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Chapter
One

Late March
1821

 


Darius Prestwich
stepped off the boat, one of the many owned by his cousin, Sir Adam
Prestwich. He swung his pack over his shoulder and looked around at
all the people milling about the huge city of Portsmouth. One
person in particular caught his eye and he stared incredulously. If
he didn’t know better, he’d think it was Adam. Upon closer
inspection, he realized it was indeed his cousin accompanied by a
heavily veiled woman of diminutive stature and a large young man
who stood out due to his very size.

He thought of
approaching them but he was held back by one of the captains
employed by his cousin. “I say, Mr. Dare, are you off to see Sir
Adam?”

Dare turned to
the burly man and replied, “Yes, Captain Blake, as a matter of fact
I am. He stands just over yonder.” Dare pointed towards the little
group. “Was there something you’d like me to make known to
him?”

“Let him know
the Bonny
Mae went down. I just received
word this minute.”

Dare stood very
still. ‘Twas the third ship they’d lost in twice as many months.
Adam’s shipping business couldn’t stand much more loss. “Are you
sure?”

“Sure as I’m standin’
here, Mr. Dare.”

“Any
survivors?”

The captain
shook his head sadly. “Nay, lad, none. The ship disappeared, too,
just like the others.”

Dare shook his
head. It was a mystery he thought might never be solved. “Who
imparted the message to you, Captain
Blake?”

“It was young Jimmy
Smith. His papa sails for that there Lord
Penryn.”

Dare gazed at
the ruddy captain thoughtfully. He had heard of Lord Penryn before.
The man was an enigma and never strayed far from his home in
Cornwall. He also happened to be Adam’s biggest shipping
rival.

“Very well. I’ll let
my cousin know.” He turned to walk away but the captain stopped him
again.

“When is he goin’ to
make you a cap’n, young man?” Captain Blake asked
kindly.

“That, my dear
captain, is very much up to Sir Adam,” replied Dare. He saluted the
captain in a mocking gesture and walked away.

He was not
altogether surprised when he observed Adam heading in his
direction, his companions following close behind. He stopped and
waited for them.

Holding out his
hand in greeting, he said, “Adam, well met. I need to speak with
you.”

Adam smiled in
greeting, shaking his hand. His oddly colored gray-green eyes
glinted with a warning that Dare couldn’t begin to
understand.

Then he glanced
at the woman—a lady to judge by her garb—and the young man and
wondered if his cousin was aiding an elopement. He returned his
gaze to Adam, one black brow lifted in faintly mocking
inquiry.

Adam ushered him
to one side, neglecting to introduce him to the couple. “Dare, I
need a favor.”

Dare held up a
hand. “First, let me impart my information. Captain Blake informed
me that the Bonny
Mae went
down.”

Adam’s brow
furrowed. “How many is that now?”

“Three in six
months.”

“Damn. Is there any
clue as to what is happening to them?”

“Every man has been
lost and the ships seem to disappear from the face of the earth. It
appears to be true of the Bonny Mae
as well. I will look into the matter at
great length when I get the chance of
it.”

“Good man.” Adam
looked back at his companions uneasily. “I have another favor to
ask of you.”

Dare listened
with growing disbelief as Adam explained the situation in which he
found himself. As soon as Adam finished, he said, “You must be
jesting! You want me to squire a passel of females around during
the season? Have you lost your mind? What do I know of Society? I
haven't attended the season in…well, ever. I can't
possibly—”

“Miles has, dammit,
and he will be there too. Please just do as I ask and leave me to
get this latest problem out of my hair.”

Dare reluctantly
agreed and watched his cousin walk away. He swore under his breath
and headed into the town.



Miles watched
Lady Brianna Prestwich pace much in the same way her cousin, the
Earl of Greville, was wont to do. Lady Bri only did so when she was
particularly disturbed, however. Lord Greville had a tendency to do
it all the time.

“My lady, I wish you
would stop and tell me what I am to do. I cannot read your mind and
although I have been here for all of fifteen minutes, you have yet
to tell me why. I do not want to sound rude but I have several
things to accomplish for Adam.”

Bri stopped
pacing, giving her husband's cousin a look of disgust. She had ever
had little patience for strictly organized people and Miles
Prestwich was one of the worst.

“You can oblige me for
a minute or two, Miles. I’m sure whatever it is Adam has set for
you can wait.” 

She started
moving again and Miles feared he might develop a headache to match
the crick that was swiftly developing in his
neck.

She threw him an
annoyed glare. “And I told you to call me Bri. Do I have to make
Adam order you to make use of the
god…blasted
name?”

Miles allowed a
tiny smile to play about his lips. He was positive Lady Prestwich
cleaned up her language out of deference to him. She did make life
very interesting, to be sure.

“Here is my problem,
Miles,” Bri said finally, stopping again to stare at him steadily.
“Adam has gone out of town to take care of some things and it is
left up to Rory and I to scotch a few rumors that seem to have
crept up on us when we weren’t looking. We need you to squire us to
balls and parties so we can gossip.”

“What about Lord
Greville?” asked Miles in surprise. 

“He went with Adam,”
replied Bri, favoring him with a look that implied he should have
known that.

“Very well,” responded
Miles. He really did not want to but perhaps he would see a certain
lady again by traveling in the same circles as
she.

“Thank you, Miles,”
said Lady Prestwich with a hefty dose of sickeningly sweet charm.
“You may go now.”

Miles bowed and
departed. He closed the drawing room doors behind him and returned
to the study at the back of the mansion.

He sat down at
the large mahogany desk and started sorting through the papers
lying there. After several minutes of pointless shuffling, he
realized what he was doing and stopped. He had not the time to
daydream about a pair of heavenly blue eyes, a pert nose, and soft
blond curls.



Dare was
admitted into Lockwood House in Berkeley Square without much fuss
and ushered into the drawing room. The butler, West, announced him
and he was faced with his cousin’s wife for the first time. He
thought she was beautiful, of course, with her deep red hair and
emerald green eyes, but there was something in her expression, in
her bearing, perhaps even the look in her eyes that made him very
thankful she was Adam’s wife and not his
own.

“Lady Prestwich, it is
a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said with an elegant
bow.

She said nothing
for a moment, just looking at him closely. Then, “It’s your
eyes.”

“Excuse me?” he
inquired, wondering if perhaps he’d missed something vitally
important.

“Your eyes. Miles’s
are not as dark a blue as yours are. Lovely. I shall have no
trouble telling you apart even if you cut your hair and style it
just like his.” She gestured to a chair. “Please sit. We should get
acquainted.”

Dare glanced
ruefully at his travel-stained clothing. “Perhaps after I’ve had
time to refresh myself, my lady.”

“Now don’t you go
starting that, too. I have just this moment told your brother to
stop calling me that and I will tell you the same thing. I have a
name. It is Brianna. I would appreciate it if you would call me
Bri. “Lady Prestwich,” “Lady Rothsmere,” and “my lady” are just so
stuffy, don’t you think?”

“Indeed, Bri,” he
replied with a charming smile. “I will endeavor to remember. In the
meantime, you must call me Dare. I will answer to nothing
else.”

Bri smiled, her
striking beauty almost blinding. “Wonderful. I can tell we will get
along famously.” With that, she dismissed him to clean
up.

Dare was led to
a handsome apartment on the third floor among the other family
sleeping chambers. He appreciated the rather masculine furnishings
and was pleased to note the water closet that was just off one end
of the dressing room. It had been quite some time since he’d
visited Lockwood House and he was impressed with Adam’s
improvements.

He made use of
the wash room and changed into fresh clothes. He pulled on worn but
comfortable doeskin breeches, a loose linen shirt, and a jacket of
navy blue. He left his shirt open at the neck and tied a simple
belcher handkerchief at his tanned throat.

As he left his
rooms, he hoped Bri would not mind his casual attire. He was not
about to dress in the restricting clothing demanded by Society
until he absolutely had to—and even then he would balk at every
restraining article.

He knew he would
have to find a valet soon, as well, and he really didn’t want one.
He had become used to having his privacy and it was something he
now closely guarded.

Instead of
returning to the drawing room on the first floor, Dare decided to
do a little exploring. He eased his way past the open doors of the
room containing Bri and hurried down the rest of the stairs. He
supposed Miles was about somewhere and if he knew his twin at all,
he was willing to bet he was in the study poring over
paperwork.

Dare shuddered.
He hated paperwork. In fact, he could barely read and that suited
him just fine. He had no use for books or newspapers and less use
for writing.

Miles, on the
other hand, had a flair for making sense of chaotic offices,
studies, and libraries and simply thrived on literature. He usually
had his nose in some book or other or his hands in papers that made
no sense to anyone sane. Another shudder snaked through Dare’s body
at the mere thought of organizing
anything.

Making another
turn, Dare faced a closed door. He was willing to bet he faced the
study, as it was farthest from the noise of the street and house
traffic. He pushed it open and walked in.

Miles looked up
with a guilty flush, thinking it was Bri who had caught him
daydreaming. He frowned when he saw his wandering
twin.

Dare grinned,
his face looking even more handsome than normal. “Please, Miles,
your excitement over seeing me again after all these years is
unbecoming in a man. Restrain yourself.” He crossed his arms over
his chest and advanced into the room, gazing about in
interest.

Miles frowned
even more heavily at his brother’s levity but remained silent for
the moment. Then he noticed Dare’s choice of garb. “What the devil
are you wearing?”

Dare looked down
with an expression of feigned wonder on his face. “Oh, dear father
in heaven! I’m wearing clothes! I left my room naked. Where did
these come from?” He pulled at his shirt, making it billow out away
from his muscular chest. His look of bafflement was something to
behold.

Miles almost
smiled at Dare’s playacting. Instead, he gave him a stern look.
“You are dressed far too casual for London and our cousin’s house,
Dare. What if someone calls on Bri and sees you dressed like that?
You could ruin all of our social cache in just one
sitting.”

“What if, shwat if,”
remarked Dare carelessly. “I will wear what I want until I am
forced to go about in Society. And if the ladies who visit will be
frightened by my dress I will simply hide until they go
away.” 

“Will you cut your
hair?”

That wiped the
grin off Dare’s face. “Why should I?”

“You look like a
pirate, Dare. All you lack is the eyepatch.”

A gleam of
interest lit Dare’s expressive face. “Indeed. I’ll look into
that.”

Miles released
an exasperated breath. “As you will,” he muttered, wondering why he
even tried to change his brother. It was a thankless task and never
successful.

“I’ve often wondered
the same, brother,” Dare uttered softly. “Trying to change someone
who is equally determined not to is ever
frustrating.”

Miles shook his
head, a trifle aghast at his twin’s unnerving
perspicacity.

Several minutes
passed with Miles once again poring over his paperwork and his twin
prowling around, poking his fingers into everything like a curious
child. Miles felt like a father sometimes when he was with Dare and
it was not a feeling he enjoyed considering he was the younger of
the two—by twelve minutes.

“If you are going to
hang about, Dare, do something productive,
please.”

Dare stopped
prowling and stared at Miles. “What do you suggest?” He moved
across the room and stood looking over his twin’s shoulder. “Do you
have party invitations that need addressed?” he asked impudently,
knowing this was not an activity that fell under Miles’s
jurisdiction. “I assure you, should I do so, all the invitations
would go astray resulting in some unsavory characters arriving for
the ball…or rout…or breakfast…or
whatever.”

He paused, one
finger on his chin in a pose of thinking that Miles knew was
feigned. “Why do they call it a breakfast, by the bye? They never
start until three in the afternoon and go until all hours.” The
look he bestowed on his brother positively begged for an
answer.

Miles managed to
contain his annoyance. He had a difficult time dealing with Dare’s
lackadaisical way of life. The man was twenty-eight years old. It
was time for him to grow up and stop acting like life was a
game.

Dare knew how
his attitude annoyed Miles and secretly reveled in it. Their
relationship was a constant struggle between comedy and drama, Dare
preferring to laugh at the bumps in the road of life and Miles
preferring to analyze and configure everything life tossed in his
path. The very thought of taking life seriously wearied Dare to the
point he was afraid he might have to retire to his room for a
two-week nap.

The elder of the
two identical gentlemen resumed his place behind his brother’s
shoulder, shamelessly perusing the paper currently on the top of
the stack. He was intrigued to note that a lady’s name seemed to be
scrawled across the page with many flourishes. Did his brother have
a tendre
for someone?

“Dare, do you mind?”
snapped Miles. He jerked the paper out of the other man’s line of
sight. He was more annoyed with himself than his brother but the
way Dare was hovering made him edgy.

Dare’s ready
grin flashed again. “No, I don’t mind.”

“Get
out!”

Laughing, Dare
left Miles to his papers. He crossed the hall and went back
upstairs. As he moved past the drawing room, Lady Prestwich stepped
out. He stopped.

“I wondered if perhaps
you were lost,” remarked Bri with a smile. “Then I heard Miles yell
and I assumed it was a little brotherly
squabble.”

“You were right,”
replied Dare. He looked at his cousin’s bride. “So tell me all the
news. I have not heard anything to date.”


Chapter
Two

 


Lady Genevieve
Northwicke stared at the young man with feigned incomprehension.
She fluttered her eyelashes and gave him such an ingenuous look
that he felt quite intelligent, which was just what she wanted him
to think. The poor young captain had neither wit nor looks and
Jenny did not have the heart to puncture his bubble of
self-importance.

Finally growing
tired of her feigned stupidity, she smiled and asked, “Captain
Carter, would you be so good as to escort me to my sister. I do
believe she is signaling me.”

“Of course, Lady
Northwicke.” The captain bowed and held out his
arm.

Jenny placed her
hand on his arm and followed him across the crowded ballroom. She
managed to keep the smile on her face until she reached her sister,
Gwen. The captain bowed and moved away.

Jenny grabbed
her sister’s arm and pulled her behind a potted plant so they were
in relative privacy. “Please, Gwen, get me out of here. If I have
to act stupid to satisfy the vanity of one more witless young man,
I’ll…I’ll—”

“Scream?” suggested
Gwen. She gave her twin a sympathetic smile, her bright blue eyes
twinkling. “You might do better punching them in the eye, Jenny. I
almost did.”

Genevieve, the
older of the twins, gave her sister a look of delight. “Who, Gwen?
Was it Sir Gerald? He can be such a bore. Do you know he once gave
me a jaw-me-dead when he caught me reading Plato in the original
Greek? He actually told me ladies should not addle their brains
with difficult reading materials. Their sole purpose in life is to
look pretty so men can enjoy gazing upon them, act stupid so stupid
men can feel intelligent, and faint at the sight of a spider so men
can feel strong.” She released a sound that was suspiciously like a
snort—if ladies made such a sound, that is, which they didn't. Then
she added darkly, “He did, however, think it was adorable that I
was pretending to know how to read Greek.”

Gwen giggled.
“When were you reading Plato, Jenny?”

“Three days ago at
Lady Jersey’s rout. I was so tired of pretending to be something
I’m not that I sneaked into the library for a good read. I was just
getting to the good part when Sir Gerald walked in.” She grimaced.
“I was sorely tempted to draw his cork.”

“Shh!” admonished
Gwen. “If mama hears you speaking cant she’ll make us listen to a
lecture about the proper behavior becoming a lady. I can’t sit
through another, I promise you. After the last one, I swore I’d run
and hide.”

“How very unladylike,
Gwen, to be sure,” replied her sister tartly. She spoiled the
effect by laughing. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the
arrival of Lady Prestwich. “Oh, let us go say hello to Bri, Gwen. I
have not seen her this age. And she was always good for chasing
away the doldrums.”

The twin
beauties moved sedately across the floor, smiling serenely at
gentlemen as they went. Both were well versed in the art of
flirtation and it was automatic for them to do so. If they weren’t
a duke’s daughters with notoriously high dowries, they’d be
considered on the shelf, in fact. They were twenty-three and both
had been inundated with offers of marriage, still were, in fact.
Neither had found gentlemen they liked well enough for marriage,
however, and so they were both still
unwed.

Upon reaching
Lady Prestwich, Gwen burst out with, “Oh, Bri, you are the answer
to our prayers.” Then she caught sight of Miles Prestwich, a
gentleman with whom she was slightly acquainted and more than
slightly attracted. She blushed prettily and offered him a
smile.

Jenny noticed
this little bit of by-play and rolled her eyes. Really, her sister
could be such a ninny sometimes!

The sound of a
male laugh jerked her attention to Bri’s other escort. Her eyes
widened considerably and she had to bite her lip to avoid
embarrassing herself by laughing outright.

Before her stood
a replica of Miles, only, somehow, much more handsome, but in a
piratical sort of way. His hair was longer than fashion dictated
and tied at his nape with a black silk ribbon. His evening dress
was flawless, his cravat a miracle of starch and linen with a blue
diamond glowing from the folds, and his dancing pumps shined like
black glass.

He had a
decidedly roguish look in his dark blue eyes. It was this look that
made her think of pirates and made her want to laugh. He looked
very out of place in the glittering ballroom surrounded by members
of the ton.

He stared right
back at her, his look frankly appraising and Jenny surprised
herself by returning the look hundredfold. His eyes darkened and
she felt goose flesh break out on her arms. Her heartbeat
accelerated and her palms grew moist. And all that from a simple
look! What would it be like to actually touch the
man?

She became aware
suddenly that everyone’s attention was focused on her. “I’m sorry,”
she said. “I wasn’t attending.”

Bri laughed.
“That was apparent, my dear. I was merely introducing Miles’s
brother, Dare. You may or may not acknowledge him, as is your
preference,” she said carelessly, grinning hugely. “He is a bit of
a rogue, a bit of a flirt, and a bit of a rake.” The older woman
pursed her lips. “On second thought, you might do better to stay
away from him.”

Dare seemed much
amused by this assessment of his character. He made no reply,
however, beyond admonishing Bri to be careful whom she informed of
this fact.

“You admit to being
these things?” Jenny asked with raised eyebrows.

“I admit nothing, Lady
Genevieve,” he replied. “Confession leads too often to
misunderstandings and assumptions better
left…unassumed.”

“Many would disagree,
Mr. Prestwich, and say that confession more often leads to better
understanding.”

He snapped a
smart bow, his eyes crinkling in amusement.
“Touché, my dear
lady.”

The band chose
that moment to strike up a waltz. Dare bowed to Jenny and asked if
she cared to dance.

She accepted out
of curiosity. “I was under the impression that you have been away
for many years, sir. How is it that you know how to
waltz?”

“What a savage you
must think me,” he remarked lightly, placing one hand at her waist
and taking her hand in a strong clasp with the other. “I have not
been among only the uncivilized, you know. The waltz is danced in
Germany.”

“I know that,” she
replied with a tinge of asperity. Did he actually believe her to be
so stupid that she did not know in which country the waltz
originated? 

Dare grinned
down at the diminutive beauty in his arms. “Indeed? You didn’t
exactly strike me as the type to know much beyond how to flirt and
spend money.”

He made the
comment just to rile her and he got just the reaction he wanted.
She puckered up like an angry kitten and he strongly suspected
she’d hiss and spit at him if she could do so without destroying
her reputation beyond any sort of
atonement.

“I’ll have you know,”
she said angrily before she thought about what she was saying and
to whom, “I happen to read extensively on every subject I can get
my hands on. I would wager I have read more than
you.”

“I would not take you
up on that, little trumpeter,” he commented dryly, “considering I
avoid reading like the plague.” Lord, he’d no idea the chit was a
bluestocking. No wonder she was still unmarried at her advanced
age.

As if she had
read his mind, she said haughtily, “I do not go about bragging
about my knowledge, sir. I know how to act around
gentlemen.”

“From that comment, I
can deduce one of two things,” he replied with a mocking twist of
his finely molded lips. “One, you are a consummate actress and an
accomplished liar or, two, you do not think me a gentleman and
therefore subject me to your childish displays of temper and
behavior.”

Her mouth
dropped open further and further with every word until he was sure
she would catch flies were she not
careful.

“How dare you, sir!”
she finally responded scathingly. She attempted to stop dancing but
he tightened his hold on her lessening the distance between them to
a mere few inches. 

“Release me! This
dance is over,” she hissed.

“I think not, my dear.
You were asking for that. I’ll not let you insult me by leaving me
alone on the dance floor.”

So Jenny fumed
silently until the dance was finished. She refused to answer any of
his questions or rise to any of his baiting. The dance finally
ended and she was escorted back to her
sister.

Dare bowed
mockingly. “Thank you, my lady, for the dance. Rarely have I been
so…entertained.” He turned on his heel and walked
away.

“Whatever did he mean
by that?” wondered Gwen aloud.

“Oh, I don’t know,”
snapped her sister, very annoyed indeed. “He is insufferable. I do
not wish to speak about it.”

Gwen obliged her
by remaining silent. But she couldn’t help but wonder what Darius
Prestwich had said to so vex her twin.



“You were unforgivably
rude to her, I think,” Miles told his brother on the way home that
night.

Dare grunted,
refusing to answer. That girl had managed to annoy him in a way no
lady had ever done before and he would not acknowledge that perhaps
he’d been just a bit too hard on her.

“She is a spoiled
brat, Miles. It was time she had a proper
setdown.”

Miles bristled.
“She is a lady, Dare, not some strumpet who is paid to ignore your
cruelty.” He flushed suddenly and glanced at Bri’s smirking face.
“Your pardon.”

Bri nodded and
would have replied but Dare was not finished arguing his
case.

“The differences
between a strumpet and a lady are money and power, Miles.
Otherwise, a woman is a woman and they are all alike.” He sent Lady
Prestwich a challenging look as if daring her to dispute his
claim.

Bri just
laughed. “For the most part, I have to agree. Oh, close your mouth,
Miles, do before you catch a fly. As I was saying, ladies are not
very different. Those without name merely sell their bodies in
order to buy food. Ladies, on the other hand, sell their bodies
into wedlock for position, security, and power. I leave it to you
to determine the bigger whore of the two
types.”

Dare and Miles
stared. Bri shrugged. “It’s true, but I think Miles is right, Dare.
Jenny is not deserving of your scorn, no matter what she said to
you. If she were like other ladies, she’d have accepted the Duke of
Bedford when he offered for her in her first
season.”

“Bedford offered for
Lady Genevieve?”

Bri smiled at
the gentlemen. “Yes. Now I think we should focus on something else.
My gossiping went rather well, I think. Soon everyone will believe
Rory and I helped Merri kill her husband.” She was referring to her
cousin’s wife, Aurora, and their friend, Leandra, whose husband,
the Duke of Derringer, had recently gone missing. This was what had
taken Adam away unexpectedly and he had taken Aurora’s husband, the
Earl of Greville, with him.

Miles and Dare
looked at her in disbelief and she laughed at the twin expressions.
“It is when I say something so totally outrageous that the two of
you actually look alike. Otherwise,” she shrugged, “you are very
easy to tell apart.”

“I’ve never had any
trouble,” quipped Dare.

“Nor I,” agreed Miles
in a rare display of levity.

Dare gave him an
approving look. “I knew I’d wear you down eventually,” he remarked
lightly.

Miles frowned.
“One light comment does not mean I am just like you now,
Dare.”

“Heaven forbid! I
wouldn’t ever assume such a thing, brother. I realize what a sad
trial I am to you and all others forced to endure my company.
Please accept my most humble apologies.” His look was a mask of
humble penitence, eyes cast upward with a beseeching look and hands
clasped before him as if in prayer.

“Oh, Dare,” laughed
Bri, “you are a delight. I envision many interesting evenings this
season.”


Chapter
Three

 


Dare glared at
his new gentleman’s gentleman. The man insisted Dare have his hair
cut and he was having none of it. After a heated debate regarding
what was fashionable and what was not, Dare finally
snapped.

“Shut your trap, you
miserable fop!” he shouted. “I will not cut my hair, I will not
change my attitude, and I will not bow to the whims of a
starched-up tailor’s dummy!”

“I never—!” began the
man in righteous indignation.

“Well, perhaps you
should!” snapped Dare. He growled low in his throat, a sound that
was so like an animal the valet stared at him, his pupils dilated
instinctively in fear.

“Get out,” commanded
Dare in a quieter voice. “I will hire someone willing to work with
me, not against me.”

The valet, upset
at losing a job but grateful for his freedom nonetheless, fled
before Dare could change his mind. Dare glared at the closed door
and sighed. Lord, he couldn’t do this. Moving about in the upper
echelons of society was wearing his patience dangerously
thin.

He shoved a hand
through his black hair and stared at his reflection in the long
mirror in his dressing room. His own face stared back, wavy black
hair loose about his shoulders, his features set in lines of
weariness. He didn’t think he looked anything like Miles at the
moment and that pleased him to no end. His entire life, he’d had to
watch his twin charm their parents and do everything right. He
graduated first in their class from Eton and then Miles had gone on
to graduate first in his class at Cambridge while Dare had run away
from home; he solved every problem their father came up against on
the tiny estate they’d grown up on—Miles was
perfect.

This is what he
had had to grow up with. A perfect mirror image of himself doing
everything right, never playing pranks, never getting into trouble,
never becoming a by-word in society, never doing anything to sully
his sterling character. Therefore, every little bit of trouble Dare
had managed to land himself in looked ten times worse. Miles was
held up as the ideal although Dare was technically older. When Dare
had turned sixteen, he’d begged Adam to send him on one of his
ships so he could get out from under the disapproving stares of his
family.

He would be
forever grateful to Adam for doing just that. His life at sea had
been hard work and made him take life seriously for once. He had
thrived under the strict supervision of Captain James Ford, a man
who became more of a father to Dare than his own had
been.

A sad little
frown tipped Dare’s lips as he thought of that gallant man. He had
been aboard one of the ships that had been lost at sea.
The Aphrodite
had been the first to go down leaving the
bodies of every crewman floating in the
water.

A chill ran over
Dare every time he thought about it. He had been assigned to that
ship but something had occurred to keep him bound to shore and he
had had to wait for the next of Adam’s shipping line. His extended
visit in France had not been pleasant but, considering the
alternative, he was grateful for small
favors.

“Problems?” inquired
Miles from the door.

Dare didn’t turn
around. “Nothing I need help with.”

Miles entered
the room, closing the door firmly behind him. “Why did you come
back?” he asked bluntly.

Dare turned to
regard his brother, his eyes carefully blank. “I wanted to reunite
with my dear brother, of course,” he said with a tinge of sarcasm.
“Why do you think I returned?”

“To cause trouble,”
Miles replied instantly, his face a mask of well-bred calm and ease
in spite of his hurtful remark.

Dare had the
urge to destroy his brother’s poise. Mostly because he envied him.
Miles had always been held up as perfect. It was inevitable that
Dare would believe it, too. That he wasn’t a paragon as well had
always been an open wound with him.

Dare assumed an
air of surprise. “Trouble, brother? I never
cause trouble. It just seems to follow me wherever I go. I’m hurt
you’d think so poorly of me.”

“Perhaps you can take
it elsewhere this time,” Miles suggested mildly.

“No,” his brother
stated bluntly, no longer jesting.

Miles sighed,
shoving his hand through his short dark hair. “Why must you forever
plague me?” he complained. “I thought you had found what made you
happy and I was glad. I thought you’d not bother to come back with
your…trouble. Why did you
choose now?”

Dare stared at
his twin. It was the closest Miles had ever come to outright saying
he did not like him and would rather live without him around. He
wondered if his brother’s attitude had anything to do with a
certain blue-eyed princess named
Guinevere.

“What are you afraid
of, Miles?” he asked gently. “Are you still angry with me over
Belinda?”

Belinda Markwell
had been a neighbor of theirs growing up in Exeter. Miles had had a
boyhood crush on her since they were in shortcoats and Dare, in one
of his stupider moments, seduced the girl just to spite Miles. It
was not something he was proud of but it had happened and he firmly
believed the past was better left in the past. Dwelling on it just
led to hard feelings and heartache.

A small voice in
his head told Dare he was a hypocrite in this particular belief but
he ignored it.

Miles drew
himself up, his blue eyes glinting angrily. “I will not talk about
that, Dare. Belinda was a gently reared girl and you were
despicable to use her in such a fashion.”

“I know, Miles, I
know.” Dare sighed. “I apologized a thousand times over for that
and I don’t think I deserve to be reminded of my adolescent
stupidity every day for the rest of my life.”

“She’s dead, Dare. You
wouldn’t marry her and she killed herself.”

Dare froze. “You
think that was my fault?” he asked.

“Everyone
knows
it was your fault. She was pregnant,
Dare.”

He hadn’t known
at the time. It wasn’t until much later that the truth had finally
come out. But he also hadn’t been the first or last man she’d been
with. The possibility of the child being his was
remote.

He could have
told Miles this and retained at least a tiny portion of his twin’s
respect. But he didn’t want to harm Belinda’s reputation any more
than he already had. If everyone believed him to have abandoned her
so callously, so be it. He could withstand the taint to his name.
He didn’t enjoy being in society anyway.

An image of
Genevieve Northwicke danced before his eyes. She was the daughter
of the Duke of Denbigh. Why on earth had he thought of her at this
inopportune moment?

Most likely
because the young lady had affected him as no other woman he’d ever
met, he admitted ruefully. He firmly pushed the memory of her
appreciative stare from his mind. If he allowed himself to think of
it now, he’d be in some considerable physical
discomfort.

“I can see, as usual,
that it is pointless trying to reason with you,” muttered Miles in
disgust. “I’ll leave you to your fuming.” 

Dare said
nothing. What could he say? Part of him agreed with his brother.
The other was too proud to try to defend himself. Miles was his
twin, his other half. He should have believed in him, trusted
him.

But he didn’t.
Miles never had. No one ever had. Dare was very much afraid no one
ever would.

Slumping down
into a chair, Dare dropped his head into his hands, the picture of
weary dejection. He suddenly wished he had stayed on that boat and
returned to France.



That afternoon
was spent in the traditional manner. Gentlemen who had stood up
with ladies the night before paid a social call or sent round their
card with flowers. Dare had to obey this social edict as well and
he did so with calm indifference. Miles insisted on personally
calling on Denbigh’s twins and begged Dare to accompany
him.

Dare envied his
brother’s ability to pretend their heated argument had not
occurred. Evidently, he had run it through his mind and come up
with a solution for it. Oh, well.

After
laboriously dressing himself in one of the monkey suits he hated,
Dare left his room to find his brother. Miles was in his own
chamber, staring at his reflection in the mirror, clearly fretting
over the folds of his cravat.

“You look good,
Miles,” Dare commented lazily. He sat down, slouching horribly, and
gave his twin a flashing grin. “How many more hours until you’re
ready?”

Miles swung
around and looked his brother over critically. Dare was wearing a
morning coat of dark blue bath superfine and skintight pantaloons
gray-blue in color. On his feet were shining black Hessians. His
cravat was nothing remarkable but nothing to be ashamed of either
and had a sapphire stickpin inserted haphazardly in the folds. His
wavy black locks were tied securely at his
nape.

“You look very well,”
Miles finally said.

“I’m relieved my
appearance pleases you, Miles,” replied Dare dryly. “Can we go now?
I’d like to get this visit over with if you don’t
mind.”

Miles frowned at
him. “I’ll be down in a trice.”

Dare stood with
fluid grace and sauntered to the door. “I’ll await you in the
drawing room.”

Upon reaching
that room, however, Dare heard the unmistakable sounds of Bri
receiving her own gentlemen callers from the evening before. He
hesitated a second too long, debating whether or not to interrupt,
and was accosted in the hall by a blond gentleman who reminded him
sharply of Lady Genevieve.

This gentleman
stopped and opened his mouth on his way down the stairs. Then he
closed his mouth and peered closer. A smile broke out over his
features. “You must be Darius Prestwich.”

“You have the
advantage over me, I’m afraid,” Dare replied easily. He was unsure
what to make of this man who was obviously a relative of the
Northwicke twins.

He stuck out a
hand, looking up a little at Dare, as Adam’s cousin was a bit
taller. “I am Adam’s closest friend, Connor
Northwicke.”

Dare shook hands
with Lady Genevieve’s older brother. “And how is your wife?” Dare
inquired politely. He had heard a few vague things about this
gentleman from some of Adam’s correspondence over the past few
years and he privately thought Lord Connor had been through more
than any man deserved.

His smile
wavered. “She is well, thank you.” He glanced away, his smile
finally fading, and glanced back at Dare. “My sister mentioned you
when I saw her today,” he finally commented
lightly.

Dare braced
himself mentally for what ever the little minx happened to mention.
“In what way?” he asked emotionlessly.

“She seemed to think
you said or did something to upset Jenny, actually. She said it
wasn’t important, just odd.”

Kind of like
this conversation, thought Dare. He forced a look of vague interest
and repeated his earlier question.

Lord Connor, who
was actually the Marquess of Beverley though he chose not to employ
the use of the title, sighed a little. “I hate to do this to you
since we just met but as Jenny’s older brother I feel the need to
warn you away from my sister.”

Dare stiffened,
saying nothing. Connor continued. “Gwen seems to think Jenny’s odd
reaction stemmed from her partiality for you more than her disgust.
I realize you are Adam’s cousin and as such entitled to some
courtesy. But your past is too shady by half.” He paused, studying
Dare’s closed expression. “Damn. You know, there is really no
graceful way to warn somebody off, is
there?”

“Don’t bother, Lord
Connor. I understand completely and think more of you as a man to
get involved in the future happiness of your sister. You have my
solemn promise that after today, I will never speak to your sister
again. And for good measure, I will include her twin in that
promise.”

“You do not have to do
anything so drastic, Mr. Prestwich,” Connor inserted
firmly.

“I insist, my lord.
Now, if you will excuse me, I must pay my compliments to my
cousin.” Dare strode into the drawing room, refusing to acknowledge
the pain caused by Lord Connor’s very negative assumption.




It was rather
unfortunate for quite a few people that Dare’s reckless streak was
coming to the surface again, brought on by his own disappointment
in himself and aided by certain comments and references to his
past. But he was no more able to stop it than capture a wave in the
palm of his hand.


Chapter
Four

 


Bri looked up
from her circle of admirers when Dare approached. “Dare, how lovely
of you to join me. Will you sit?”

Dare bowed over
her hand, smiling flirtatiously. “I regret that I cannot, my lady,”
he replied, straightening. “Miles and I must perform duty visits
this afternoon.”

Bri stared at
him for a moment. Then, rising, she said, “I wonder if you might
walk in the garden with me for just a moment, Dare. There is
something I wish to discuss with you.”

They were soon
strolling among thorny roses and twisting vines of ivy. Both were
silent for a moment, just gazing about at the signs of an early
spring.

“Did you meet Con?”
asked Bri suddenly, turning a blinding smile on her
companion.

Dare stiffened
slightly. “I did. He was all that was…uh,
protective.”

Bri gave him a
sympathetic look. “That bad, huh?”

“Something like that,”
said Dare honestly.

Bri stopped,
causing Dare to stop right along with her. She turned to look him
in the eye. “I realize Connor means well, Dare, but please don’t
take anything he says personally. He is very protective of his
sisters; they have always been extremely
close.”

“That is a difficult
request, Bri,” he remarked dryly.

Her look was
eloquent enough to make him laugh. “Why, you ask? Well, he referred
to my past and that is something I can’t help but take personally
since it is something I have that no one else
does.”

“Nonsense,” scoffed
Bri. “Everyone has a past.”

Dare was very
quiet for a long moment. “Do you know anything about my past, Bri?
Has Adam or Miles told you anything?”

“No,” she admitted.
“But it can’t possibly be as bad as mine, Dare. No one has a past
as bad as mine.” Her tone was sad with a touch of bitterness and
Dare wondered what she had hidden in her past to cause such an
emotion.

“Not even Derringer?”
he asked facetiously, having heard by now all about the infamous
Lord Heartless.

She grinned.
“Well, maybe Derringer,” she conceded.

Dare sighed
suddenly, a sigh of pure, unadulterated weariness. “I appreciate
your attempt to cheer me, Bri, really I do. But it is unnecessary,
as I had never once considered courting Lady Genevieve. She is a
duke’s daughter and I am merely the son of a country gentleman,
owning nothing more than a scandalous
past.”

Bri gave him an
enigmatic look. “Somehow I don’t believe you are
merely anything, Darius Prestwich.”



Jenny and Gwen
flirted with their visitors as they had been taught. A shy but
inviting look here, a whispered word or two there, blushes and hand
squeezes for good measure; these were the key ingredients for an
experienced flirt.

The twins,
however, had been entertaining gentlemen for the past few hours and
their rather limited store of patience was wearing thin indeed.
Jenny had already threatened to pop one young man in the nose if he
insisted on treating her like she was without a brain, much to his
astonishment. He had been so surprised, in fact, that he had
convinced himself he had not heard her correctly and taken his
leave in a state of semi-unreality.

Gwen, who
actually possessed a bit more patience than her sister, finally got
to the point that she was also ready to do someone serious bodily
injury. That was when Darius and Miles Prestwich were announced.
She smiled at Jenny who was scowling unpleasantly, marring the
perfection of her lovely features.

The new arrivals
crossed the room, bowing and saying all that was expected of them,
offering little clusters of flowers to each of the ladies. Gwen
accepted hers from Miles with a maidenly bush and invited him to
sit with her. Jenny accepted Dare’s offering with a distinct lack
of thankfulness and carelessly gestured at the chair next to
her.

“Please sit, Mr.
Prestwich,” she said in a tone that indicated how clearly she did
not wish him to sit there.

“Always willing to
oblige a lady,” murmured Dare, already amused by his rude
reception.

Jenny snorted.
“Indeed? You shock me, sir.”

“Not nearly so much as
I could,” Dare pronounced with a certain amount of wicked innuendo.
Her look informed him that his dart was well
aimed.

“How is your day
progressing, Lady Genevieve?” he asked politely.

“Oh, you know, as
usual,” she replied with a ludicrous expression of boredom on her
face. “I flirt, I flatter, I charm, I choke.”

Dare laughed,
drawing the attention of some of the other gentlemen in the room,
as well as the ladies. He appeared completely unaware of this,
however. “You are just as candid as ever, my lady,” he told her. He
sobered suddenly. “Don’t ever lose that. Act the débutante to the
hilt if you must but never marry until you find someone with whom
you can be yourself.”

Jenny stared at
him. “Does such a man exist?” she asked with a small amount of
wonder.

“Of course. I wouldn’t
think your brother ever found much pleasure in talking to stupid
ladies and I can’t imagine that his wife is like that. You know Bri
is outspoken and Adam seems to delight in that. Even Miles believes
women should have some brains and he seems to take society’s side
in everything.”

“And what about you?”
Jenny heard herself ask, vastly interested in this topic and
curious about the hint of bitterness she detected in his
words.

His face became
shuttered, distant. “I much prefer stupid ladies,” he remarked in a
tone devoid of expression. He stood. “Please excuse me, my lady.”
He bowed and left her to join a group of young men standing near
the window overlooking the street.

If that was what
he liked, why was he counseling her to retain her independence of
mind? It made no sense to her and even less the more she thought
about it. When the middle-aged Earl of Tarence joined her, she
smiled and became as distant as Dare had been towards
her.



“I can’t believe you
would make other plans, Dare. Adam wanted you and I to take Bri and
Lady Greville about,” complained Miles that
evening.

“I’m sure you can
handle it, Miles,” he said encouragingly. “I believe in
you.”

“You say that now. But
Lady Greville is six months pregnant and scary beyond reason. And I
think Bri is, too. She just hasn’t told anyone
yet.”

“She is. About three
months, I should think.”

“You see? I need
support, Dare. Me, alone with two pregnant females? The mind
shudders.”

Dare’s lips
became a grim line as he studied Miles. “When the devil did you
turn into such a whiner?”

Miles drew
himself up to his full height of six-feet-one-inch. If he did it to
intimidate him, Dare thought, he was in for a disappointment.
Darius Prestwich was not easily intimidated—especially by his
younger brother.

“I do not whine, Dare.
I have legitimate concerns. I choose to voice these concerns. And
since they are about you, who better to listen to
them?”

Dare stared up
at him from where he lounged in his chair. His expression was
patronizing. “Miles, when will you learn? I do not listen to
anyone. I am my own man. A violent, irresponsible, and sometimes
downright nasty man, true, but my own man nonetheless. Please
refrain from telling me what I should and should not do.” He stood,
patting Miles’s cheek affectionately. “Thank you, brother. I’ll see
you tomorrow.”



Miles escorted
Bri and Aurora, Lady Greville, to a rout in Park Lane being held by
Sir Alfred Tinney and his new bride, Lady Matilda. With a lady on
each arm, Miles led them up the front steps and the three of them
greeted their host and hostess. They fought their way up the stairs
to the upper salons. Miles relinquished his charges to some of
their acquaintances so they could further their gossip about Lord
Derringer and escaped to a slightly less crowded
room.

He had stood
looking around the room for only a few moments when he caught sight
of the Ladies Northwicke. They held court from a settee situated
near a potted palm. He moved in that
direction.

Gwen greeted him
with obvious pleasure. This was what a young lady ought to be like.
She was polite, sweet, unassuming, kind, beautiful, elegant…he
could go on forever.

Jenny looked up
at him with a question in her eyes that Miles couldn’t begin to
understand. He glanced at Gwen, his black brows raised ever so
slightly.

Lady Guinevere
rose to her feet. “I would very much like to walk a bit, Mr.
Prestwich,” she said sweetly.

Miles bowed and
offered his arm. He sent a questioning glance Jenny’s way but she
politely refused to accompany them.

When they were a
sufficient distance away, he remarked, “Your sister seemed to want
to ask me something.”

“I believe she wonders
where your brother is, sir,” she told him.

“But why would she
want to know that? I thought they took a dislike to each
other.”

His companion
smiled enchantingly. “Have you not heard that there is a thin line
between love and hate, sir? I do believe my sister reacts so to
your brother because she is enamored of him. I have never seen her
react so to another man, I assure you.”

“Perhaps I should warn
her about him,” murmured Miles thoughtfully, glancing back at
Denbigh’s other daughter.

“Oh, please do not,
Mr. Prestwich,” said Gwen in distress. “I should not have spoken so
out of turn, you see. It would embarrass her greatly to discover
she had been found out. I regret telling my brother about it but I
cannot undo that now.”

“Lord Connor is aware
of their attraction?” he asked in disbelief. He hoped the marquess
had refrained from mentioning it to Dare. If Dare was warned off,
he might court the girl just to spite everyone.

“Yes, I am afraid so.
I confessed in a moment of unease over the angry words they
exchanged yesternight. Con assured me he would look into it. I only
hope he didn’t find anything…alarming.”

Miles nearly
groaned aloud. Of course, Lord Connor found something alarming
lurking in Dare’s past. And Dare had mentioned meeting the marquess
earlier that very day. It was inevitable that Lord Connor warned
Dare to stay away from his sister.

“Sir? Miles? Whatever
is the matter?”

The distress in
Gwen’s soft voice pierced his ruminations and he smiled down at the
petite beauty. “You just called me Miles,” he said in some
wonder.

“I admit, I did,” she
confessed, her face turning a becoming shade of pink. “I apologize
if you thought it forward of me, sir, but I could not get your
attention otherwise.”

“I do not think it
forward of you, my lady. I would be honored if you would call me
Miles. And,” he added with a special smile that warmed her to her
toes, “you always have my attention.”


Chapter
Five

 


He tried, he
really did. But it was no use. Dare’s contrary nature would not be
silenced. He had been told a few things about Lord Connor that made
him uneasy but he was self-destructive enough to disregard his own
common sense. He decided to try to woo Lady Genevieve just to prove
he could.

He had no way of
knowing that Lady Genevieve, who had been hurt at his obvious
defection, was just as determined to ignore him should he try to
come around now. Although, after a lecture from her brother, she
was just as tempted to flout convention.

Jenny was
crossing the hall to enter the library when Connor stepped into the
foyer. She went down to greet him with a hug and kiss, as was her
habit, and inquired after his wife and
children.

“They are well, Jenny,
they are well,” he said, smiling. “I wonder, could you spare me a
few moments? I’d like to talk to you.”

“You came expressly to
see me?” she asked in some surprise.

“Do not sound so like
I ignore you the rest of the time, Jenny, I beg you. You make me
feel like a boor,” he complained good-naturedly.

“You could never be
that, Con,” she said. “I was just on my way to the library to see
if father has a book on phosphates. I heard about this new way of
planting that has me itching to read more about it but I also want
to compare it to other writings about the use of
phosphates.”

Connor smiled at
her enthusiasm for a topic most ladies shuddered to even think
about. “I could share a bit of my own knowledge on the subject but
I have a lowering feeling that you already know more than I
do.”

“Perhaps,” she
allowed. “But we could talk about it anyway.”

Connor took her
arm and led her into their father’s spacious library. He steered
her to a set of chairs flanking the large fireplace and pushed her
down into one of them. His face was serious, intent, as if he had
some dreadful news to impart.

“Con, please tell me
what is bothering you,” she implored. “You are scaring me with your
long face. Verena and the children are all
right?”

“Yes, I said already
they are fine, Jenny,” he responded. He sat down in the chair
opposite and leaned forward, settling his elbows on his knees. “I
wonder if you’d tell me how you feel about Darius
Prestwich.”

Her blond brows
shot up. “Darius Prestwich?” she repeated numbly. “I find him
insufferable, if you must know.”

Her brother drew
a deep breath. “You have no tender feelings for the man?” he
insisted.

“None, Con. What is
this about?” Her tone was bordering on exasperation as she watched
the consternation settle on Connor’s face.

“I was told you were
partial to him, is all. Apparently, my source was
wrong.”

“Who is this source,
Con?” she asked with dangerous softness.

He looked at her
shrewdly. “My own imagination, Jenny.” He rose to his feet,
apparently ready to leave. “It appears my reason for coming was not
necessary. I wanted to ascertain your feelings for him because he
apparently has feelings for you. But he shouldn’t bother you
now.”

Jenny stared at
him from her seat. “Now?”

“He promised to stay
away from you. And I believe him. He did not seem too upset about
it,” he murmured reflectively. “Relieved, in
fact.”

With a brother’s
usual carelessness, Connor managed to severely wound
Jenny’s amour
propre.
“What do you mean, he seemed relieved?”

“Don’t take it
personal, Jen. Darius is not interested in you because he is not
interested in marriage. A man of his stamp is only interested in
one thing. And he can’t get that from a gently bred
female.”

Jenny wasn’t
naïve enough to misunderstand her brother’s explanation. But she
was still upset that Darius seemed to have no interest in her at
all. Even an improper one would be a salve to her
vanity.

Connor took his
leave and his sister bid him a rather absentminded goodbye, her
thoughts elsewhere. The words of her brother were burned into her
mind, making her angrier by the second. She’d show them, she
thought with grim determination. She’d show them
both.

Unbeknownst to
either herself or her brother, Lady Genevieve Northwicke was
quickly on her way down the road to
scandal.



Dare eyed his
cousin’s wife with a certain amount of dislike. She certainly was
an annoyingly persistent woman, he thought for probably the
thousandth time. He didn’t know why she seemed to think he had to
escort her. Miles was a perfectly capable escort and Dare had no
stomach for the opera. The mere thought of sitting through hours of
caterwauling made him shudder.

“I won’t go, Bri,” he
told her firmly. “You have Miles. I am
unnecessary.”

“You don’t
understand,” she protested vehemently. “Connor’s sisters, the
daughters of the Duke of Denbigh, asked for you and Miles
personally. It is an honor that you cannot
decline.”

“Let somebody else
have the honor,” snapped Dare. He was through arguing about
it.

“Dare,” Bri said then
in a conciliating tone, “I would greatly appreciate it if you would
come along. I love your brother, but even you have to admit, Miles
is a bit of a dull old stick.”

Dare unwillingly
released a bark of laughter. “I do agree. But I promised to stay
away from Denbigh’s daughters, Bri. I mean to try to keep that
promise.”

“Oh, that,” murmured
Bri, remembering the conversation they’d had earlier that week.
“This hardly counts,” she said dismissively. “You are obviously
being dragged to the opera. Anyone with eyes will be able to see
that you would rather be anywhere else. Connor will not cause a
scandal by calling you out over your attendance even if we do sit
with his sisters.”

Dare crossed his
arms over his chest and stared at her for a moment. Then he gave a
resigned sigh, saying, “Fine, Bri. You win. I’ll go. Just give me a
moment to dress.”

Dare disappeared
to his rooms and seriously considered dressing like a pirate,
complete with black eyepatch. The Opera Committee was known for
being nearly as strict as Almack’s and he knew if he dared show up
in such scandalously casual garb, he’d be tossed out on his
ear.

He threw on his
clothes unmindful of the way they landed on himself, and tied his
cravat in something that looked remarkably well considering he
hated the things and avoided them whenever possible. He pushed his
hand instead of a comb through his black curls, crammed a hat on
his head, shrugged into his coat of black superfine, shoved his
feet in shiny black shoes, and walked out the
door.

Bri took one
look at him and smiled warmly. “You look very handsome, Dare,” she
said sincerely.

Dare’s brows
dropped suspiciously. “Why? Did I forget my breeches? Is my hat
backwards? Shoes on the wrong feet? What is it?” His eyes crinkled
with unholy amusement. “Perhaps I should fetch my
eyepatch?”

“No, you wretched man,
no. We will depart now. Miles, come along,” ordered Bri firmly.
Then, with a gentleman on each arm, she left.



Jenny waited
impatiently for Bri’s party to arrive. She sat in the back of their
box at the opera and scanned the crowded house in case they had
decided to sit somewhere else. She was anxious to put her plan into
action and she didn’t mean to lose a single
opportunity.

Her sister sat
beside her, watching her with a concerned expression on her face.
“Jenny, you look flushed. Are you feeling quite the thing? Perhaps
we should go.”

Jenny gave her
an impatient glance. “I am feeling fine. And you know how mama
loves the opera, Gwen. We couldn’t leave now if Napoleon escaped
again and threatened to murder anyone who refused to leave the
opera.”

“Oh, don’t say such
things, Jenny! That man was horrible. And isn’t he dead
anyway?”

“I don’t know, Gwen,”
she snapped. “Now, do be quiet. I’m looking for
someone.”

Gwen’s eyes
widened making them appear bluer and more vibrant than usual. “You
are? Who on earth—”

They arrived at
that moment, cutting off Gwen’s question. Jenny blushed hotly as
she turned and her eyes collided with those of Darius Prestwich.
His held amusement and a determination that Jenny did not
understand.

He approached
her after greeting her mother and father, the Duke and Duchess of
Denbigh. She saw her father give him an intent look and prayed he’d
not say anything embarrassing. Her mother was everything that was
gracious and kind. Bri and Lady Greville were soon sitting next to
the ducal pair, chatting happily until the start of the
opera.

Dare and Miles
moved to pay their respects to the twins. Their dark heads bent
over the hands of the Denbigh twins made a stunning contrast that
was not lost upon several audience members. Whispers started in one
corner and soon spread throughout the
building.

After seating
themselves, each beside the lady of his choice, Dare turned to
Jenny and said, “May I say how lovely you are this
evening?”

“Certainly,” she
replied, fluttering her eyelashes in an exaggerated fashion. “I do
so love compliments.”

Dare smiled
slightly. “Indeed? You seem to have forgotten to whom you
speak.”

“Why do you say that,
sir?”

“It’s me, Jenny. Dare.
You do not have to play the empty-headed twit with
me.”

Her expression
became something ludicrous in its dismay. “Oh, dear. And I seem to
recall you telling me you like stupid
women.”

His eyes glinted
mischievously. “Are you trying to attract my attention,
Jenny-love?”

She gave him an
arch look, her insides quivering at his unlooked-for endearment.
“How do I answer that, Mr. Prestwich? If I say yes, I must be fast.
And if I say no, I am just rude.”

“What are you two
whispering about?” asked Miles suspiciously.

Jenny gave him
her brightest smile. “Just trifling things, I assure you, Miles.
Your brother has been delighting me with his
wit.”

“Indeed?” Miles
murmured, giving his twin a searching glance.

Dare grinned.
“Yes, Miles, my wit. I have been known to have one or two upon
occasion.”

Jenny stifled a
giggle behind her fan. Her mother turned an admonitory glare on
her, as the music was about to start. Placing an expression of
utmost innocence on her pretty face, Jenny stared at the stage. Her
lips quirked when she felt Dare’s dark blue eyes on
her.

She rapped him
across the knuckles with her fan. “Stop staring, sir, it’s
rude.”

“Rude?” he whispered.
“In what way? I am merely enjoying the view.”

“Watch the stage,
Darius Prestwich,” she ordered, blushing in spite of her
determination to remain impassive and in control.

“I’d much rather watch
you,” he murmured, daringly taking her hand.

“I do believe you are
flirting with me,” she told him with a tine smile tipping the
corners of her mouth.

“And if I am?” he
challenged, stroking his thumb over her palm.

Mesmerized by
the patterns he was creating in her palm, Jenny had to still the
sudden beating of her heart and the shiver of excitement that
skittered along her spine. Visions of his hand doing more than
caressing her gloved fingers stopped her lungs from drawing
air.

She stuttered a
bit before she could discernibly reply. Then, “I would not stop
you,” she said boldly.

The duchess
turned and shushed them, causing the duke to turn as well and give
Dare a long look. Dare unobtrusively released his companion’s hand
and smiled at her father. The duke did not return the look. He just
swiveled back to face the stage.

Dare leaned
towards his fair companion, saying in a reverent voice, “I do
believe your parents actually listen to the music.” His
expression was suitably horrified.

“They are quite
unfashionable that way,” she murmured back, tossing a careless
smile at Miles, who was trying to hear what they were saying. “I
should think your dear brother would be better off listening to the
music as well.”

“I shall call the
blackguard out, I promise you, if he persists in starring at us.
Does he give us the evil eye, do you think?”

Jenny giggled,
only to cut it short when her father again turned with a stern
expression on his face. She sent him an innocent grin and shushed
Dare for good measure.

Dare and Jenny
said nothing more for the rest of the performance. Neither was
inclined to draw any more attention.


Chapter
Six

 


Dare made sure
to see much of Jenny over the coming days. She seemed as determined
to see him. They managed to avoid Lord Connor’s discerning eye
since he was preoccupied with his own family. They would have been
surprised to note that the duke was ever watchful, and usually with
more insight into the situation than one would have ever
thought.



Bri was a
willing accomplice in many of Dare’s encounters with the lovely
Lady Genevieve. She often invited the delightful twin girls to tea,
gossiping and sharing fashion secrets.

Dare knew Bri
didn’t really like talking about fashion and had an almost violent
dislike for gossip. He was secretly amused she was so transparently
trying to bring him together with Jenny.

On the other
hand, he wondered just what she was hoping to accomplish. While he
was at it, he had to wonder just what he hoped to
accomplish.

It was madness.
And yet…

And yet, he knew
he couldn’t stop seeing her. Something in her called out to him,
something unnamed, something…special.

“I have no honor,” he
muttered half to himself one day.

Jenny, having
heard him, started. “Whatever do you
mean?”

He favored her
with a searching look. “I gave my word of honor that I would not
see you.”

Jenny just
stared at him, her fingers gone suddenly numb around her delicate
teacup. Moving with precision, she set the cup aside, careful not
to jar it against the saucer or tabletop.

“Indeed? And to whom
did you say such a thing?”

Her companion
looked away, his gaze sweeping Bri’s drawing room, seeing nothing
and everything. Miles was talking quietly with Gwen and Bri, giving
them a moment of privacy. The first footman stood in one corner,
anticipating the needs of Bri’s guests.

When his probing
gaze again met hers, he had carefully masked his feelings. “Your
brother, of course.”

Jenny inwardly
seethed. “Con interferes too much in my choice of companions, I
think.”

A smile of male
satisfaction twisted his lips. “You care,
Jenny-love?”

She released a
breath of air that sounded suspiciously like a snort. “You could
only be so fortunate,” she said lightly.

A moment of
shared amusement passed. Then Jenny asked, hesitantly, not looking
up from her tightly clasped hands, “Why do you continue to see me,
sir? Does your honor mean nothing to you?”

Her eyes rose
slowly, meeting his with an earnest desire for the truth and damn
him, he wanted to tell her the truth.

He settled for a
half-truth. “I find that your company means more to me than my
honor,” he told her simply, sincerely. He was a little unnerved
that it was true.



Jenny watched
distantly as her maid dragged a brush through her golden locks. She
should not read more into the statement than was warranted, she
told herself sternly. It would only lead to heartache when he
decided to entertain himself with
more…worldly…company.

“Are you all right, my
lady?”

Jenny met
Alice’s concerned gaze in the mirror. Brow furrowed, she asked
why.

The maid looked
confused herself. “You sighed as if you lost your dearest
companion.”

Jenny forced a
smile to her stiff lips. “Did I? I was just missing Denbigh, Alice.
No need to fret.”

The maid
appeared relieved it was something as simple as common homesickness
that ailed her lady. Jenny wished bitterly that that was all it
was.

The door to her
chamber was pushed wide to admit Gwen and the Duchess of Denbigh
followed close behind.

Jenny rose to
her feet, dismissing Alice with a nod of her head. She offered a
sincerely pleased smile to her female family
members.

Gwen grinned
back but there was a stiff quality to it that made Jenny
uneasy.

The duchess
closed the door carefully behind her. She stood for a moment,
facing the wooden barrier. Jenny felt a stirring of unease deep in
her stomach.

Lady Denbigh
turned. Her timelessly beautiful face was determinedly blank, not a
whit of her inner feelings coming to the fore. She moved with
infinite grace to her daughter’s side, her hands clasped before
her.

Jenny wished she
possessed a tiny bit of her mother’s poise. She had always loved
her mother and wanted to be her when she grew up.
Now, seeing the disappointment slowly unfurl in her parent’s
beautiful blue eyes, she wished she were anywhere but
there.

She cast her
eyes to her twin, questioning her. Gwen’s smile was strained and
after a moment, faded completely.

“We are concerned for
you, my love,” the duchess said softly. She took her daughter’s
hands in a comforting clasp, squeezing gently. “You have been
spending much time at the Prestwich’s residence.”

“Gwen has visited
too,” Jenny offered, confused.

Her grace
nodded. “Yes, dear, I know. What concerns me is your association
with Mr. Darius Prestwich.”

Jenny didn’t say
a word. She just looked at her mother,
waiting.

Lady Denbigh
sighed. With a little tug, she pulled her child over to the bed and
sat down. Gwen joined them.

“If I ask you about
your feelings for Mr. Prestwich, will you be honest, I
wonder?” 

Since it
appeared to be a rhetorical question, Jenny said
nothing.

“I am your mother,
Genevieve, and I love you. I know you have very strong feelings for
this young man and I’m not sure you understand exactly what it is
about him that worries your brother.”

“Con spends too much
time with his nose in other people’s affairs,” Jenny retorted
bitterly.

“Perhaps,” her mother
allowed magnanimously. “But I think he has reason to be concerned,
Jenny.”

Jenny realized
her mother would not leave it be until she’d revealed the cause of
all the worry. So, with a heartfelt, bone-weary sigh, she invited,
“Tell me what he’s done, mother.”



Denbigh caught
up with Dare one day on his way to Brooks’s. The duke was driving
his own team when he came upon the young man walking
sedately.

“I say, Prestwich!” he
called.

Dare turned a
look of surprise on Jenny’s father. “Your grace, how do?” he asked
politely.

“Tolerably,
tolerably,” he replied, smiling. “Can I take you up, young
sir?”

“That depends, in
part, on where you are bound, Lord Denbigh.”

“Anywhere you need to
go,” he replied expansively.

Dare laughed.
“Very well, then, sir. I am bound for my club,” he said as he
nimbly climbed up next to the older man.

Denbigh set the
team in motion and silence reined for a few minutes as he
maneuvered the vehicle through some heavily trafficked areas.
Shortly before they arrived at Dare’s desired destination, Denbigh
spoke.

“I understand you’ve
been seeing much of my daughter, Mr. Prestwich.”

Dare stiffened.
“Yes, sir, I have.”

“I also understand
that her brother warned you to stay away from
her.”

“Yes,
sir.”

“Why, may I ask, do
you disregard his warning?”

Dare gave his
companion a rather pointed look. “If you believe there is any
reason to warn me off, as I am sure you do, then you know me well
enough to determine the answer to that question
yourself.”

A smile twisted
the duke’s lips briefly. “Indeed, I do, lad, indeed I do. I was
just curious to hear what you would tell
me.”

“Now you have, your
grace. And let me assure you that I am delighted to have been able
to afford you some pleasure this day. You may let me down anywhere
along here.”

“Don’t go puckering
up, lad,” admonished Denbigh. “I am not amused, actually, or
pleased. I would like to reiterate Connor’s warning to you. My
daughter is a lady, sir, and I will not have her trifled with. If
you do not press towards marriage, I will ask that you desist
pestering her.”

“I sincerely mean your
daughter no harm, Lord Denbigh,” replied Dare wearily. “We are
friends, nothing more. It seems I am the only man in society with
whom she can be herself. I am pleased to be able to give her that
reassurance. I apologize for causing you or your family any
unnecessary worry.” He frowned. “I am not so simple that I do not
realize she can do much better than me for a
husband.”

The duke pulled
up before Brooks’s Gentleman’s Club. As Dare made to climb down,
Denbigh said, “Remember those words, Darius Prestwich, every time
you see Jenny. She deserves better.”


Chapter
Seven

 


At first, the
duke’s comments did not bother Dare. But as he contemplated them,
he became more and more angry. So he had made one very stupid,
careless mistake in his youth. Why must everyone hold it against
him and make him feel as though he was not worth the dirt under
their boots?

Dare was in an
unpredictable mood by the time he returned home later that evening.
He walked in the door to be informed that he was expected to escort
Bri and Aurora by himself as Miles had come down suddenly with a
cold. He nearly swore but something hard inside him made him tell
Bri he would, of course, be delighted to escort her and her
friend.

Bri actually
shivered at the expression on his face when he said
it.

When he reached
his room, Dare stood before his mirror and stared at his
reflection. Perhaps he should cut his hair, he thought
dispassionately. He had had enough derogatory comments about it and
he was about fed up with them. But he liked his hair. Perhaps he
would give it some more thought before he did anything so
drastic.

He spun away and
marched across the room, entering his dressing room to change. Just
as he shrugged out of his tight-fitting jacket and loose shirt, he
heard a quiet scratching on his bedchamber door. With no thought
for his half-naked state, he marched back across and threw the door
open.

“What?” he barked, the
unpredictability in his mood making itself known. He was never rude
to servants.

Adam’s butler,
West, gave Dare a blank look and said solemnly, “This was delivered
for you earlier, sir. I was informed to deliver it to you
personally.”

He handed over a
small square of paper with no outstanding markings anywhere on it
to indicate from whom it may have come. The seal was plain wax and
of a color anyone could have. There were no smells attached to it
and nothing written on it.

Dare took it
with a curious look and asked, “Who delivered
it?”

“A young boy, sir,”
replied the butler woodenly.

Dare stared at
it a second longer, then, recalling the butler’s presence,
muttered, “Thank you, West,” and shut the door in the man’s
face.

He took the note
over to the window and sat down at the table situated there.
Cracking open the seal, he opened it and started to read. An
incredulous expression settled on his countenance when he’d
finished. He looked up and stared straight ahead for a few moments,
not quite sure what to do. His dark blue eyes flashed back down at
the feminine handwriting.

This was a coil,
to be sure. Lady Genevieve could not have thought this through.
What she was asking went against everything he believed and
practiced as a gentleman.

He was positive
she had told no one of her letter or intent, even her sister. He
was also sure she would not. He wondered what drove the girl. Was
she actually attracted to him or was she just after the proverbial
forbidden fruit? If her family was diligent enough to warn him away
from her, he knew they would warn her about him. Perhaps they’d
even gone so far as to…

And why wouldn’t
they? Dare gave himself a shake. Of course, that was what the
important thing was that she wanted to speak to him about. Her
family must have told her about Belinda
Markwell.

He stood up and
stretched his arms far up over his head. He would have had to tell
her at some point, he thought in resignation. He just hoped she’d
listen.



Two hours later
Dare was bathed and fully dressed in dark jacket, tight silver
breeches, silver waistcoat embroidered with gold thread, starched
cravat tied just so with a black pearl stuck—in the usual haphazard
fashion—through the folds, pristine white linen, and shiny black
dancing shoes with silver buckles. He assessed his appearance
critically in the long mirror and decided he would have to do. His
hair was tied securely at his nape with a silver silk ribbon. He
grinned suddenly, feeling an unusual tremor of excitement as he
left the room.

“Dare! It’s about
time, you clunch,” admonished Bri with a mock glare as soon as he
entered the drawing room. “Well, at least you are ready at last.”
She grinned suddenly. “You look very well, Dare.”

“As do you, Bri, as
always,” he returned, his eyes glowing with appreciation at the
seductive appearance that she made in her clinging sapphire silk.
“Adam is a very lucky man.” 

She thanked him,
hurrying them out the door.

They were
fashionably late for Lady Riesley’s ball. Her daughter, Mirabel,
was making her comeout and no expense had been spared. It was one
of the premier events of the season.

And Dare, with a
thrum of excitement snaking through his veins, wished desperately
that he were anywhere else.

He entered with
his party, unobtrusively scanning the crowded ballroom for Lady
Genevieve Northwicke. He spotted her on the dance floor, waltzing
with some nonentity of a man.

An unaccountable
stab of what felt suspiciously like jealousy speared him through
the gut. It was all he could do to stay where he was and not go
charging across the floor, intent on bodily
harm.

Firmly
restraining the impulse, he smiled a greeting to their hostess, who
still stood in the receiving line although it was quite past time
for her to join her guests. Her daughter had long since made her
way into the ballroom on her father’s arm, to open the dancing. He
spotted the pretty young woman on the other side of the room,
talking with great animation to the court of gentlemen surrounding
her.

He responded
vaguely to some comment made by Lady Riesley, offering a charming
smile. She looked a little startled, as if he’d done something
completely unexpected. He glanced at his brother, whose mouth was
set in grim lines.

Presently, they
made their way into the crowd, exchanging greetings here and there,
flirting gently and spreading yet more gossip on Lady Derringer’s
behalf.

Dare did it all
without thinking. His mind was wholly taken up with trying not to
look at Lady Genevieve and striving not to feel that insane
jealousy again. She could dance with whomever she liked. He had no
right to say otherwise.

Smiling
pleasantly at a young lady he was sure he’d met but couldn’t
remember, he moved off to the edge of the room. He needed a moment
alone with Jenny. He had to ask her what her aim was in writing him
such a request as she had.

He stood where
he knew she would end up when the dance ended. He ignored his
brother, who had given him a puzzled look when Dare moved away from
him. But then the appearance of Lady Guinevere snagged Miles’s
attention and he had no more time to wonder about his twin’s
actions.

The waltz duly
ended, the gentlemen bowing, ladies curtsying. Jenny smiled
charmingly at her handsome partner, whispering something Dare would
have given his right arm to hear. Then, surprisingly, they made
their way in his direction.

He straightened
from his relaxed position from the column against which he leaned.
He tried to gauge the mood of the lady but was stymied by the odd
glint in her cornflower blue eyes.

“Mr. Prestwich,” she
said with a smile, her eyes lighting perceptibly.


Her companion
favored Dare with an expression of distinct hostility. Dare grinned
irrepressibly, ignored the man, and turned back to
Jenny.

“Lady Genevieve, how
enchanting you look this evening,” he murmured, taking her hand. He
leaned forward to kiss her hand, pausing and meeting her eyes just
before he deftly turned it, pressing his lips to her gloved
palm. 

A delicious
shiver snaked through her body and his smile grew decidedly
wicked.

The gentleman at
her side glared awfully at Dare, protesting, “Lady Genevieve, I
must warn you against this fellow. Did you but
know—”

“I know all I need to,
my lord, and have had quite enough of warnings this eve.” She
smiled up at him, her eyes daring him to argue with a lady. “Thank
you for your escort. I have promised this dance to Mr. Prestwich
and I assure you, I am quite safe in
his…capable…hands.”

Dare almost
snorted. He wondered if his bloody lordship had caught the slight
hesitation in her words. If she had even an inkling of the kinds of
thoughts he was currently entertaining about her, she’d run for
cover…he hoped.

He allowed his
gaze to wander over her generous curves again, pausing at the
creamy expanse of bosom made visible by her low décolletage. The
things he imagined doing to this particular young woman made his
breath catch painfully in his throat.

Pale pink muslin
twisted and flared, briefly revealing the curve of her hip. It was
all Dare could do to keep his hands to himself. He wanted to touch
her, fill his senses with her, devour her.

Damn. He had to
get his thoughts under control.

“Mr.
Prestwich?”

Dare started,
making the mistake of meeting her gaze. Jenny’s widened at what he
assumed was untrammeled lust coloring his eyes. He saw a flaring of
something similar in hers, an expression that shocked him. He felt
an uncomfortable tightening in his groin and swiftly reined in his
unruly reflections lest someone notice and start unwelcome
talk.

And then Jenny
giggled and Dare could hear the underlying hysteria. He realized
she didn’t really understand even a modicum of what she was
feeling.

Oh, to be the
man to teach her all about it. What an impossible dream, he mused
in defeat.

“Lady Genevieve, your
pardon. I was…daydreaming.”

“Show a little
respect, man,” snapped the lord who, unaccountably, was still with
them.

Dare gave him a
lazy look from beneath half-lowered eyelids. “Are you still
here?”

The man
sputtered a moment in indignation. Jenny rescued the situation,
placing a hand on the lord’s arm. Dare wanted very badly to rip the
man’s arm out and take Jenny severely to task for daring to touch
another man.

“Lord Grissom, I
realize you only worry over my welfare, but I assure you, Mr.
Prestwich will do me no harm.” Her eyes met Dare’s briefly,
questioningly.

He smiled as
unthreateningly as he could, considerably sure he resembled
something quite feral. Lord Grissom bowed stiffly, firmly dismissed
as he was by the lady present.

Dare took
Jenny’s hand, placing it on his arm. “Ah, my beautiful damsel, I
finally have you all to myself.”

Jenny laughed
lightly, casting an amused look around the crowded ballroom.
“Hardly, my dear sir. Would that you did.”

He stared at
her. Had she truly said what he thought he heard? When she smiled,
he knew he had and, amazingly, he was
flummoxed.

“Have I finally
managed to render you speechless, Darius Prestwich? I have to admit
I am delighted.”

He shook his
head, trying for a semblance of reason, trying to ignore the sudden
clamoring in his veins to take her somewhere, anywhere, and make
her fully aware of what it was she so wantonly
offered.

“Did I really solicit
this dance?” he asked instead.

“Of course not. I was
heartily sick of Grissom’s tiresome lectures of proper behavior. As
if he has room to talk,” she grumbled. “The man has two mistresses
that I know of whom he openly visits—they actually share a
house—and I’m sure they are not the first.”

Dare released a
short bark of laughter. “Ah, but you miss the point, my dear girl.
Gentlemen are allowed to have
mistresses. Ladies are not allowed to even dally without severe
consequences.”

“How unfair is
that?”

Dare groaned.
“Jenny, my girl, don’t wish for things that are better left
unexplored. You are far too inquisitive for your own
good.”

She frowned up
at him. “You begin to sound like Lord
Grissom.”

Grimacing, he
began walking the edge of the room, keeping a careful eye out for
her family, the male members especially. The last thing he wanted
was a public scene.

“I have no intention
of sounding like the prosy Lord Grissom, I assure you,” he told her
sincerely. “I just thought a word of caution necessary as you
sounded quite like you actually wanted to be”—he searched for a
word that was not terribly insulting—“fast.”

“I don’t. Want to be
labeled fast, I mean. I just wish men were held up to ridicule the
same as women. It’s clearly unfair to condemn one for one’s action
simply because she had the misfortune to be born female while
praising a man for hopping from bed to bed with not a care in the
world for his family at home.”

Dare gave her a
long considering look. “I must say I agree, Lady Genevieve, but to
actually say what you just did in such a public setting is courting
censure.”

Jenny spared a
surreptitious glance for the assembled guests, noting a few within
hearing were giving her queer looks. She sent them a beatific smile
and turned back to her companion.

“It is no worry. Mrs.
Garber is no gossip and Lord Woods only pretends he can hear. He is
actually deaf as a post.”

Dare chuckled.
“Thankfully for your reputation, my dear.”

“Yes.” She paused a
moment. Dare wondered what was going on in that fertile brain of
hers but was patently afraid to ask. “Do you mind very much if we
sit this dance out?” she finally inquired, turning innocent
cornflower eyes up to his.

It was a second
before he actually realized the orchestra had started the next
dance. He smiled back at her, inclining his head ever so slightly
and steering her in the direction of some empty chairs along the
wall.

“Oh, do you think we
could go out on the terrace? It is a bit stuffy in
here.”

“Certainly,” he
agreed, against his better judgment. He moved with her to the tall
doors leading out into the rather chilly March night. He eyed her a
bit skeptically. “Are you sure? There is a chill wind in the
air.”

Her answering
smile should have warned him she was up to mischief. But part of
him recalled that odd note she’d sent round earlier that night and
he wanted to speak with her privately about
it.

He led her out,
staying carefully within sight of anyone who happened to look in
their direction.

Jenny had other
ideas, however.

“Oh, what a beautiful
fountain! Let’s take a closer look, shall we?” Holding out her hand
for his arm, there was really nothing he could do but escort her
halfway across the rather vast English garden to the misting
fountain in the center. 

It was really
nothing extraordinary that he could tell, but Jenny seemed quite
taken with the thing. He imagined it was supposed to represent
Aphrodite or some such mythical goddess but the weather and time
had eroded it down to something closely resembling a dyspeptic
squirrel holding a water jug.

“Isn’t it lovely. So
romantic.”

Alarm bells went
off in his head. Lady Genevieve Northwicke couldn’t possibly have
dalliance in her inventive little mind…could
she?

His question was
answered about a second later. Turning slightly, she stretched up
and placed her lips firmly against his.


Chapter
Eight

 


He wasn’t doing
anything, her mind thought in sudden panic. Jenny didn’t know what
to do; she’d never kissed a man before. She had assumed he’d take
over.

And then,
suddenly, he groaned—or growled, she wasn’t exactly sure which—low
in his throat and did exactly what she wanted…and then
some.

His arms came
around her, crushing her body tightly against his hard muscular
form. She caught her breath as feelings she’d never begun to
imagine crashed through her, making her knees go weak and her
stomach flutter alarmingly.

One hand moved
up to her neck, cradling her head as his mouth took greater
possession. Jenny clung to him, positive she could no longer stand
on her own.

Dare coaxed her
mouth open, drawing her very breath from her lungs. For a moment,
she thought she would faint. Another moment passed and she thought
she would expire if he didn’t touch her.

The feelings she
experienced were purely elemental, she told herself. They had
nothing to do with the man that held her, kissed her. It had
everything to do with the fact that Dare obviously knew what he was
doing.

As the one hand
cradled her head, the other moved up from her waist, traveling
slowly, over her bodice. When his hand gently brushed the underside
of her breast, Jenny stopped thinking. All she did was
feel.

Dare gasped into
her mouth when her small hands traveled somewhere they really
shouldn’t go. He tore his lips from hers, grabbed her hand, and
stepped firmly away.

Dear God, it was
the most difficult thing he’d ever done. She stood there in the
pale moonlight, lips swollen from his kisses, eyes shining with
promise and a little bit of wounded pride. More than anything, he
wanted to take up where they’d left off, exploring every bare inch
of her with his tongue.

A tremor wracked
his body. If his thoughts continued in that particular vein, he’d
do the unthinkable and take her right there on the ground, before
the fountain—the ugliest, most unromantic fountain in
existence.

“Jenny,” he croaked.
Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Jenny, I’m sorry, I don’t
know what came over me.”

She snorted. He
stared at her in utter disbelief. She actually snorted. And it
wasn’t even one of those ladylike snorts.

“Please don’t pretend
it was your fault like a proper gentleman”—she said the
words like a curse—“should. I was the one who initiated the embrace
and as such, take the responsibility for it.” She shrugged with
apparent nonchalance.

He cocked his
head slightly, studying her intently. “Very well, if that is what
you wish. However, it was not your actions that made me take
greater liberties than was offered.”

“How stuffy you
sound,” she mused, smiling faintly. “I am astonished you failed to
realize exactly what was being offered. Did you not receive my
note?”

He moved a step
closer, suddenly needing to see her eyes better. “I did. Why did
you send it?”

“I would have thought
that was plainly obvious.”

His eyes
widened. She couldn’t possibly be
suggesting…

Of course she
could. She was Lady Genevieve Northwicke, insatiably curious,
headstrong, willful Lady Genevieve
Northwicke.

His temper
flared. “Are you out of your mind? You asked for an assignation
to…dear God, woman, you are insane!”

“No,” she snapped
right back. “I’m not insane. I’m lonely!”

That shut him up
proper. He stared, unable to fathom the idea that the rich,
cosseted blond beauty before him was lonely. People like her didn’t
get lonely. They surrounded themselves with other people just like
them and talked about their money and possessions, never letting
ordinary cares touch their sparkling
existence.

“I thought…” she
sighed deeply. “I just thought…you were, too.”

“Oh, Jenny-love,” he
whispered, feeling her pain tear a hole in his chest, “that’s no
reason to indulge in something you should only share with your
husband.”

Their gazes met,
held. Both were darkened by moonlight and bitter thoughts. Hers
shimmered with repressed tears. He would not have been surprised if
his did as well.

He wanted to
take her in his arms, comfort her, but he knew if he touched so
much as a strand of her honey-gold hair, his tenuous control would
slip. He’d wanted her since he first met her and he suspected he
always would. When a single tear slipped down her pale ivory cheek,
he stepped forward, his control be damned.

Jenny, horrified
at her confession, doubly horrified at her shattered pride, and
triply horrified at her loss of control,
fled.



The blasted ball
continued on interminably. Dare finally grew weary of standing
around, waiting for Jenny to reappear again. She’d left the
ballroom several minutes ago, after what had appeared to be a
heated argument with her brother and
sister.

He hadn’t liked
the look on her face. In his experience, when someone’s face took
on that particular cast, said person was teetering on the brink of
total breakdown.

And Jenny,
sweet, charismatic, effervescent Jenny, was
lonely.

He turned and
walked in the direction she’d gone without really making the
conscious decision to do so. He kept an eye out for her
overprotective brother, not wanting to tangle with him, and another
out for his own brother, knowing, without a doubt, that Miles would
not approve.

After a few
minutes of searching, Dare finally found Jenny, huddled up on a
broad settee in what appeared to be an unused antechamber in the
Riesley house. Everything was under Holland covers. Jenny had
thrown back the one covering her perch.

Dare closed the
door, locking it against unwelcome intruders, and approached her
much the way one would a wounded deer.

He stood beside
the sofa. “Jenny-love,” he whispered. She looked up at him with
such misery that he gasped. “Oh, Jenny. What could possibly be so
bad to warrant such misery?”

A fresh torrent
answered his question and she buried her face in her folded arms,
shoulders shaking with the force of her
sobs.

Dare could no
longer keep his distance. Jenny was hurting and that was something
he wouldn’t stand for.

He eased down
beside her, gently taking her in his arms. Smoothing his hands over
her back, he asked, “Tell me what it is, Jenny-love. I’ll make
everything better.”

She sniffled,
lifted her head slightly and accepted the handkerchief he held out
to her. After wiping her face—amazingly unmarked by her grief—she
sniffled again.

“Con says I mustn’t
speak with you,” she admitted after a long moment. “Gwen agrees. I
have not seen any evidence that you are unworthy of my…friendship.
But they wouldn’t listen. Con mentioned a girl you seduced and left
but I told him it was nonsense, that you would never do such a
thing and—” she broke off at the expression on his face.


“What?” Her pale brows
furrowed in confusion at his guilty silence. “Oh my. It’s true? You
seduced a gently bred girl and abandoned her? How could
you?”

Dare stared at
her, unable to allow her to place all the blame on him as everyone
else had. He opened his mouth to offer what miserable little
defense he had but she forestalled him.

Shaking her
head, she decided, “No, it is as I told Con. Nonsense. If
you…granted her your attentions, it was as much her fault as yours,
I’m sure.”

He stared at
her, one black brow lifted in utter astonishment. “You would trust
me…just like that? No explanation or defense on my part. Just your
own belief that I would never seduce someone who was
innocent.”

Jenny offered a
blinding smile. “Of course. You may be maddening at times, even
less than gentlemanly at others, but you are not a
scoundrel.”

In that moment,
Dare was quite sure he loved her. No one, not even his own twin,
had ever taken his part in the whole miserable debacle. No one had
trusted that there were circumstances that led to his behavior, not
the least of which happened to be the fact that Belinda Markwell
had honored half the county with her attentions and he had simply
been yet another to fall for her dubious charms. It was moot that
she had been only nineteen at the time.

“Thank you,” he told
Jenny now, from the bottom of his bitterly blackened heart.




It may not have
actually been true before, but it was now.

Dare glared at
his reflection. Seducer of innocents. Ruiner of
reputations.

The devil
incarnate.

After being told
that he was honorable, what does he do? He seduces the one person
who actually believed he wasn’t like that.

He groaned.
Memories of last night, Jenny, and pale moonlight spilling over
silken skin coalesced in his mind, making him stumble blindly for a
chair. How could he be so bloody stupid? He couldn’t even blame
drink, as he’d not had one all night.

Raking a hand
through his sleep-mussed hair, he wondered bitterly if he had
completely lost his mind. Lady Genevieve Northwicke, beautiful,
daughter-of-a-duke Jenny, was no longer an innocent virgin eagerly
awaiting her husband’s induction into the mysteries of the marriage
bed. Oh no. She now knew exactly what would happen, with a few
little extras thrown in for good measure.

He had taken his
time with her, made her want him as he wanted her and when she had
breathlessly begged him to take her, he’d readily complied, not
even giving a thought to the fact that her family was only a few
hundred feet away, dancing in the
ballroom.

And it had been
everything he could have dreamed. She was as passionate as he’d
supposed, giving as well as taking, making him ache just to recall
her words and actions. She’d excelled as a student, barely blushing
at her inquisitive queries that bordered on
indecent.

And he’d thrived
in teaching her things he was sure she would probably never learn
from whatever prosy old bore she ended up
marrying.

She should be
pledging her life to him, he thought with an inner snarl.
But…

He really was
the cad everyone thought him. And the worst part was, he couldn’t
marry her.

No matter how
desperately he wanted to.

She deserved a
man who could give her the world. A man who wasn’t tied down by
obligations that took him away for months at a time. A man worthy
of her and her station.

A man who wasn’t
considered the black sheep of a family that had its
fair—unfair?—share of balmy
members.

And if he wasn’t
there to distract her, she would have her chance at a better
man.

He suppressed a
growl at the thought of a better man touching her
lily-white skin, having the right to see her naked, bring her
pleasure, satisfy her every curious whim.

For the first
time in his life, Dare wished the past undone. Worse than that, he
wished he were Miles.

Rising, Dare
dressed. His movements were precise, done without thought,
mechanical. In less than an hour, he was
packed.

Less than five
minutes after that, he was gone.


Chapter
Nine

 


The Prestwich
household rose just after dawn as was their habit, to prepare the
day’s bread and begin the many other chores required to ensure the
sufficient running of a house.

It was a day
like any other. Except for the fact that when West scratched at Mr.
Darius’s chamber, he received no response.

It had become
routine for the butler to serve Dare in whatever capacity he could.
The young man’s search for a valet had not gone well and while West
openly disapproved of many of the young man’s activities and
attitudes, he also secretly liked Dare.

And so he stood
outside the young master’s door, a perplexed frown marring his
normally rigid countenance. He entered the chamber, an action he
would never have performed without permission had he not been so
uneasy about the preternatural silence.

He was actually
less than surprised when he saw the tangled bedclothes, empty
wardrobe…and two letters propped up on the
washstand.



Bri sat up in
bed, nibbling dry toast and trying very hard to keep her stomach
firmly in place. She hadn’t had morning sickness with any of her
other pregnancies; why would she have it with this
latest?

Annoyed, her
command to enter was terse when there came a scratching at her
door. West entered, holding two sheets of folded parchment in one
hand.

“My lady, these were
left by Mr. Darius.”

Bri’s eyebrows
threatened to disappear into her curly red hair. Reaching out a
hand, she demanded, “Where is he?”

“I’m sure I don’t
know, my lady.”

Her ladyship
scowled. “You know everything, West. How could Dare’s precipitate
flight get past you?”

“I’m sure I don’t
know.”

Lady Prestwich
shook her head at his evasive answer, opening the note
labeled Bri. She quickly scanned
the contents, swearing in such a way that even West, who had heard
some rather colorful language from his unusual mistress,
winced.

Without a
thought to the impropriety of reading someone else’s
correspondence, Bri also read the other note. Instead of swearing,
her face went unnaturally pale.

“Dear God, how could
he?” she breathed. 

She gasped
suddenly, groping for the edge of the bed. West, a little out of
his element in the lady’s bedchamber, nevertheless realized she was
trying to get to the chamberpot. He reached it before her and held
it out as she emptied the nonexistent contents of her
stomach.

In that moment,
seeing his beloved mistress in such agony, West was quite sure he
could have cheerfully strangled Mr. Darius
Prestwich.



Lady Prestwich
spent the rest of that day contemplating ways of murdering Dare
that would cause him as much pain as humanly
possibly.

She also
wondered how the devil she was going to tell her husband while
preventing him from doing much the same thing. She was quite sure
she’d never be able to convince him.

Her thoughts
went to Miles and she couldn’t help but wonder why Dare had not
left a note for his twin. But then, they didn’t behave as the few
twins she knew; they seemed constantly at each other’s throats and
not in the brotherly fashion that most siblings were. Their rivalry
seemed almost…bitter.

But mostly her
thoughts centered on Lady Genevieve Northwicke. She knew the young
lady well enough to know that her headstrong curiosity was probably
as much or more to blame for her predicament than Dare was—not that
she didn’t place the bulk of the responsibility squarely upon
the gentleman’s
shoulders.

Bri sighed, her
shoulders slumping. Could she have been so very wrong about Dare?
She had loved him from the first moment she met him, seeing in him
a kindred spirit. He was injured inside, hurting, and using humor
and wit—along with a healthy dose of biting sarcasm—to cover it up.
He was everything she would have wanted in a brother and her
sympathy for his feelings of self-doubt gave her an insight into
his, sometimes, odd actions.

But now, she
wondered if perhaps she’d been very, very wrong about him. It irked
her that she could so misjudge another person, especially one in
the same family as her husband—the only other person she’d so
grievously, and erroneously, reviled.

“Lady Connor
Northwicke, my lady.”

As thrilled as
she always was to see her best friend, Bri nevertheless wished she
had informed West that she was “not at home” to
callers.

Rising, she
embraced her friend warmly. “Verena! What brings you by? I wasn’t
even aware you were in Town yet.”

Lady Verena, her
violet eyes twinkling with some secret merriment, explained her
sudden appearance. “Connor was lonely without me so he sent a
retinue of servants to conduct me hither. I just arrived last night
and so thought to come here immediately this morning.” Her smile
disappeared, replaced by concern. “Are you quite all right, my
dear? You look peaked.”

Bri glanced at
the door. West lingered. “Tea, West.” He bowed, withdrawing, silent
as a ghost.

“Oh, Verena, I am in a
quandary.”

Moving to the
settee, the two ladies sat, their arms linked
companionably.

“Tell me, dear. What
has you so troubled?”

Bri explained,
her fingers uncharacteristically pleating and un-pleating the
muslin of her skirts. When she realized what she was doing, she
uttered an oath, apologizing immediately
afterward.

“So, now I’m at an
impasse. I can’t tell Adam because nothing on earth will stop him
from committing murder. And obviously, I can’t tell Con as he would
do much the same.”

Verena’s
horrified look spoke volumes. “Are you sure? I mean…have you talked
to Jenny?”

“Dare didn’t come
right out and confess anything in his note, but I assure you, the
tone was far too intimate and apologetic to be
otherwise.”

“Oh dear,” murmured
Verena, her shoulders slumping just a bit. “This is quite a pickle,
isn’t it?”

Bri released a
short staccato laugh. “A pickle, yes. I’m just not sure what to do
about it short of gelding Dare.”

Verena was oddly
silent, her dark brows creased in thought. “I’m not sure you need
to do
anything,” she finally replied,
slowly.

Bri leaned
forward. “What do you mean?”

“Well, even if what
you suspect it true, there may not be any consequences. Perhaps
Jenny will emerge with little more than a loss of
virtue.”

“In other words, I
hold my peace until we find out whether or not she’s
enceinte.”

“Precisely.”

“And the
note?”

Verena’s gaze
was frankly puzzled. “What about it?”

Bri shrugged.
“It’s plain he doesn’t want to marry her, or can’t. I wonder if it
would be wise to give her the note that he left. She may take it as
a sign of his good regard despite the goodbye inherent in the
message. Would it not be cruel to raise her
hopes?”

“You feel she may move
on if she believed his heart was not constant?” Bri nodded. Verena
pondered that idea a moment. Then, “Would you have moved on had
Adam done the same?”



“He’s gone? Just like
that? He said nothing?”

Realizing that
her voice rose alarmingly with each word, Lady Genevieve took a
deep calming breath. It would not do for her to lose her poise
now.

She stared at
Lady Brianna Prestwich hopefully, hardly daring to believe that
Dare might have left something for her, some word, some sign that
he was returning one day or that her feelings were
reciprocated.

Bri shook her
head, patting Jenny’s hand. “No, dear, he said nothing. He was gone
before the servants were even up this
morning.”

Jenny was sure
her face was crumpling. She knew her heart was. It folded into
itself until it resembled nothing more than a hard little
stone.

After last
night, he would just leave? Had he no honor after all? Dear God,
she’d given him her virginity! The least he could do was stay and
see how she fared.

A shiver
traversed her spine at the memory of what he’d done to her. She
wanted a repeat of the encounter even though she knew it was insane
and wrong to want such a thing outside of marriage. It only led to
heartache and illegitimate offspring.

“Are you cold, Lady
Genevieve?” Bri asked solicitously.

Coming swiftly
to herself, Jenny shook her head, denying the truth that she was
indeed very cold—but from inside.

“Is anything wrong,
Lady Genevieve?”

Jenny gave a
jerky shake of her head, rising to her feet. She simply had to get
away. If she stayed another moment, she would break down and
cry.

He wasn’t worth
her tears, she told herself sternly. Accepting her outer clothing
from the butler, she hurried out to her
carriage.

She tried to
shrug off the incipient pain, telling herself she had to forget
what happened between them and go on from
there.

It became her
mantra.



Lady Genevieve
Northwicke was seen at all the ton events a person could
possibly attend in one season. She could be found at four to five
events in each evening, sparkling and shining as never
before.

Society watched
her in open curiosity, wondering at her odd behavior. She had
always been a pleasant girl, but never had she so openly flirted
and charmed her partners.

She seemed to
show marked interest in Mr. Miles Prestwich, the significance of
which was not lost on anyone. She had previously enjoyed an oddly
close friendship with that gentleman’s twin brother and it was
universally acknowledged that she was nursing a broken
heart.

Had Jenny been
privy to any of these rumors, she’d have been horrified. As it was,
she was so miserably lonely that she acted purely on instinct.
Everything she said, everything she did was mechanical. She spent
her days and evenings like an automaton, going through the motions
of living without really experiencing any of
it.

And yet, she
would have been the first to deny a broken heart as her malady. Her
pride would not let her admit that Dare had broken her heart,
making her feel less than worthy.

A month after he
left, with no word from him, Jenny finally gave up…at least, she
told herself she did. He wasn’t coming back; he’d moved on,
forgotten her. She was nothing more than a convenient, there for
his pleasure and cast aside.

How
lowering.



Hyde Park was
Society’s showcase. It was there—in sparkling raiment and
glittering jewels, with high-stepping cattle and flashy
carriages—that the upper echelons preened like so many
peacocks.

It was where
Lady Genevieve Northwicke and her sister, Lady Guinevere shined.
They usually rode with their brother and sister-in-law but
occasionally they could be found in the company of whatever
gentlemen had managed to catch their
attention.

And they were
inseparable as never before. Jenny clung to her sister as if afraid
to lose her. And Gwen, puzzled, clung right back, a niggling fear
in the back of her mind telling her that something was very, very
wrong.

Jenny laughed
joyously, flirted modestly, and behaved properly at all times. But
to anyone who cared enough to look beyond the surface, it was
apparent in the cornflower blue of her eyes that she hid a deep and
miserable fear.

It was her
family who saw it, wondered at it, and privately attributed it to
any number of female megrims. Lady Verena and Lady Prestwich,
however, had a sinking feeling that they knew its cause and hoped
against hope that they were mistaken.

It was while
riding with Con and Verena that Jenny came to a startling
realization. It had lingered in the back of her mind, festering for
some weeks, but she’d managed to avoid giving the fear
words.

And now,
predictably while riding in such a public venue, it slammed into
her full force, making her gasp for
breath.

Lord Compton,
her sometimes companion in the park, halted his dun mare, alarmed
at the sudden pallor of his fair partner. Jenny also stopped,
trying desperately to catch a breath but
failing.

Lord Connor,
alerted by Compton’s shout, raced forward, pulling to a stop beside
his sister. She was gasping as if she were suffocating slowly. He
threw himself from the saddle, grabbed her around the waist and
hauled her down to sit on a nearby park bench. Pushing her head
down ruthlessly between her knees, he ordered her tersely to calm
down and breath, dammit!

Jenny tried. But
the thoughts streaking through her brain quite simply would not
allow her a single healing breath.

When she’d gone
a full sixty seconds without a decent breath and her vision was
turning black around the edges, her brother thumped her, none too
gently, on the back.

Suddenly, her
lungs began working properly again. She drew in one deep breath,
then two, then three. Finally, Connor’s anchoring hand was removed
and she could sit up.

Staring in
dismay, she realized she’d created quite a scene. Members of
Society gathered all around trying none-too-subtly to determine
what ailed her. Heads craned over and around other heads, mouths
bent to whisper into neighbor’s ears, and everyone, everyone was
forming some sort of conclusion. Mostly erroneous, but she just
knew some of them were forming the right
one.

And it almost
terrified her into another fit.

“No, you don’t,
Jenny,” snapped her brother. “Do not panic again.” His voice rose a
bit, in order to reach the front members of their unwelcome
audience. “Bluebell merely stumbled. You were not about to be
thrown.”

Jenny thanked
her brother for this unlikely excuse even as she cursed him for
putting her equestrian skills in such a poor light. She’d always
been a rather good rider but considering what the real problem was,
she’d allow everyone to believe she had no business being on a
horse.

Besides, wasn’t
it dangerous to ride in her condition? What if she
had been thrown?

Jenny just
barely refrained from clutching protectively at her stomach.
Pasting a rather sickly smile on her pale features, she assured her
brother in an undertone that all was well and she’d merely been
overcome with faintness. His look was dubious but he accepted her
excuse with good grace and helped her to
stand.

They returned
sedately to Denbigh House, Lord Compton bidding them adieu at the
door. Lord Connor ushered his sisters into the house and into an
empty receiving room with a terse order to
sit.

Rounding on
them, Jenny in particular, he asked, “What is going on?” He waved a
hand in the air, his expression warning them to be honest. “And
none of this feeling faint nonsense. You’ve never felt faint a day
in your life.”

Jenny looked
indignant. “I have too. Remember Cousin Louisa’s
wedding?”

Connor grunted.
“That hardly counts. I felt faint. Lord, who would have thought
she’d have the nerve to wear a black dress to her own
wedding.”

Jenny and Gwen
giggled helplessly. “Perhaps if she’d been marrying against her
will but she honestly believed black was a becoming and appropriate
color for a wedding,” gasped Gwen.

“Do you know she said
she didn’t know what all the fuss was about,” added Jenny. “She had
no idea her bosom was about to fall out of her
bodice.”

The girl’s
erupted in laughter and even Connor couldn’t keep back a smile or
two.

After a moment,
his lordship finally inserted dimly, “That is not to the point and
you know it. Then, holding back your laughter brought on your
faintness. Today was utter panic.” He paused, his gaze probing.
With a sigh, he sat down on the settee between his sisters, making
them edge closer to the arms. “Jenny, I have seen that look before
and prayed to God then to never see it again. Please tell me what
caused it.”

Part of Jenny
wanted desperately to do just that. Another part, the saner, more
sensible part, knew that to tell her brother at this moment would
be to sign Dare’s death warrant.

“It was a momentary
qualm, nothing more, dear brother,” she said, kissing his
cheek.

It was obvious
from his expression that he would not be swayed, so she added, a
little maliciously, “If you must know, it’s my time and I felt a
stomach cramp.”

A snort came
from Gwen, who knew that wasn’t the case. Connor flushed a little,
smiling self-deprecatingly. “I’m sorry I asked,” he
muttered.

He left a few
moments later. Gwen turned to her sister. “He did not believe you,
you know.”

“I know,” the elder of
the twins sighed. “It was all I could think of that might make him
think ‘tis true.”

Gwen stared at
her mirror image for a long moment. “Will you tell
me?”

Jenny stood and
moved the to the long window overlooking the back gardens. She
didn’t really see anything beyond her own reflection in the leaded
panes of glass.

Dropping her
gaze to her clenched fingers, she whispered, “I’m
pregnant.”


Chapter
Ten

When the silence
lengthened to near-breaking point, Jenny turned. She regarded her
sister in abject misery. The girl sniffed against the incessant
tears; she was determined to prevent their
falling.

“Are you sure?” Gwen
asked tonelessly. “Absolutely sure?”

Jenny nodded, a
tear escaping to slide down her pale cheek. “I have missed my
monthly twice. You know I’ve never missed one
before.”

“And you only just now
realized?”

Jenny
nodded.

“Dear God, what will
we do? You can’t have a…bastard. Father will kill us
both.”

“I don’t know what to
do.”

Gwen threw her
hands up in dismay. “I don’t know what to tell you either! You will
have to confess to father.” She bit her lip, distressed. “I just
hope Con doesn’t find out.” Once again meeting her sister’s eye,
she asked, “Who is the father? No, wait, I know. It’s Dare. How
could he?”

Jenny’s
expression turned wry. “Can you blame him when ‘twas offered so
freely? I practically threw myself at him. He is not to
blame.”

“Of course he is, you
ninny! He is the gentleman; he should have shown some
restraint.”

Favoring her
twin with a pitying look, Jenny retorted, “It is the lady’s
obligation to always maintain distance and modesty with an
unmarried gentleman. Who do you believe Society will blame, Gwen?
Father and Con may place the responsibility squarely on Dare’s
shoulders, but they still treat us as though we have just emerged
from the schoolroom.”

“And you have just
proven they have reason to do so,” Gwen snapped. Turning on her
heel, she left the room, closing the chamber door with an angry
click.

Jenny sank down
on settee, her eyes again filling with miserable tears. She wanted
Dare to magically appear and make everything all
right.

But that wasn’t
going to happen. He was gone only God knew where doing only God
knew what.

And Jenny was
left here, carrying a precious burden inside her that she wanted
more than she’d ever wanted anything in her life.
Except…

Except, she
wanted Dare there to share it with her.



It was with
something of a passive sensation that Jenny realized the Empire
waist style so popular was to her benefit. Although her stomach was
still the same as ever, she knew it would not be long before her
pregnancy would begin to show.

If only she
could keep her secret until the last possible
moment.

Alas for ‘if
onlys’. It was two days after she confessed to her sister that her
mother approached her, a militant gleam in her blue
eyes.

Jenny halted on
her way to the library, her stance nearly as defiant as her
expression.

“Mother?” she inquired
in as polite a tone as she could muster.

“Genevieve, may I have
a word with you?”

Jenny dutifully
followed her mother to the latter’s sitting room. Lady Denbigh’s
choice of setting merely concreted Jenny’s supposition that her
mother knew.

Her surety was
further supplemented when her mother sat but offered no chair to
her daughter.

“Is there something
you’d care to tell me, Genevieve?”

“What could I tell you
that you don’t already know?” the girl asked
flippantly.

“I will thank you to
watch your tone with me, young lady,” her mother snapped back. “I
heard an ugly rumor but, knowing you as I do, discounted it as mere
maliciousness. Your attitude leads me to believe
otherwise.”

Jenny sighed.
“Pray accept my sincere apologies, Mama. What have you
heard?”

The duchess’s
face softened. “Sit down, dear.” She waited a moment until her
daughter complied. “It has come to my attention that you have
behaved…improperly…with a certain gentleman of our
acquaintance.”

Jenny’s lips
twisted in something akin to actual humor. It was almost amusing to
hear her mother describe her fall from grace in such a roundabout
way.

“Mother, if you are
asking whether I tossed my virtue away on a man hardly worth my
time, let alone my affections, it is, unfortunately,
true.”

It almost pained
her to see the misery attach itself to her mother’s lovely
countenance. But she was too far steeped in her own despair and
fears to pay much heed to what she caused
others.

The duchess
sighed hugely. “It is true?” Her voice was so faint, Jenny had to
strain to hear. “Is that the end of it? Is there
more?”

A bit of Jenny’s
flippant attitude returned. “What more could there possibly be,
Mother? I gave him my virginity and he left the next day. Well,
that very day, if you’d care to be precise about it. So he cannot
be forced to marry me since no one knows where he
is.”

“Not even his
brother?”

Jenny studied
her mother’s fine-boned features. “No, Miles does not know where he
is. Gwen would have told me else.”

Lady Denbigh’s
eyes filled with tears of frustration and pain. “And if he knew
about the child. Would he come then?”

“No. I’m sure he would
run farther away.”

“There is nothing to
be done then. You will have to go to another country to have the
child, leave it there and return to a semblance of your former
life.”

“No.”

The duchess was
speechless. Her wide blue eyes grew until they dominated her face.
“Excuse me?”

Jenny remained
adamant although her surprise at her own declaration threatened to
undo her. “I said no. No, I will not go away. No, I will not give
up my baby. No, I will not return as if nothing happened.
No.”

“But, darling, you
have to. How else will you survive the
ostracism?”

The younger
woman’s face grew pensive. “You are right,” she relented. Her
mother’s features relaxed until Jenny added, “I will have to leave
Town at least. Society may say what they wish about me but I don’t
need to be around to hear it. I will not give up my
child.”



That evening
before dinner, Jenny was told to wait upon her father’s pleasure in
his study. She had some misgivings but was determined to hold to
her decision to keep her baby.

The duke was
seated behind his desk, perusing some paper that had him frowning
mightily. Jenny hesitated, not wanting to interrupt, but he must
have heard her enter.

“Sit down,
child.”

Inside, she
relaxed just a bit. If he’d been truly upset, he’d not have called
her that.

She sat,
arranging her skirts just so. When she looked up, her father was
watching her, the look of disappointment in his gray eyes like a
slap in the face.

Her breath
caught on a sob. “I’m sorry, Papa. I truly
am.”

His look didn’t
change. “I’m sure you are. Now. Hindsight ever was
perfect.”

An uncomfortable
silence fell in which Jenny wanted to make excuses…but she had none
to give. She’d made a mistake and now she’d have to pay the price
of her actions.

Finally, after
what seemed like hours but was in fact only minutes, the duke said,
almost conversationally, “Your mother tells me you will not give up
the child.”

“No, sir, I will
not.”

He seemed a
little surprised at her firm tone. “You do realize, of course, that
this will affect our whole family.”

“Yes, sir, I
do.”

“And this may affect
Gwen’s chances at a good match.”

Jenny swallowed
painfully. “I understand.”

“And yet, you would
bring scandal down on all our heads just so you can have your live
doll to play with when you feel like it and put away when you’re
bored with it.”

Jenny shot to
her feet. “NO! I want this child because it’s mine. Because it has
more opportunity for happiness with me than some poor family who
already have a dozen mouths to feed. Because it’s a part of Dare
and is the only part I’ll ever have.” Her words ended on a
strangled sob. She pressed her fingers to her lips, willing the
choking tears back.

“Selfish reasons, to
be sure,” her sire said callously.

Jenny merely
nodded, admitting at least that much.

“And yet, I wonder,”
the duke mused. “If you gave the child up, you could go on as if
nothing occurred. You could pretend you had not borne a child out
of wedlock, go to parties, and make a brilliant match. In short,
you could forget your mistake and most likely learn nothing from
it…a far more selfish decision, if one were to think about
it.”

A moment of taut
silence followed. The duke watched his daughter intently but
dispassionately. Jenny stared down at her hands, trying to form the
words she needed to say and make her father
understand.

“I would have the
responsibility of my indiscretion, my lord,” she whispered. “I need
the responsibility of my indiscretion. I need this baby and this
baby needs me.”

“Will you love the
child, my girl? Or will you berate it every day of its life for
being born?”

Looking him
directly in the eye, she vowed, “I will love this child with every
beat of my heart and every breath in my body.” She paused to
swallow another rising sob. Her next words were barely heard over
the sudden commotion in the hall outside the
study.

“I already
do.”



Lord Connor
Northwicke was fit to be tied. He’d heard through an acquaintance
that Jenny had managed to get herself in serious trouble.
Threatening to call the man out for slandering his sister had only
resulted in pitying glances that had further enraged
him.

Now, Connor
wanted the truth. He stomped into his father’s townhouse, shaking
rainwater from his hair having conveniently forgotten his hat. The
icy rivulets running beneath his collar did not help his
mood.
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