapped her hand around the front of the cushion of the settee as her body tensed.


  Lady Dunn frowned. “That is a problem. Hopefully we’ll be able to talk some sense into him. However, male pride and honor are difficult combatants.”


  “I don’t want him to fight a duel.” Ivy was fairly certain he’d win against Bothwick, but the thought of losing him… A crushing pain ripped through her. “I do love him.” She said it the moment the realization surfaced in her brain.


  Lucy finished her brandy in one swift drink and jumped to her feet. “Come, let’s get back to the Assembly Rooms and put a stop to this nonsense.”


  Ivy joined her, feeling a surge of anticipation that wasn’t entirely cloaked in dread. For the first time in ages, she saw a glimmer of hope.


  Lady Dunn beamed up at them. “An excellent idea. Will you walk? Take one of the footmen with you.”


  “Thank you,” Ivy said. She went to stand next to Lady Dunn’s chair and crouched down so she could look her in the eye. “I’m so sorry to have brought all this on you.”


  “Don’t worry about me, dear. This is more excitement than I’ve had in years.” She touched Ivy’s cheek. “I’ve come to care for you a great deal. You are a very strong young woman, one I’ve been proud to have in my employ. While I’m sad to lose you, I’m so very pleased to see you have a happy ending.”


  Ivy kissed the woman’s soft cheek and stood. As she and Lucy made their way quickly from the town house, she hoped a happy ending was still possible.
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  After Ivy fled, two gentlemen steered Bothwick into the tearoom. West longed to follow them and perhaps conduct the duel now. The tearoom was quite large enough. Since they were indoors, they could use swords. They just required weapons…


  Dartford nudged him. “Clare?”


  “Hmm?”


  “Perhaps we should go.”


  West was aware that people were still staring in his direction. They were now also whispering, some not so softly. He turned to Dartford. “You’ll be my second?”


  Dartford nodded, albeit somewhat reluctantly. “If I must.”


  West wished Axbridge were here. “I need you to go and settle the arrangements. I’ll wait for you in the octagon room.”


  “If I must,” he repeated, letting out a long breath. He went into the tearoom.


  West walked from the cardroom, heedless of the unabashed scrutiny that followed him. As soon as he reached the octagon room, he began to pace. 


  A moment later, his mother walked in. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” she asked sternly.


  Memories of her scolding assaulted West. He stopped moving and glowered at her. “Awaiting my second.”


  She clasped her hands at her waist. “You can’t fight a duel.”


  He clenched his teeth. “I can, and I will.” 


  “I won’t let you marry that…companion.” She said the word as if it were an obscenity.


  “You have no say.”


  “I will make sure everyone knows what happened here, and I shall get the truth from Bothwick, which I will be more than happy to share.”


  “Not if he’s dead,” West said, not caring if he shocked her, in fact hoping he would. After all, provoking her had been one of his favorite pastimes.


  She gasped, and West took a step toward her, his lip lifting in a vicious sneer. “If you do anything to harm Ivy—in body or reputation—I’ll ensure you live the rest of your days in poverty.”


  Her eyes widened, and the muscles around her mouth pulled as she severely pursed her lips. “You wouldn’t.”


  “If you think so, you don’t know me very well. But then I suppose you don’t. You never have.” He knew he’d never open another one of her letters, if she dared to write any more.


  “I know you’re base, self-serving, and sybaritic.”


  “We’re quite finished.” He stared at her, disbelieving that this woman had somehow created him.


  She pressed her lips together once more and spun about, exiting into the corridor.


  West resumed his pacing. Someone else came in and stopped, blinking at him. West went to lean against the wall, where he crossed his arms and waited for Dartford to return. 


  Several minutes later, Dartford came in frowning. “Bothwick is hoping you’ll change your mind. He doesn’t wish to duel.”


  The damn coward. “Then he shouldn’t have behaved like a profligate ass.”


  “So you won’t rescind your challenge?” Dartford asked.


  “Absolutely not.” West pushed away from the wall and stepped toward Dartford. “If Bothwick had done to your wife the things he’s done to Ivy, you would’ve challenged him too.”


  Dartford didn’t blink. “He’d probably already be dead.” He took a breath. “Tomorrow at dawn. I didn’t know where. Do you have a location in mind?”


  He didn’t. 


  “Come, we’ll think about it, and I’ll send a note to Bothwick. He’s expecting to hear from us.”


  “Because he hopes I’ll be as gutless as him,” West spat.


  They stepped outside into the September evening. It was mild, and the air smelled of the coming autumn—of leaves turning and the promise of long, dark nights.


  Nights he’d spend alone.


  “Andrew!”


  West looked toward the direction of the sound. Two figures were running from Alfred Street, their skirts held up as they dashed toward the Assembly Rooms.


  “Lucy!” Andrew strode toward them.


  West hesitated. The second figure—Ivy—slowed. She pushed a lock of hair from her face and sucked in air as her chest rose and fell with her rapid breaths.


  They stared at each other a long moment, and for West, there was only her, standing in the light of a streetlamp, her red-gold hair a bit disheveled and her cheeks pink from exertion. She’d never looked lovelier. His heart ached.


  She came toward him, her gait slow but purposeful. West didn’t move. He was afraid to, lest he’d imagined her arrival.


  “You’re still here,” she said.


  “Yes.”


  She stopped just before him, close enough that he could see a bead of perspiration on her brow. “I worried you were off dueling somewhere.”


  He longed to wipe that single drop of moisture away from her flesh and take her into his arms. “Not until dawn.”


  Her brows gathered together as she narrowed her eyes. “Not if you want to marry me.”


  “You’ll marry me?”


  She nodded, her teeth catching her lower lip for the briefest moment. “If you call off the duel.”


  And allow Bothwick impunity? Disgust rose in West’s throat. “I can’t do that. My honor—your honor—demands it.”


  She came forward and rested her palm against his chest. “If something went wrong and you—” She closed her eyes for the barest moment, and when they opened again, he’d never seen them so clear, so brilliantly green. “I can’t marry a dead man.”


  Chapter Twenty-one


  



  [image: chapter_graphic_theuntouchables]


  



  Ivy held her breath as she watched the play of emotions on his face—wonder, anger, determination, and something she thought might be…love. She could see how much this meant to him, how badly he wanted to defend her.


  “I appreciate you wanting to protect my honor,” she said softly. “But I don’t need you to do that. I survived Bothwick before, and I’ll do it again.” Her mouth curved up of its own volition. “Would it please you to know that I hit him earlier?”


  His eyes widened briefly. “You did?”


  “At the risk of sparking your outrage to even greater heights, he accosted me in the stairwell and tried to touch me. I hit him so I could get away.”


  West’s mouth tightened, and his eyes narrowed to dangerous slits. “I’m going to kill him.” He started to turn toward the entrance to the Assembly Rooms, but she grabbed him by the arm and dragged him away.


  “No. You’re not.” She pulled him to where Dartford and Lucy stood. 


  Lucy looked at her expectantly, her gaze flitting to the visibly angry West. “What’s happened?”


  “West has just agreed to call off the duel,” Ivy said, tucking her hand in his. She looked up at him. “Is Dartford your second?”


  West’s expression relaxed slightly. “Yes.”


  Ivy turned to the earl. “Would you mind informing Bothwick’s second that there will be no duel?”


  “With pleasure,” Dartford said, grinning. 


  “I still want to kill him.”


  Ivy squeezed West’s fingers. “You broke his nose in spectacular fashion with a rather grand audience. Isn’t that enough?”


  “No.” The single word came out as a growl.


  Her heart warmed at his ferocity. “It’s enough for me.”


  “Listen to your future wife,” Dartford said. “It’s much easier than not.”


  “He’s right,” Lucy said, snuggling up to Dartford with a smile.


  Dartford put his arm around Lucy and held her close. “I’ll wait to inform Bothwick for a few hours yet. I think I’ll let him stew for a while.”


  West huffed out a breath. “If that’s the least we can do.” He sounded disappointed.


  “Well, it seems as though everything is all sorted out,” Dartford said jovially. He looked down at Lucy, who was still pressed against his side. “Shall we away, my love?”


  Lucy stepped away from him to give Ivy a quick hug. “I love you,” she whispered.


  Happiness pushed a smile from Ivy’s lips. “I love you too.”


  Lucy put her arm over Dartford’s, and they walked toward The Circus.


  Ivy and West would go the opposite direction. If they left together. She saw the footman standing several feet away and turned to West. “Should I send the footman home?”


  West studied her for a moment. “Did you just agree to marry me?”


  Another smile came to her mouth. She didn’t think she’d smiled so much ever. “Yes.”


  His mouth came down on hers hard and fast, and she felt his lips spread in a smile. When he pulled back, his eyes were alight with joy. “You have made me the happiest man in England. No, in the world.”


  “You can’t just kiss me in public.”


  He arched a dark brow at her. “After the night we’ve had?”


  She glanced around and saw only the footman. She stood on her toes and whispered, “I’d rather you kiss me in private.”


  “Then let us find somewhere private.” He put her arm over his and started down the street toward the footman. “I’ll see Miss Breckenridge home, thank you.”


  The footman looked at Ivy, who nodded her agreement. He turned and departed. She leaned close to West, seeking his heat. “I’d rather not go home.”


  “Where would you like to go?”


  “Your house. If you’re amenable.”


  “I’m more than amenable, I’m bloody ecstatic.” He quickened his pace. “Let’s hurry.”


  A giggle erupted from Ivy’s chest, and she walked faster to keep up.


  “Are you laughing?” West asked as they turned onto Alfred Street. “And smiling excessively. I’m not sure I recognize you.”


  Ivy schooled her features into a somber mask. “Is this better?”


  He stopped halfway down the street and stood her beneath a lamp. “No. I want you smiling and laughing and screaming my name when I take you to bed shortly.”


  Heat flooded Ivy’s body, and she arced toward him. “I love you.”


  His brow furrowed slightly. “Damn it.”


  She pulled back, startled.


  He curled his arm around her waist and pulled her against his chest. “I wanted to say it first. I love you.” He kissed her forehead. “I love you.” He kissed her cheek. “I love you.” His lips settled against hers for a long, lingering moment.


  When they parted, she sighed against him. “You’re kissing me in public again.”


  “Yes, and privacy awaits.” He put her hand over his arm again and started off toward Lansdown Road.


  “West, who was that woman in the cardroom?” Ivy suspected she knew, but didn’t want to guess. She felt him stiffen beneath her hand.


  “That was the Duchess—soon to be Dowager Duchess—of Clare.”


  His mother. She’d thought so. “Does she live here?”


  “No, she lives in Cornwall. Someone on my staff at Stour’s Edge alerted her that I was interested in courting a woman.” He turned his head toward her briefly. “You.”


  Ivy’s insides warmed. “You came to Bath to court me?”


  “I’m going to be perfectly honest—which is how I want our marriage to be. I didn’t know what I was going to do. I only knew that I missed you dreadfully, and I couldn’t just let you fade from my life.”


  She was glad for his honesty and giddy with his love. She still wanted to know about his mother. She wanted to know everything about him. “Why did she—the duchess—come from Cornwall?”


  “Let me see if I can start at the very beginning,” he said, intriguing her. “I explained to you about why I…help women, just as I told you that I enjoy sex and always have. That started when I was rather young.” He stopped abruptly as they turned onto The Paragon. “Wait. I’ll show you.”


  He led her across the street to his town house. When the butler opened the door, he introduced her as his new duchess and immediately swept her up two flights of stairs directly to his bedchamber.


  As soon as he closed the door, he turned and pressed her against the wood, his body searing into hers. He kissed her, his lips and tongue exploring hers with heady precision. She clutched at his shoulders, holding him close while he plundered her mouth. When he pulled away, his lips curved into a sultry, masculine smile. “I couldn’t wait another moment to do that.”


  He turned from her and went to a desk in the corner. He returned with a parchment in his hand.


  She stared down at the drawing, her lips parting with wonder. “That’s me.” She looked up at him briefly before studying the portrait once more.


  It was a sketch of her lying on his bed, her hair spread over the pillows, her limbs sprawled in a seductive pose. She was entirely nude, and the details were exact—from the tips of her pointed nipples to the curls between her legs. Heat crept up her neck and settled in her cheeks. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.


  “You’re beautiful,” he said. “This is merely me trying to recall every plane and contour of your body.”


  She finally found his gaze once more. “Why did you want to show me this?”


  “I started drawing nude women when I was twelve after I saw one of the maids.”


  She tipped her head to the side, thinking there must be more to that story. “You ‘saw’ one of them?”


  He cast his eyes skyward for a moment, and then his mouth relaxed into a self-deprecating smile. “I peeked at one of them. Yes, I was naughty. The point is, I was curious about women and their bodies even then. My mother found my sketches and beat me. She did that rather often, but never more severely than when she caught me pleasuring myself.”


  Ivy began to understand the desire to use violence against someone who’d hurt the person one loved.


  “The more she punished me, the more I wanted to defy her. And so I did. My first liaisons were a direct affront to her. I didn’t realize it at the time, but I do now.” He took the drawing from her and set it back on his desk. When he came back, he stroked her face with both hands, cupping her cheeks. “I’ve never loved anyone before, Ivy. I suppose I loved my father, but probably not as much as I hated my mother. Love is an emotion I’ve never known and never sought. Imagine my surprise when I met you and love stole over me. I was helpless to resist.”


  She leaned into him, and his hands slid to the back of her head and neck. “You were starved. As was I. My family didn’t profess to love each other. Though I did love my sister.” She dropped her gaze and stared at the front of his dark red waistcoat. “And I loved Peter. Bothwick, I mean.”


  He tipped her chin up and stared into her eyes. “That wasn’t love, but infatuation, I’d guess. Hear me, Ivy. This is not lust or infatuation or a passing fancy. I love you with my entire heart, with my soul. You are the strongest person I’ve ever known, and you inspire me to be a better man.”


  Tears scratched at her throat. “I never imagined this would happen to me.”


  He took her hand and slipped it beneath his waistcoat, just over his shirt. “Feel me. I am real. This is happening to you. To both of us.”


  She pressed her palm against his heat. “West.”


  He kissed her again, his mouth fiercely claiming hers. She was suddenly desperate to feel him against her. She pushed at his coat. He helped by shrugging it off. Their hands worked in frenzied concert to divest each other of every bit of clothing. They’d made their way slowly toward the bed as they’d worked, and when they were down to her shift and his pantaloons, Ivy dropped to her knees and unbuttoned his fall.


  She reached inside for his cock and slipped the shaft free. He pushed the garment down his hips as she licked the smooth, moisture-beaded tip. He struggled to disentangle himself from his pantaloons as she stroked his length with her hand, her fingers tracing the engorged veins. She sucked and licked the end, teasing him.


  When he was nude, he cupped the back of her head and tried to push himself deeper into her mouth. She opened for him, guiding him inside while she fondled his sac. He pulled back, but she didn’t release him. She used her other hand to clasp his hip and guide his movements as she sucked his length. He stroked in and out, his breathing coming harder and faster.


  Ivy’s legs quivered, and her core throbbed with need. He abruptly left her mouth and bent to pick her up. He tossed her on the bed, and she quickly pulled her shift from her body. He came up onto the mattress with a primitive growl, his eyes slitted to dark beads of lust. But instead of coming for her, he lay down on his back and reached for her.


  She sidled closer, uncertainty dimming the brilliance of her arousal.


  “Put your leg over me.”


  She did as he said, and straddled his hips. His thumb found just where she needed to be touched, and sparks shot through her. With his other hand, he stroked her breast. Softly at first, and then more firmly as his hands cupped her, and his fingers tweaked her nipple. 


  “Lean down,” he rasped.


  Again, she followed his command, falling over him. His mouth captured her breast, and his fingers teased her sex. When his finger entered her, she cried out. He somehow managed to master both parts of her body as he drove her to the edge of desire. Her hips bucked against his hand as he plunged inside her again and again. His thumb pressed on her nub and she fell, her body shaking with the force of it. 


  But he didn’t wait for her to subside. He moved her slightly and then his cock was against her entrance. He guided himself inside, slowly, until he was partway in. Then he thrust deep, his hands clasping her hips as he brought her down over him.


  Ivy cried out as her orgasm intensified. He filled her so completely. Then he began to move, his hips rocking, his cock driving deep and nearly withdrawing before impaling her once more.


  She tried to move with him, but couldn’t quite control her body as the spasms of her last orgasm rioted through her. He guided her, his grip firm and his thrusts measured. 


  “Ride,” he said. “Like a horse.”


  “I’ve barely ridden,” she managed to say. She gasped as pleasure washed over her. Every bit of her flesh was hot and sensitive. She was beyond herself completely.


  He pulled her against him and swiftly turned, taking her beneath him. He brushed her hair back from her face and kissed her long and hard, his tongue sweeping hers. His thrusts had slowed, his hips grinding against hers. She rose to meet him, her body feeling both pleasured and yet lethargic, her limbs heavy.


  He grasped her thighs and wrapped her legs around his hips. This tilted her pelvis up and opened her so that he pressed against her sex. Then he began to move more quickly again, and her body reawakened with desperate need. She cried out as he hit that spot over and over again, pushing her once more to mindlessness. His thrusts became faster, almost feverish in their intent. He cried her name as he buried himself deep within her. His lips claimed hers, and he swallowed her moan as she came apart in his arms.


  Later, they lay together, their limbs entwined. He held her against his chest; his lips grazed her temple, her cheek, her forehead.


  Ivy was loath to break the spell. “I should probably return to Lady Dunn’s.”


  “Is she expecting you?” He kissed her hairline.


  “I should think so.”


  “I can take you back, but only for tonight. Tomorrow, we’re leaving for London so that I may get a special license. I want to make you my duchess as soon as possible.”


  Ivy lifted her head from his chest. “Can we invite Lucy and Dartford to come along?”


  “Anything you want, my love, is my heart’s desire. You are my heart’s desire.”


  She winced. “I’m afraid I must apologize. For your nickname.”


  His eyes widened, and he laughed. “You started that?”


  “I can’t take all the credit. Indeed, I advocated for Duke of Debauchery or perhaps it was Depravity. I can’t rightly recall, and, really, either would’ve done. Lucy and Aquilla thought Desire sounded more enticing.” She ran her palm over his nipple and up to his collarbone. “Not that you needed any help with that.”


  His eyes crinkled at the corners, and he kissed her swiftly on the mouth. “No. But that life is over. I am still the Duke of Desire—I hope—but only for you.” He kissed her again, his lips soft against hers. “Only for you.”


  Epilogue
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  One month later, Pickering, Yorkshire


  



  “You’re certain you wish to do this?” West asked as the coach pulled to a stop in front of the stone house. He watched his bride stare out the window at the façade, her features tense. Her hands were clasped in her lap, the knuckles white. 


  He slipped his hand over hers. “We don’t have to get out.”


  She shook her head as if waking. “Yes. I do.”


  The footman opened the door and put down the step. West climbed out, then helped Ivy to the ground.


  She took a deep breath and started toward the house, but the door flew open before she reached the stoop. A young woman came forth, her jaw dropping. Her hair, a burnished red-gold, revealed her as Ivy’s relative. Her sister Fanny, West would wager.


  She rushed forward, coming to an abrupt stop right in front of Ivy. “Mary, is that you?”


  Ivy regarded her sister, and West could see that she was still quite rigid. “Yes. Fanny, you’ve grown into a beautiful young lady.” 


  Fanny threw her arms around Ivy, and it was then that West saw her body relax. She wrapped Fanny in a tight embrace. West’s throat tried to close. He coughed and adjusted the brim of his hat lower over his brow.


  When they broke apart, Fanny’s gaze traveled to the coach and then to West.


  Ivy pivoted toward him. “Fanny, this is my husband, the Duke of Clare.”


  Fanny’s eyes grew wide, and West feared her jaw might hit the ground this time. She snapped her gaze back to Ivy. “You’re a duchess?”


  Ivy nodded, a smile teasing her lips. West loved watching this moment. She’d left here wounded and vanquished. For her to return in triumph made his heart soar.


  “What’s this?” A woman came from the house, wiping her hands on her apron.


  Fanny swung around, her eyes bright. “Oh, Mother! It’s Mary. She’s married a duke!”


  Ivy’s mother surveyed Ivy from head to toe. West watched as Ivy’s face became stoic. “Hello, Mother.” He heard the ice in her tone and didn’t blame her for it one bit.


  Mrs. Snowden looked at West then. “You’re really a duke?”


  He came forward and executed a bow before her. “Clare.”


  “I won’t ask how you managed that,” she said to Ivy. “I’m pleased to see you found your way.”


  “This sounds like a wonderful story,” Fanny said. “I’d love to hear how you went from working as a governess to becoming a duchess.” She slid her mother an interesting glance. It was a bit saucy and begged explanation. But West doubted he’d get one. She turned to him. “Do you have children, Your Grace? Is that how you met?”


  He fought a smile. Fanny was a lively thing. “No. We met at a house party.” Ivy had told him that she’d made up a story about becoming a governess to explain to Fanny why she was leaving.


  “Well, come in for tea as long as you’re here,” Mrs. Snowden said, sounding a bit resigned.


  “If it’s no trouble,” Ivy said.


  Mrs. Snowden didn’t respond, just turned and went into the house. Fanny linked her arm through Ivy’s. “Come and tell me all about your estate and what it’s like to be a duchess. I’m probably going to end up married to Mr. Duckworth next spring, so I must live through you.”


  “Mr. Duckworth?” Ivy made a face, and West chuckled. He’d never seen her do that. “Perhaps you should have a Season instead.” Ivy turned to West. “Don’t you think?”


  They’d discussed the possibility of bringing Fanny to London for the Season—provided her parents agreed. Ivy wasn’t certain they’d let her go, even though Ivy was a duchess now.


  Fanny squealed with delight. “A Season?” She dragged Ivy inside. “Mother! I’m going to have a Season!”


  They spent the next hour drinking tea and suffering first her mother’s obvious discomfort and then her father’s. Mrs. Snowden had sent someone to fetch him from the cowshed.


  He’d sat across from West glowering at him skeptically, as if he couldn’t quite believe a duke was sitting in his house. By the time they left, Ivy’s sister was ready to come with them straightaway. Ivy was ready too. However, the Snowdens were reluctant. West had then launched a lengthy argument as to why it would benefit Fanny—and them—to allow her to have a Season. They’d ultimately relented and agreed that she could come to London in the spring.


  West waited by the coach as Ivy hugged her sister good-bye. 


  “I’ll see you soon,” she said, kissing her cheek. “And I’ll write.”


  Fanny wiped away a tear. “I’m so glad you came.”


  They hugged again, and then Ivy walked toward the coach. West noted the moisture brightening her eyes as he helped her inside. He climbed in after her, and they were soon on their way.


  He pulled her against him and kissed her temple. “Your sister is lovely.”


  Ivy wiped her eyes. “I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her. I never thought I’d see her again.”


  “I’m glad she’s coming to London.”


  Ivy turned in his arms and looked up at him with love. “Thank you. You really are the best of men.”


  He barked out a laugh. “Only because of you.” He touched her chin. “How do you feel?”


  “Surprisingly peaceful. I don’t hate them. And I don’t need to see them again. Or write.”


  He’d noticed that her mother hadn’t asked her to, nor had she offered. They rode in silence for a little while. She leaned against him, and he stroked her back.


  “It was strange,” he said. “Hearing them call you Mary. I’ve been meaning to ask how you chose your new name. I know how you settled on Breckenridge, but why Ivy?”


  “The workhouse had a wall with ivy growing up the side. I thought it was pretty, but one of the older inmates told me it was a nuisance, that no matter how they tried to stop it from growing, it always found a way to survive, and indeed, thrive.” She sat up and looked into his eyes. “I decided I wanted to be like that ivy—no matter what anyone did, I would persist. I would survive.”


  Admiration swelled in his chest. “I didn’t think it was possible to love you more.” He kissed her softly, his lips gently cradling hers.


  Her hands came up around his neck, and she threw a leg over his lap, straddling him.


  “Ivy, what are you doing?”


  “Seducing you.” She kissed along his jaw and nibbled his earlobe.


  Shafts of desire pierced him, bringing his cock to instant and full arousal. “We should wait until we reach the inn.”


  She lifted her skirts and reached between them for the buttons of his fall. Her mouth trailed along his neck. “Why?”


  “The child?” He’d been thrilled when her courses hadn’t come. He could scarcely believe how deeply his life had changed in the past few months, and he couldn’t have been happier.


  “Will be fine,” she said. She lifted her head and looked at him with a teasing glint to her eye before quoting, “‘A reserved lover, it is said, always makes a suspicious husband.’ How has my Duke of Desire become such a prig?”


  He laughed softly and brought his hand between them, finding her sweet, wet heat. “Goldsmith, of course.” He speared his finger into her, eliciting a soft gasp from her lips.


  “I can’t let you impugn my character like that. I’m the Duke of Debauchery to you.” He pressed his lips against hers and whispered, “And don’t ever forget it.”


  



  The end


  



  Thank you for reading! Check out the next book in The Untouchables series: The Duke of Defiance.


  



  Thank You
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  Thank you so much for reading The Duke of Desire. I hope you enjoyed West and Ivy’s story! I had so much fun writing them.


  Would you like to know when my next book is available? You can sign up for my newsletter, follow me on Twitter at @darcyburke, or like my Facebook page at http://facebook.com/DarcyBurkeFans.


  Reviews help others find a book that’s right for them. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative. I hope you’ll consider leaving a review at your favorite online vendor or networking site.


  The Duke of Desire is the fourth book in The Untouchables series. The next book in the series is The Duke of Defiance. Watch for more information! In the meantime, catch up with my other historical series: Secrets and Scandals and League of Rogues. If you like contemporary romance, I hope you’ll check out my Ribbon Ridge series available from Avon Impulse and my latest series, which continues the lives and loves of Ribbon Ridge’s denizens – Love on the Vine.


  I appreciate my readers so much. Thank you, thank you, thank you.
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