Chapter 1

London, April 1785

Bird chatter split the morning air, the sharp cries entering Roland Devere’s ears and cracking his head apart. He turned his face away from the sunlight streaming through the window and draped his arm over his eyes.

Never try to out drink Anthony Thane. Never bet against Lord Leonidas Vaughn. And never fence with Dominic de Moulines. Three rules to live by.

And he’d broken all of them last night, though thankfully not in that order. The evening had begun with a bout of fencing at Angelo’s salle and ended in an utter debauch at Lord Leonidas’s house on Chapel Street. Vaughn’s wife had abandoned them to it with a queenly shake of her head, not even bothering to scold.

The soft tread of someone in some not-too-distant room finally forced his eyes open. It sounded as though whoever it was were tiptoeing about in their stocking feet, but the soft creaks of the floorboards were almost more irritating than the birds. No, they were  more irritating. Infinitely so, as they spoke to an awareness of his presence and condition.

Roland pushed himself upright, head pounding uncomfortably as he did so. His coat was bound up at the shoulders, nearly swaddling him. He yanked it about. He was still fully dressed save for his shoes, which lolled beneath a chair across from the settee he’d spent the night on. His hair swung into his face, a dark, heavy curtain, and he shoved it back, hooking it behind his ears. A quick search of his pockets and the recesses of the settee failed to produce the black silk ribbon that normally contained his hair.

The last time he’d downed that much port he’d woken upstairs in one of the finer houses of the impure in Florence with a troupe of disgusting little puttee staring down at him from the bed’s canopy, their sly smiles and tiny pricks lurid in the morning light. Vaughn’s drawing room was an infinitely more welcoming sight.

His own generation of The League of Second Sons had caroused their way through London, their band growing larger and more raucous as they went. They’d stormed Lady Hallam’s ball, invaded the Duke of Devonshire’s rout, and been ejected from the coffee house The League had made their own by the elder members who’d retired there for a quiet night. Ultimately, they had finished their evening here in Vaughn’s drawing room, or at least he had. No one else appeared to have laid claim to the other settee or the floor.

Roland had a vague memory of Thane flirting with Lady Ligonier in the bow window just before his memory went black. Perhaps Thane had been lucky enough to accompany the lady home. Lucky devil if he had. For the life of him, Roland couldn’t remember anyone taking their leave, but he must have been in quite a state if they couldn’t even get him up the stairs and into one of the guest chambers.

Roland ran his hands down his chest, yanking them away as a pin dug painfully into his flesh. He glanced down. A thin, brass dress pin, the kind used to hold a lady’s gown closed, secured a slip of paper to his coat. Roland tore it free, sending the pin flying.

His own drunken handwriting crawled across the paper:

I, Roland Devere, bet Lord Leonidas Vaughn one guinea I can beat Anthony Thane into the bed of Lady Olivia Carlow.

All three of their signatures were scrawled below the statement, Thane’s with an artful flourish that bespoke amusement and sobriety. Roland crumpled the note in his fist. How many witnesses had there been? Who’d been left by the time they’d degenerated in boasts and bets? Good Lord, Lady Olivia was, in some convoluted way, very nearly a relative of Vaughn’s, as his sister was married to Lady Olivia’s first husband’s brother. What the hell had they been thinking?

A heart-shaped face, brilliant blue eyes under straight pale brows, a jumble of blond curls. Lady Olivia shimmered insubstantially before his eyes. She had been hotly pursued during her time on the marriage mart. An heiress and a beauty. She’d married well…or so it had seemed at the time.

Lady Olivia had been through a lot in the last year. He ought to know, having borne witness to all the most humiliating details of the scandal that had ended her marriage. She didn’t need the gentlemen of the ton making sport of her, but it was inevitable that she would be pursued like a vixen by a pack of hounds now that she’d returned to town.

Guilt at being one of those selfsame hounds surged before dissipating amid the rush of undeniable anticipation. Lady Olivia Carlow wasn’t quite a widow, nor was she ruined in the traditional sense of the word. Her situation was, in a word, unique.
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Numbness spread through Livy’s hands as she read the letter that had arrived on the silver salver with the morning post. The tingling spread up her arms and coalesced into a blinding ball of fury inside her chest. She stared dumbly at the words, raking her eyes over the sentences that sloped haphazardly across the page and ended in a nearly illegible scrawl of a signature.

She’d known returning to town was a mistake. Had known it bone deep. But just when she’d convinced her father that it was a terrible idea for her to accompany him back after the Easter recess, her grandmother had started in, siding with the earl—against her—for the first time since her marriage had ended.

Her marriage. Livy’s stomach churned and she tasted bile at the back of her throat. Her marriage had been the great scandal of the ton the previous year, eclipsing even the runaway marriage of her former brother-in-law.

Bigamy wasn’t a word an earl’s daughter was ever supposed to become familiar with, let alone something she was supposed to experience. It was still nearly impossible to grasp that the man she’d married, the man she and her father had chosen so carefully from her legions of suitors, had already had a wife. Some Scottish cutler’s daughter who was, even now, happily remarried and living in Canada.

The crinkle of paper brought her head up from the insulting letter and pulled her out of the spiral of reminiscences. Her father was staring at her over the sagging upper edge of The Morning Post. Livy forced herself to pick up her teacup and take a drink. The tea was stone cold, and the sugar lay thick in the bottom, only half dissolved, but it served to settle her roiling stomach all the same.

“Bad news?” the earl asked, brows rising to touch his gaudy silk banyan cap. Livy smiled as her gaze lingered on the cap. It was fussy and old-fashioned. So unlike her father, but her mother had made it just before she’d died and so he persisted in wearing it.

Livy shook her head and refilled her cup. “No, just country gossip from Grandmamma,” she said, the lie coming easily to her lips. Lying was a new skill, but it had become a necessary one. She couldn’t possibly have been truthful about how she’d felt since her marriage had been invalidated. Not even with her father. Especially not with her father.

The earl smiled, his attention already slipping back to the news of the day. There were ink stains on his fingers. A sure sign that he’d torn himself away from his desk to join her in the breakfast parlor.

Philip Carlow was a man of intellect. A man who waged war in Parliament with verbs and won those battles with synonyms. But it wasn’t magic. He wasn’t like the bards of old, who could raise blisters with a word or lay waste to an army with a song. And today, she rather wished he was. Surely Mr. Roland Devere deserved some sort of reprimand for having made her such a preposterous proposal?

Livy smoothed the letter on the table and read it over again, sucking the marrow out of every word. Devere’s penmanship was atrocious. His quill had stuttered and splattered ink across one corner of the letter. There was a dark ring where a glass of wine had been set down on the sheet of foolscap, making several words run and blur, but his offer—and the insult therein—was unmistakable.

Devere was offering himself as the sacrificial lamb for the pyre of her marriage. Every widow must start somewhere, and he thought, perhaps, she would like to start with him. Arrogant bastard.

Livy toyed with a muffin, breaking off a piece and slathering it with ginger preserves. She chewed thoughtfully. If only she were a widow. Widows were given a great deal of leeway in their behavior. Such an offer might even have been tempting if she were. Roland Devere, dark as a gypsy, handsome as a fallen angel, would have been a very good start for a widow in need of entertainment.

As it was? No. Devere and his ilk were the last thing she needed. And this was just the beginning. Just a warning shot across her bow. She was damaged goods, and men who’d once vied for her smiles would be expecting something more—and offering a great deal less—this time around.

She swallowed and took another bite, letting the heat of the ginger linger on her tongue. Roland Devere was a pompous ass, and he deserved to be punished. No, not just punished. He deserved to be tortured over an extended period of time for his presumption, and he should serve a higher purpose as added penance.

Livy smiled and slipped the letter into her pocket. Not only should Devere do penance, he should serve as a warning to others, and she knew exactly how to go about making him of use.

Chapter 2

There was a pregnant silence about his parents’ house in Berkeley Square as Roland entered the front hall. He could feel a chill in the air. The clatter of shutters being thrown open and the distant din of the cook berating the scullery maid stood out distinctly. The words ruined and clumsy echoing up from the kitchen told the story of some broken piece of crockery or spoiled luncheon dish.

The dim hall was a blessed relief after the god-awful glare of the streets. Roland had retrieved his shoes and escaped from Vaughn’s house with no one but an amused-looking maid as witness. His hat, along with the ribbon for his hair, seemed to have disappeared entirely, but his purse had expanded by a good hundred quid, so it seemed more than a fair exchange.

Emerson, his father’s butler, greeted him with wide, wild eyes, like those of a cornered dog. The man glanced furtively at the closed door to the drawing room, nodded warningly at a footman in green-and-black livery who stood waiting in the far corner, and held his hand out expectantly.

“My hat seems to have wandered off in the night,” Roland said with a shrug. “Fortunes of war, what.”

Emerson’s hand dropped to his side like a pheasant shot from the air. “Breakfast has been cleared, but I can have something sent up if you’re hungry, sir,” he said, not taking his eyes from the closed doors. “Ham steak, perhaps?”

Roland’s stomach revolted. “No. Thank you, but no,” he said. The butler’s gaze darted to him but returned to the drawing room doors as if drawn by a loadstone. “Everything all right, Emerson?”

“Her ladyship has a visitor,” he replied, using the tone usually reserved for disasters of epic proportions or royal visitations, which were much the same thing in Roland’s experience. But that wasn’t one of the king’s footmen. Nor one of the prince’s.

Roland studied the tall, solid double doors. Mysterious footmen aside, the most likely source of disaster was his sister. Margo, newly widowed and returned to England, was ripe for trouble. She’d spent the last decade in the midst of the French court at Versailles, where liaisons were an art form and no one played the game better than her husband, the comte de Corbeville.

Well, no one except, perhaps, Margo.

Headache forgot, Roland stepped past Emerson. At his touch, the door swung open without a sound. Silence filled his mother’s drawing room. It buffeted him like a cannonade.

His mother looked as though she’d swallowed a toad and couldn’t quite choke it down. Her mouth moved, but no words came out. The countess’s fashionably grizzled hair trembled, shedding bits of powder that danced in the bright morning sunshine like brilliant motes.

Seated across from her was Lady Olivia Carlow. The object of his wager smiled as she saw him, no hint of anger or reproach on her face. Behind them both, his sister, clothed in unrelenting black, sat in the window seat, sun flooding in behind her. Margo’s hands were idle on her needlework, poised as though frozen in time. Her expression was carefully, artfully, blank.

A deep sense of dread flooded through Roland. Lady Olivia smiled again, but there was a brittle edge to her expression, a hint of too many teeth. He knew that expression, having seen it on his sister’s face all too often. The lady was out for blood.

His mother finally caught her breath with an audible intake and attempted to gather her wits. “I’m so sorry, my dear. I don’t think—I-I-I didn’t quite—are you quite sure there isn’t some mistake?”

“I don’t believe so,” Lady Olivia said with alarming good cheer. “But here’s your son now. I’m sure he can clear up any misunderstanding.”

Dread flared into something closer to outright horror as Lady Olivia emphasized the final word. What the hell had he done last night? What had Thane—damn him—got him into? She couldn’t possibly know about the bet, and even if Thane had sought to hobble him by telling her—and had somehow managed to do so this very morning—there’d be no reason for Lady Olivia to run and tell tales to his mother.

Roland glanced at his sister, hoping for a hint as to what was afoot, but Margo merely raised one brow and then pretended to return to her embroidery. However, an amused smile lurking about her mouth was very much in evidence as she bowed her head. Margo was enjoying whatever little drama was underway, which boded ill.

Lady Olivia rose from her seat and stepped toward him. Her eyes pinned him in place, the deep blue a blaze of color in her pale face. One side of her rosy mouth curled up higher than the other as she smiled. She looked entirely too pleased with herself, too sure of herself. Whatever salvo had appraised her of the game they were playing, she was about to return fire.

“Mr. Devere”—her hand slid down into the pocket slit of her gown with an audible rustle and emerged with a small, folded sheet of foolscap—“did you, or did you not, make me this very charming offer of marriage just last night?”

She held the letter out, eyes daring him to take it. Roland plucked it from her hand and read it over, growing sicker by the second. He glanced back up to find Lady Olivia watching him, eyes steady and full of power. He’d seen a cobra once, brought all the way from India to dance at a duchess’s gala. The creature’s gaze had carried less threat than that of the lady who stood before him.

“Perhaps,” Lady Olivia said, her eyes never wavering from his, “Lady Moubray would like to read it and judge for herself if I’ve misunderstood your offer.”

Roland swallowed, his mind racing. What the hell was she playing at? She couldn’t possibly want to marry him. He was a younger son with a minor sinecure and a matching minuscule income. He hadn’t the power or position to wash away the scent of scandal that enveloped her. She needed a lord for that. If it were him, he’d be aiming for a duke. A royal one if at all possible.

“No need,” Roland said, refolding the note he’d obviously dashed off at some point after the night had gone dim. It was all he could do not to crumple it in his fist and chuck it into the fire. His friends had let him do it, too, perhaps even instigated it. The bastards. “My offer was unambiguous and quite genuine.”

“So I thought.” Lady Olivia’s smile became a triumphant smirk as she plucked the letter from his grasp and tucked it back into her pocket. “Perhaps when your mother and I have finished our tea you could escort me home.”

“Yes, Roland,” his mother said uneasily. “You should speak to Lord Arlington at once. It really isn’t at all the thing to be making offers to young ladies without speaking to their fathers first.”

She sounded as though the affront were to her, not Lady Olivia’s father. Perhaps she was hoping the earl would refuse his permission. Save them all from impending scandal.

Lady Olivia clapped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes met his, brimming with amusement at his mother’s evident horror. The countess stared at them both, her eyes full of confusion and concern.

“I’m my own mistress,” Lady Olivia said as she reclaimed her seat in a flounce of silken petticoats. She looked pleased as Punch after he’d beaten Judy into submission. “But I’m sure the earl will feel as your mother does. He does so like to maintain the little formalities that keep us all civilized.”
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Beneath her hand, Devere’s arm tensed and flexed. He reminded her of a grain-high horse being held back when it wanted to run. Livy tipped herself against him, pretending to stumble. He steadied her without missing a step. A gentleman and a rake at the same time, or perhaps his inclinations were mercurial? A gentleman by day and a rake by night?

The idea shouldn’t be thrilling, and yet…

“Do you have a key?” she asked, waving one hand at the fenced lawn that made up the private park at the heart of the square.

“Yes,” he said, glancing down at her as he fished about in the pocket of his coat.

“My father’s house is only around the corner.” Livy pulled him to a stop as she eyed the empty square. “And I think this is going to take a few minutes more than the walk there.”

Devere nodded stiffly, light winking off the cravat pin set neatly inside the fall of crisp linen. Livy smiled to herself. This was turning out to be far more entertaining than she’d anticipated. Perhaps she was cut out for wickedness after all.

“Peter?” She turned her attention briefly to her father’s footman. “Mr. Devere will see me home.”

Peter looked skeptical, but he didn’t bother to argue with her. He merely nodded and walked briskly off in the direction of Arlington House. Livy took a deep breath. She didn’t need a witness, even a chance one, for the conversation they were about to have.

Devere led her carefully across the street, as solicitous as if she actually meant something to him, and let them both into the small park. It was deserted at the moment, not even a solitary nurse with her tiny charges or a footman with his employer’s lap dog making use of its oyster-shell paths.

From beneath the shade of the wide brim of her hat, Livy studied Devere’s profile. He had a long nose that turned down at the tip, like the ones on so many of the statues in Rome. He was swarthy like a Roman, too, the shadow of beard on his jaw still visible even though she could smell his shaving soap.

He’d left her alone with his mother for less than ten minutes, but he’d returned shaved, in a clean suit of clothes, and with his hair neatly tied back rather than tumbling in riotous waves about his shoulders. She rather missed the pirate, which must surely be a very great failing on her part.

In the middle of the open square sat a stone bench, placed at the crossroads of the paths bisecting the immaculate lawn. Devere led her directly to it, dusted it off with his handkerchief, and motioned for her to sit.

He sat down beside her. Long lashes obscured his dark eyes. Devere’s hands locked into fists, giving away the simmering anger and uncertainly that he’d otherwise masked. He knew he was caught, and he didn’t like it one little bit. Livy bit back a smile.

“I’d like to apologize,” Devere began, pitching his voice low even though there was no one but her to hear him. “I honestly don’t even remember writing that letter, not that pleading inebriation makes its contents one jot less insulting.”

Livy sucked in one cheek and nodded. He sounded sincere, but she couldn’t let him off so easily. Not when his mistake could keep him at her beck and call all season.

“Let us lay our cards on the table, Mr. Devere. You have put yourself entirely at my mercy, and in my present circumstances, I do not find a letter such as the one you sent particularly forgivable.”

His head snapped about, and his nostrils flared. He’d only now realized how thoroughly he was trapped, and to how great an extent he’d placed himself in her hands. She almost felt sorry for him. Almost.

“It was, however,” she went on, “very much what I expected after the events of last year. My father thinks the world will take pity on me, but you and I both know differently, don’t we?”

Devere dropped his gaze to his hands. The seams of his gloves strained. Yes, he knew very well how he and his peers viewed widows and fallen women—game to be stalked, meat for their tables. Her status as something of both would simply add to the frenzy of the hunt. She’d become a singular prize.

“Seeing as the world is what it is,” Livy said, “I must formulate a plan of defense. And since you have so obligingly volunteered, I shall allow you to be of use.”

“By marrying me?” He glanced up, staring at her, dark eyes seeming to beg for clarification. Livy steeled herself. Those eyes would make a weaker woman reconsider the wisdom of constant exposure. But the woman she was today had been forged in the fire of ruin and quenched in scandal broth. She wasn’t likely to succumb to a handsome face and a pair of smoldering eyes.

Her own rising anger sent a jolt of strength through her. Livy smiled, knowing that her expression was too predatory for a proper female but unable to change it to something more demure. Devere sounded horrified at the idea of marrying her. Good enough to bed, but not good enough to wed. Not anymore, anyway. Her husband had been the one to commit a crime, but she was the one paying for it. If Souttar hadn’t died, she’d have been tempted to kill him herself.

“I remain a very good catch, you know,” she said, ruthlessly pressing on. “I’ve complete control of my dowry already, near fifty thousand pounds. And the earl intends to pass only the title and one small, entailed estate to the distant cousin who’s his heir. Everything else will come to me, even Holinshed Castle.”

Devere nodded, the muscles in his jaw popping out as he ground his teeth. “But,” Livy said, allowing her smile to soften, “I shan’t hold you to it. Give me the season, serve as my shield, and then we can go our separate ways.”

He looked grim, keen intelligence flaring behind his eyes. “A broken engagement will be the final nail in the coffin of your reputation.”

Livy nodded. “I’m counting on it. One more soupçon of scandal and my father will never again force me to accompany him to town. I can live out my days as I choose, mistress of my own destiny.”

“As long as you understand what you’re doing,” Devere said, his tone clearly implying that she didn’t. “When you give me my marching papers, you’ll hand over that damned letter?”

“Of course,” Livy said. “You’ll have earned it, believe me.”

Chapter 3

“A long-standing affection?” the Earl of Arlington said, not looking for a moment like he believed a word of it. The man’s brow furrowed, eyebrows pinched with doubt and something that looked like the beginning of annoyance.

“Yes, my lord,” Roland said, doing his best to appear earnest. It wasn’t his most practiced or natural expression, and it didn’t come easily. Especially when what he felt was a chaotic mix of excitement, dread, and anticipation. He might have been blackmailed into the role of Lady Olivia’s choosing, but it positioned him perfectly to carry out the bet he’d made with Vaughn and Thane. And the beauty of it was, she didn’t even see it.

Lady Olivia’s father, who couldn’t be more than a decade older than Roland was himself, simply stared back at him, looking unconvinced. The man must have married before he’d even reached his majority to have a daughter who was already nearly five-and-twenty.

Roland shook off a niggle of discomfiture. How far could he push things before the earl’s doubts flared into outright disbelief?

“I lost her once,” Roland said. “Not being an ideal candidate for the hand of an heiress, I didn’t fight for her as I should have, but I don’t mean to make such a mistake twice.”

“Meaning that you see yourself as more than fit to ask for her hand now that she’s damaged goods.” Roland held his breath as Arlington’s lips pressed into a thin, hard line. The earl wasn’t mincing words, and though he was a good deal younger than Roland’s own father, he was clearly every bit as used to having his own way. Privilege of being a peer. Their rarefied position in the world lent them all a certain arrogance regardless of their age.

“No, my lord. That’s not at all the light in which I see this, though I’ll admit that others might.” Roland leaned forward, holding his gaze steady, praying his argument was a convincing one. He’d had scant time to formulate it before being thrust into action and his head was starting to pound as last night’s debauch once again caught up with him. “Lady Olivia has done nothing wrong. She’s the wounded party, and I’d die to defend that fact.”

Arlington’s grimace softened. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, Mr. Devere,” he said with a bit of a sigh as he settled back into his chair. “I had my way in her first marriage. I take full responsibility for the disaster that ensued. Seeing as I failed so miserably, I’m prepared to let Livy have her way now, and if you are her choice, so be it.”

“Thank you, my lord,” Roland said. The sensation of a heavy weight pressing down on him grew until he had to force himself to breathe. It was done.

He’d wanted her father to agree, needed the man to do so if he was to keep his side of the bargain, but now that the earl had done so, the responsibility of defending Lady Olivia from the ton fell to him. Something that felt almost like guilt washed through him. Roland shook it off. There wasn’t any room for guilt in the game he and Lady Olivia were playing.

“Don’t thank me yet,” Arlington said with a familiar, skeptical look in his eyes. “I think you might both regret your haste a few months hence.”

“You mean you think your daughter might come to see that she had better options than a younger son?”

“To be frank, yes, and also, you might find defending her exhausting. It eats at you, you know, watching someone you love being persecuted and knowing that you’re powerless to prevent it.”

#

The front door shut with a soft thump that would have gone unnoticed if Livy hadn’t been on tenterhooks waiting for her father’s summons. She let her breath out and spread her hands over her stomach to keep from being sick. Only the wall of her stays shored her up and kept her from wilting.

Her father had sent Devere away. Panic welled up, choking her as effectively as a pair of hands about her throat. If the earl had said yes, she’d have expected to be fetched down to receive his blessing. Her mouth went dry. Without Devere, she was at point non plus. Out of options, save for the unappetizing one of brazening her way through the season on her own, fending off advances—without causing yet another scandal—as best she could.

Livy stood up and forced herself to go downstairs and find her father. If he and Devere hadn’t come to blows, she could still salvage things. The earl had never been good at denying her something she really wanted.

She cracked the door to the earl’s study open and peeked in. Her father was standing at the window, shoulder braced against the painted sash, gazing out at the street. He turned as she entered, an expression of wry amusement on his face.

The tension drained out of her. Whatever had happened, he wasn’t angry.

“What are you up to, pet?” he said, leaning back against the windowsill. “I remember all your suitors, and Roland Devere was never among them.”

“A younger son?” Livy said, closing the door behind her. “Of course not. Peers of the Realm, and the heirs thereof. No one lower than heir to an earl made it into the lists, though there were several who would have liked to have done.”

The earl shook his head, clearly not appreciating her levity. “I’ve told Mr. Devere that I’ll allow you to have your way, but I wanted to talk to you privately before giving the match my blessing. Are you sure, Olivia? Really sure? There’ll be no taking it back once an announcement is made.”

Resentment of that simple truth warred with relief. “I’m sure, Papa. I know exactly what I want.” 

