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			One

			All the perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.

			—Shakespeare, Macbeth, (5.1)

			Whorls of light gray mist hung in the damp air. His long strides scattered patches of dense fog that hovered above the ground. Hyde Park wasn’t a place anyone should be before dawn, and was the last place he wanted to be on an early Sunday morn with a stubborn female at his side.

			As they entered through the west side, he shook his head over the fact that the wet chill of autumn hadn’t kept her in bed no matter how many times he’d tried to get her to stay a little longer. Viscount Brentwood chuckled ruefully at how temperamental she was when she wanted her way and couldn’t get it, and she wasn’t shy about letting him know when she was unhappy. They’d always had a love-hate relationship, and that hadn’t changed since their arrival in London a few days ago.

			In the distance, he heard the rattle of what sounded like a cart or wagon approaching, so he moved to the side of the well-worn path. In this area of the wooded park, it was damn near impossible to see anyone or anything until they were almost upon you, unless it was a clear night with a bright hunter’s moon, and there were far too few of them at this time of year. He picked up his pace, wanting to get this shackling ritual behind him and get out of the park before full daybreak.

			“Hurry up, now, Pris.”

			All he got in answer was a disdainful sniff.

			A minute or two later, a rumbling cart emerged out of the mist. It was being pulled by a strapping lad with a felt hat tugged low on his brow. Two young women wearing tattered wool coats and white mobcaps on their heads walked beside it. Over the clanging of milk cans and rattle of squeaking cart wheels, Brent heard feminine giggles as they passed him. They looked at him and laughed again behind their gloved hands. Even the youngster with them glanced back at him and grinned from ear to ear.

			Not that he could blame them. It must be quite comical to see a man as tall and broad-shouldered as he walking a dog that wasn’t much bigger than some of the rats seen down at the wharf. Though the deeper into the park he walked, the fog swirled so heavily on the ground he was surprised they could even see the small dog at all. Her head was barely visible above the hovering mist.

			“They’re laughing at us, Pris,” Brent murmured softly, his warm breath stirring the moist air.

			Judson Allan Brentwood, seventh Viscount Brentwood, took off his hat, smiled good-naturedly, and bowed to the milkmaids who’d turned to watch him and snicker some more. He slurred his words as if a drunkard and said, “What’s da matter there, gels, haven’t ye ever seen a proper gentleman walk his dog in da park before? Come closer, I’ll let you have a pat or two.”

			Brent bowed when the girls gasped and quickly turned away from him. Within moments, the trio and cart disappeared into the heavy mist. While holding the leash with one hand, he reached up and settled his hat back on his head. He then lifted the collar of his greatcoat against the chilling air seeping down his neck. He didn’t really mind the milkmaids and lad having a good laugh off his walking his mother’s cherished pet, but he wasn’t so sure he wanted anyone he knew seeing him walk the dog.

			If it hadn’t been for his promise to his mother on her deathbed, he would have left the aggravating little mongrel at his estate in Brentwood. He had started to do just that, but at the last minute, his conscience had gotten the better of him, and he’d grabbed up the dog and put her in the carriage. But if she kept yelping before daybreak, the Mayfair town house might not be big enough for the both of them. If that wasn’t bad enough, whenever he was at home, she seemed to always find a way to be underfoot, or scratching on his door, whimpering to get inside and sleep on his bed.

			His mother had always treated the dog as if she’d come from a Pomeranian lineage right out of the King’s kennel. Brent harrumphed at that thought. In truth, his mother had no idea of the dog’s ancestry, though it was mixed to be sure.

			Oddly though, he was growing a tad fond of the little devil, though he had no idea why. He’d made a vow to his mother that he would take good care of her dog, going so far as to promise her to take the dog for an early morning walk a couple of times a week. That hadn’t been a problem at his estate in Brentwood, but now that he was in London, he could see how the oath to his dearly departed mother would be harder to keep.

			Brent allowed the dog to take the lead and adjusted his pace to her stop-sniff-scratch-and-go routine. The horizon lightened from black to light purple and gray as daybreak fanned across the bottom of the sky. The trees and bushes thinned, and some of the fog dissipated the farther into the park they walked, gradually making it easier for him to see.

			In the quietness of the morning, Brent couldn’t help but think fondly of his mother. She was a firm believer in being well read, and she saw to it her three sons were, too. She was always quoting someone. She didn’t care if it was Keats, Shakespeare, Byron, or the Bible. She had even been known to use a line or two from a dreadful horrid novel. If she took a fancy to a quote she had read, she’d find a way to use it before the day was over.

			But with all her loving sternness, she carried a dark secret. A secret Brent had kept for ten years and would have kept the rest of his life if he could have. But fate stole into their lives with its own plans. He had tried to spare his brothers the nasty gossip about their parentage that was now being whispered behind fans at parties and churned around the gentlemen’s clubs in London like a deadly whirlpool. Though, most of the time, it seemed the ribald rumors and high-stake wagers bothered him more than his brothers. He was thankful his mother hadn’t lived to see the day when her younger twin sons arrived in London.

			When it was clear he couldn’t stop Matson and Iverson from making the move from the Americas back to the home of their birth, he’d felt duty bound to join them. Besides, at the age of thirty, it was past time he should be looking for a wife. Over the years, none of the few young ladies who lived in the villages around his Brentwood Estate had caught his fancy, not enough to propose matrimony, anyway. He decided since he had to winter in London, he would make friends among the ton so he would be ready to peruse the marriage mart come spring when the Season started.

			Suddenly the mongrel stopped and started barking viciously.

			“Quiet, Pris,” Brent said. “You’ll wake the hounds of hell with all that noise. Come on, let’s get this walk finished and get back to Mayfair. I promised to take you for a stroll; I didn’t promise I’d do it for any set length of time. I have better things to do today than mollycoddle you.”

			They walked a few more feet, and the dog stopped again and started snarling. Her body stiffened, and she lunged forward. Her eyes fixed on a stand of trees not far away. The hairs on the back of Brent’s neck bristled, and a prickle of something he couldn’t put his finger on moved up his back. He knew Prissy detected something more than just a rabbit or squirrel rustling the bushes.

			She sensed danger.

			Brent’s hand tightened on the leash. A chill skittered up his spine, and apprehension caught between his shoulders. He strained his senses to see, hear, or feel whatever was alarming Prissy. And then, through the light mist he saw a figure shrouded in a black hooded cloak walking toward him.

			The dog continued with a deep, warning growl. Brent’s gaze never wavered from the person. He paid careful attention to every detail and almost immediately recognized from the slight build, moderate stride, and gentle sway of shoulders it was a woman who approached him. But before he could relax, surprise rode through him when she drew closer with the biggest damn dog he had ever seen, walking calmly, unfettered beside her.

			After Prissy’s own start of surprise, his mother’s dog went fiercely crazy, barking fast and loud. She half choked herself with the leash, trying to get to the huge mastiff coming toward them.

			“Stop barking, and be still, you silly little devil,” Brent mumbled, holding the dog back.

			The young lady stopped a respectful distance from him and regarded him warily. He could barely make out her features, but there was no mistaking her deep blue eyes, full, tempting lips, and alabaster skin so smooth it looked ethereal in the slowly brightening sky.

			She took a confident step toward him, a hint of a smile pulling at her mouth. “For such a big man, I would think you’d be confident enough to know how to handle such a darling little dog.”

			Brent raised a brow. “If by darling dog you mean this spawn from the gates of hell, then pray tell me, how do you suggest I get her to be quiet?”

			The corners of her beautiful lips lifted even more. “You quiet animals the same way you calm people, by speaking softly to them.”

			He realized he had somehow managed to amuse her. That didn’t sit well with Brent.

			“Not this one,” he said, moving the leash from one hand to the other while he continued to assess the lady.

			Her smile widened, and his irritation grew.

			His voice was a little more than testy when he said, “Don’t try to tell me her shrill barking isn’t piercing to your ears, too?”

			She seemed to consider what he’d said before walking even closer. He watched her with deep interest. She was tall; the top of her head reached his chin. Her frame was hidden beneath her heavy cloak, but he had no doubt she was slender and not boyish in her figure. Her gaze stayed boldly on his face, and for some reason, that show of confidence sent heat pulsing through his body.

			“Can’t you see your dog isn’t disturbing me or Brutus?”

			Brutus?

			Her dog was named Brutus?

			Oh, hell.

			Brent glanced over at her dog. The mastiff looked to be about the size of a small bear and stood completely still and obedient by the woman’s side, acting as if he couldn’t be less interested in the little terror screeching like a banshee at an exorcism. To make matters worse, here he was, well over six feet, holding a small, fancy dog on a leash, while one of the loveliest ladies he’d seen since coming to London was with a dog who looked capable of ending a man’s life with one bite.

			Prissy, who obviously had more courage than brains, was still frantically straining to get at the larger dog. Brutus, who could easily swallow Prissy whole, remained calm and undisturbed as a windless night by his mistress’s side. It was no wonder Brent had made her smile.

			The young lady removed her hood, exposing long golden blonde hair. Brent swallowed slowly. He had an immediate urge to reach over and gently glide his hand down the silken length of her tumbled locks. He watched in awe as she lifted her hair from beneath her cape, spreading it gloriously over her shoulders.

			She had to know how alluring that was. And especially so to a man who hadn’t been with a woman in far too long.

			A delicious quiver started in his loins.

			There was just enough of a breeze to flutter a stray tendril across her lovely cheek. She quickly brushed it behind her ear.

			His breath quickened as she knelt in front of him. She pulled off one short black glove and let Prissy sniff her hand while she spoke softly to her. The dog stopped barking instantly and allowed the lady to pet her head and gently stroke her back as if they were long-lost friends reunited.

			Oh, yes. Brent would be silenced and soothed, too, if she were stroking his head and talking so lovingly to him.

			“See, a whisper is always better than a shout.”

			“I didn’t shout at her,” he felt compelled to argue in self-defense, but wished he hadn’t the moment the words left his mouth.

			“No, you didn’t. But you were speaking gruffly, and that is just as upsetting to an animal.”

			Upsetting? This time Brent held his tongue and remained silent.

			“Male or female?” she asked without looking up at Brent.

			“Female,” he responded, his throat suddenly dry.

			“What’s her name?”

			He didn’t want to tell her, but as his mother was so fond of saying, in for a penny, in for a pound.

			“Prissy,” he said with as much masculine bravado as he could muster, and then couldn’t keep himself from adding, “She’s my mother’s dog.”

			The woman looked up at him and smiled so sweetly he almost felt hypnotized by her.

			“Prissy,” she repeated. “That’s a lovely name for such a brave dog. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a Pomeranian this small.”

			Brent started to tell her that was because the father was of questionable breeding but silently cleared his throat instead, and then said, “And I’ve seen some big mastiffs before but, without question, Brutus wins the ribbon.”

			She stared up at him again and laughed softly. The sound wrapped around him like a promise on a spring morning, while her captivating charm sent heat rushing through his body with the warmth of a blazing fire on a bitter cold night. The way she was looking at him played havoc with his lower body. He couldn’t help but wonder what this alluring woman was doing in the park so early and so obviously alone.

			“My precious Brut simply didn’t know when to stop growing.” She reached behind her and patted her dog’s big head. Brutus gave her a woof of approval. “But he’s as harmless as a kitten, most of the time.”

			Her speech and the expensive fabric and tailoring of her cape spoke of wealth, but no lady of quality would be in the park at any time without a chaperone or companion. She looked a little young to be a well-set courtesan, but then he supposed they were all young once. And she certainly seemed too confident for an innocent maiden. Could it be she was some lucky gentleman’s well-paid mistress? She wore no crested rings on her fingers that he could see, so he doubted she was married, but whatever her case may be, ferocious dog or no, she was living much too dangerously for a lady.

			“Pardon my question, miss or madame, but is there anything wrong?”

			She rose, straightened her shoulders, and looked directly at him once again. Her expression remained confident as she pulled on her glove.

			He sensed a measure of hesitancy in her voice when she calmly said, “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

			He didn’t believe for a moment she didn’t know what he was referring to, but he decided not to call her on it. He simply raised a questioning eyebrow again and said, “Perhaps something unusual has happened this morning, and that is why you are in the park without benefit of a proper chaperone or guardian.”

			Brent was certain she blushed, and then she intrigued him even more by lowering her lashes for a moment, as if she wanted to shield something from him.

			But what?

			The first shards of daylight spread across the horizon, making it easier for Brent to see just how lovely she was. He hadn’t seen the sky on a cloudless summer’s day that could hold a candle to the blue of her eyes. Every movement she made seemed graceful and natural for her, but to him they were inviting and seductive.

			“No,” she said, not meeting his gaze. “I just had to clear my, I mean, I just wanted to get away and be alone for a little while before the day began.”

			He doubted whatever had brought her to the park was as simple as that. “Surely I don’t have to tell you it is not in your best interest to be in the park by yourself at this time of morning, or at any time for that matter.”

			She lifted her chin as if to challenge his concern. “I am not worried about unsavory people out to make mischief, sir. As you can see, I have Brutus here to protect me.”

			Brent knew it to be true the breed of mastiff was a good guard dog, but now that it was brighter, he could see Brutus more clearly. The dog looked to be quite old. A closer look at the black soulful eyes, gray muzzle, and droopy face, not to mention a total lack of interest in sniffing Prissy, confirmed Brent’s assessment that the mastiff’s best days were behind him.

			“No doubt Brutus has a heart as big as the ships that sail the Thames, and in his younger years, it’s not hard to imagine he would have been a fierce protector. His size alone might still send some ruffians running; but whether he can protect you from danger now or not, he cannot protect you from scandal, and that might be your greatest concern.”

			She shrugged her shoulders, and even that common, unobtrusive gesture aroused him.

			Her gaze stayed locked on his. “Perhaps you are right about that, sir, but I have no fear from someone who is considerate enough to walk his mother’s dog.”

			“It’s true you have nothing to fear from me, but alas, I cannot be your chaperone.”

			She stepped closer, though for half a second he had the distinct feeling this confident young lady was suddenly uncertain. But the thought vanished when she surprised him by reaching up to touch the side of his face. Even though she wore a cotton glove, he felt heat and gentleness in her hand, and he caught the intoxicating scent of rosewater on her skin.

			“You seem a kind and decent man.” She hesitated, and then drew a deep breath. “Forgive me,” she whispered.

			She rose on her toes and placed her lips on his. Brent was stunned by her action, but as her body leaned into his and her lips pressed against his, surprise was replaced by an intense and immediate feral desire to possess her, which he struggled to control.

			Her lips were soft and warm despite the chill of the morn, and he was lost to her tender kiss. It took a moment before it filtered into his brain that she wasn’t really very good at kissing, though she was trying hard to play the seductress. That simple fact made her all the more intriguing and desirable.

			When her arms wound around his neck and her lips parted, Brent dropped Prissy’s leash and drew her gently into his embrace. Though he had no idea why, this woman was obviously serious with her intentions, and his body could no longer resist her attempt at seduction.

			Brent coaxed her lips farther apart and tasted the warmth of her mouth, teasing her with his tongue. He slid his hands inside her cape and around her waist to the small of her back and felt her feminine softness. She gasped into his mouth when he brought her tightly against him. She was slender, yet very womanly melting into his arms. Beneath her wrap, his hand roved up and down the sensuous curve of her small waist and gentle flare of her shapely hips.

			He couldn’t believe how wonderful and sweet her pliant lips felt beneath his. A rampant hunger sprang up inside him, and he deepened the kiss, letting his mouth cover hers more fully, frantically seeking her inner depths. She matched his hunger as if she had been yearning just for his touch. His hand moved up her rib cage to settle over the soft, tempting swell of her breast, and his insides quivered at how delicious she felt. Beneath his hand, her chest heaved with each determined breath, each skillful caress. A soft, involuntary whimper passed her lips, and her arms tightened around him. Her fingers dug into the thick fabric of his greatcoat.

			Somewhere, at the back of his mind, he heard Prissy barking again, but the sound barely registered. The little creature was always barking at something. Brutus woofed a couple of times, but there was no way he was leaving the golden-haired beauty with the enchanting blue eyes who had walked freely out of the mist and so amazingly into his arms.

			Brent reached up and pushed her cloak away from her shoulders, letting it fall to her back, giving him more freedom to touch her supple body as he desired. His lips left hers, and he kissed his way down the slender column of her neck, past the tied, corded sash that held her cape on, to where a bit of lace at the neckline of her dress teased and tickled his cheek and chin.

			“Gabrielle!” a man shouted.

			“Unhand her, you scoundrel!” another man bellowed.

			Startled, Brent released her. A button on the sleeve of his coat caught on the lace at the neckline of her dress and ripped it as he stepped away.

			In the blink of an eye, Brent saw four men charging toward him. Two of the men were well-dressed gentlemen, and the other two were wearing servants’ garb. He glanced over to his seducer. Her eyes held firmly on his. He expected to see fear or maybe regret in their depths, but what he saw was guilt.

			Guilt?

			Surely not, but the expression on her face told the tale. She wasn’t frightened of him or the men barreling down on them.

			Had she planned this?

			Was it possible that barely a fortnight in London and he’d already been caught in a parson’s mousetrap by the conniving, sweet-smelling hand of an angel?

			While it was true he had planned to look for a comely, well-suited wife while in London, he had no intentions of being leg-shackled by anyone he didn’t choose.

			“Sirs, I’m Viscount Brentwood,” he said as the men skittered to a halt in front of him. “I assure you this is not what it looks like. I was not attacking this young lady.”

			“Lord Brentwood,” the taller of the two gentlemen said, “I am the Duke of Windergreen, and I assure you, I saw you kissing my daughter!”

			A duke’s daughter! Blasted hell!

			He didn’t know what kind of wretched plan was in that lovely head of hers, but he knew how powerful dukes were. This little scheme of hers could easily land him in Newgate if he wasn’t careful.

			Brent turned to face the bewitching young lady, who still stood close to him, and whispered, “You did this deliberately, didn’t you?”

			Her blue eyes rounded in horror. “No, of course not. How could you think that?”

			“Right now I’m finding it very easy to think that.”

			“Explain yourself, Brentwood,” the duke demanded.

			Damnation!

			He turned back toward her father. What could he say to the duke? That his daughter was the one who had kissed him? Would the duke believe him or even care that this lovely young angel he called Gabrielle was the one who initiated the kiss?

			Somehow, Brent thought not.

			In the dark recesses of his mind, Brent realized he heard Prissy barking again. It wasn’t her yappy, irritating bark or her snarling growl at blowing leaves. It was a painful whine.

			Brent tensed again. Something had happened to his mother’s dog.

			He glanced down. It wasn’t the mastiff giving her trouble. Brutus stood quite innocently beside his mistress.

			Prissy cried again, a piercing screech of alarm as if something had hold of her. Brent’s mind went blank, and without thinking about consequences, he bolted toward the sound.

			“Catch him!” Brent heard the duke shout behind him, but he kept running toward the dog.

			But not much more than a few steps farther, he was slammed to the ground from behind, a heavy body landing on top of him.

			Brent grunted and winced. He struggled to throw the man off his back as a beefy hand shoved the side of his face into the hard, wet ground.

			“Stop!” he yelled. “I’m not running away. I hear my dog. I need to go to her. She’s hurt.”

			“Sure she is, my lord,” the servant muttered above him as he pushed Brent’s face harder into the cold, rocky earth. “And I have a manor house in Kent, too.”

			What a hell of a mess he was in. Something was wrong with his mother’s dog, and he’d been caught in the park at daybreak kissing a duke’s daughter.

			“Damnation,” he rasped into the hard ground.

			No wonder his mother had always said it would be a cold day in hell before she went back to London.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Never mind your happiness; do your duty.

			—Will Durant

			Gabrielle’s heart jumped to her throat. Panic threatened to overwhelm her.

			She watched in horror as her father and her fiancé’s father yelled at their footmen to catch the retreating viscount. Heavens above, she didn’t blame him for running away. If she were him, she’d be trying to get away too!

			He thought she had deliberately tried to leg shackle him, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.

			She only wanted to kiss him.

			Gabrielle knew her father and Lord Austerhill occasionally enjoyed a smoke, a talk, and a long early morning walk in the park. But she had been too consumed with her own troubles to even consider that they might be in Hyde Park this chilly morn.

			Heavens above, what had she done? But, of course, she knew the answer to that.

			With a brief squeeze of her eyes, she tried to blot out the image of seeing her fiancé and her sister wrapped together in a passionate embrace in a dimly lit corridor where the Autumn Ball was being held. She feared that scene would be forever etched in her mind. How had she missed their love for each other? She had always considered herself so discerning, so intuitive, but obviously not when dealing with matters of the heart.

			With what she witnessed, a different young lady might have thrown herself out a window or across her bed and cried like a fool, but Gabrielle had never been a fool… other than being foolish enough not to notice her fiancé and sister were in love. This, in turn, had made Gabrielle wish for a window. Instead, she had grabbed her cape and her faithful dog Brutus and had gone to the park and thrown herself at a gentleman!

			What in heaven’s name had she done?

			Watching the servants chasing after Lord Brentwood, she had to wonder if the window might have done less damage.

			She didn’t know what madness had come over her, but when she’d seen the tall, handsome man standing in the swirling mist, for a moment she couldn’t breathe. He was beautiful, regal, nearly otherworldly, which could be the only reason she had forgotten all about this world and approached him. When his gaze had drifted down her face, she’d felt a quickening of something wonderful skimming along her breasts and then sailing inexplicably to the lowest recesses of her abdomen. Just remembering how she had felt when he looked at her brought the elusive sensations tingling back into her body, feelings she’d never experienced when her fiancé had looked at her.

			In the distance, the sound of a body being slammed to the ground, followed by a loud grunt, cut off everything but her own distressed gasp. With a wince, she turned to see her father’s footman sprawled on top of the viscount, and Lord Austerhill’s servant pressing the innocent man’s face into the ground. Queasiness filled her stomach, and Gabrielle thought she might be sick. She swallowed past a thick throat and steeled herself for the backlash she knew wasn’t far away.

			Brutus sensed her distress and nudged against her hip with his body, growling low in his throat. Out of habit, she reached down, and with a pat on his big head, assured the dog she was fine. He reached up and sniffed her hand.

			“What in the name of Hades are you doing out here with that man?” her father demanded. Grabbing her upper arm, he turned her around to face him. Brutus growled again, but her father paid the dog no mind.

			Feeling as if her breath was trapped in her chest, and unable to move, Gabrielle stood in mortified silence, staring at the two enraged men glaring at her. The raw fury in their faces spoke of dire consequences and suddenly rendered her speechless.

			“Gabrielle!” her father said more sharply, squeezing her arm.

			Her father had always been a short-tempered man, but he had never touched her—in kindness or in anger. She hated disappointing him, but there was no changing what had happened. She calmly took hold of her father’s wrist and removed his clenched hand from her arm before Brutus decided to attack. That would prove a bigger disaster than she was facing right now.

			“It’s clear we’ll get nothing out of her,” Lord Austerhill spat, not bothering to hide the contempt he felt for her. “As I suspected, she is too filled with guilt to speak.”

			“No, Lord Austerhill,” Gabrielle said, struggling to pull herself together. “I am not afraid to speak. There is simply nothing I have to say about my presence in the park.”

			Her father shook with uncontrolled rage. “You better have something to say, young lady, and you can start by telling me what you are doing out here alone with that man.”

			“I believe we saw what she was doing here, Duke,” Lord Austerhill argued. “What I want to know is why, when she is to marry my son a week from today.”

			How could she tell her father she had enticed the viscount because something about him drew her, and she wanted to be kissed the way she saw her fiancé kiss her sister last night? How could she admit to Lord Austerhill she wanted to experience the unbridled passion she saw on her sister’s face when his son had kissed her? Though one look at her father’s thin lips, not to mention Lord Austerhill’s bulging eyes, let her know she didn’t want to tell either man the truth. Besides, how could she explain to them what happened when she was as astounded at what she’d done as they were? No, it was best to remain silent and let them think what they wished.

			Gabrielle had never been a witless ninny who was led by fanciful dreams of romance and feminine emotions. She was calm, sensible, and never flustered—until today. The truth was, she had never done an impetuous thing in her life. She was her father’s oldest child. She was dependable, rational, and obedient. That was why she had accepted the practical, unemotional marriage her father had arranged for her in the first place. That was what those of her kind did.

			Or so she had always believed. Now she wasn’t so sure. After what she experienced with this viscount, this stranger, Gabrielle had to wonder if she had only buried feelings of passion and desire in order to please her father.

			But, what in heaven’s name had come over her this morning to make her throw all of her upbringing away and want to be kissed and held in the arms of a handsome stranger? What was there about Lord Brentwood that had awakened the wanton desire she’d felt when she looked at him?

			“Speak, girl, speak,” her father demanded again.

			“Have you absolutely nothing to say in your defense?” Lord Austerhill snapped.

			Gabrielle was forced to ignore her father and the nobleman. She had no answer. She felt as if her whole life had suddenly shifted, and she didn’t know herself.

			She glanced back at the man on the ground. She watched in horror as the two footmen struggled with Lord Brentwood. No matter what her father or the earl thought about what they witnessed, she was the reason the viscount was being manhandled like a common footpad, and it was her responsibility to help him.

			Suddenly, Gabrielle was not concerned about her father’s ire, herself, her sister, or Lord Austerhill’s son. She was appalled to watch the handsome viscount dragged unceremoniously to his feet, his hands held firmly behind his back by the servants.

			She turned to her father. “Papa, tell Muggs not to hurt Lord Brentwood. What happened was not his fault; it was mine.”

			Her father’s jaw was set with rage. He was a rigid man, straight as the blade of a soldier’s sword and just as hard. In his younger days, a mere glance from him could send a shudder through the household staff, and her younger brother and sister racing to hide beneath their beds.

			“I’m not the least concerned whether Muggs hurts the man. He can kill the scoundrel for all I care. And for your information, young lady, when a man puts his hands on an untouched maid of quality, it is never her fault as far as I’m concerned. The blame is always with the man, though the girl is always the one punished.”

			“Notice whom her concern is for, Duke,” Lord Austerhill remarked scathingly. “Did you hear her say one word about how this shameful act of betrayal she’s committed is going to destroy my son?”

			Gabrielle smothered an angry retort about his son by pressing her lips tightly together. Her ill-advised words of concern for Lord Brentwood didn’t sit well with the earl or her father and wasn’t going to help the struggling viscount.

			“Clearly, your daughter has been carrying on an affair with this man behind my son’s back with secret assignations.”

			Gabrielle gasped. “That is not true, my lord. I haven’t,” she said earnestly, and immediately wondered if letting them know this was the first time she had ever met the man made her seem more a wanton doxy than if she and Lord Brentwood had been long-standing lovers.

			Apparently her fierce denial did nothing to salve the earl’s rancor. His bushy gray eyebrows rose with skepticism, and a nervous tic worked each side of his wide, sneering mouth.

			Indignation dripped from his words as he said, “That is not what it looked like to me. You two seemed to know each other very well indeed, considering the way you were wrapped in each other’s arms, with your lips locked together as if you were trying to swallow each other. Your torn gown and gaping cape were falling off your shoulders.”

			No longer able to hide the turmoil churning inside her, a shiver of outrage shook her. Gabrielle gasped so loudly Brutus growled a warning.

			Gabrielle’s chin lifted defiantly. “Lord Austerhill, you owe me an apology. My gown was never off my shoulders.” She looked down at the bodice of her dress and winced inside when she saw the delicate lace that had edged the neckline of her dress was torn free. Hastily she added, “A bit of lace was ripped away from the fabric when it caught on the button on Lord Brentwood’s sleeve. That is all.”

			“Ha!” Lord Austerhill shouted loudly. “As if any of that matters anyway. Tell the story any way you like. It won’t change what was going on here or the outcome it has now created.”

			Resentment and anger at the man’s pompous attitude festered inside Gabrielle. She was the one who had been wronged by his son carrying on a tryst with her sister. Gabrielle opened her mouth to protest and tell the man the ugly truth she had discovered just hours ago at the ball at the Great Hall, but caught herself. Accusing his son would mean telling on her sister, as well, and while Gabrielle wanted to strangle the impetuous Rosabelle for her deception and betrayal, she couldn’t risk ruining her by telling Lord Austerhill and her father what had been going on between Rosabelle and Staunton.

			“Now see here, Austerhill,” her father stated firmly. “That is enough of that kind of talk. There has to be a reasonable explanation for what we witnessed.”

			Austerhill took the bowl of his pipe and knocked it quite firmly against his palm, sending ashes fluttering to the ground. Somehow, Gabrielle knew the man was telling her that, to him, her worth was no more than ashes to be trampled beneath his feet.

			The earl looked up at her father with steely eyes and a grim expression. “Maybe you need clarification to satisfy your questions concerning your daughter’s actions, Duke, but I do not. My son is not going to marry a woman who was caught alone with a man for any reason. All I can add is I thank the saints in heaven I found out what kind of person she is before she married my son and became his wife.”

			“Austerhill. There is no call to get—”

			“I’m done here,” the earl said, sticking the pipe in the pocket of his greatcoat. “If my son’s wife is ever with child, I damn well want to be sure he is the father.”

			Gabrielle gasped, and anger surged inside her. “You go too far, my lord.”

			Lord Austerhill twisted his lips into a sneer at Gabrielle, turned, and stomped away.

			“Wait,” her father called furiously to the earl’s retreating back. “You can’t leave. Where are you going?”

			“To tell my son his wedding is off because his betrothed is…”

			Gabrielle didn’t hear Lord Austerhill’s last words and was glad she didn’t. By the revulsion in his parting glance and the loud gasp from her father, she could imagine what he’d said. 

			“Damn you, man,” her father yelled and started after him. “This was not her fault, I tell you. Get back here!”

			Lord Austerhill called to his servant, and the man immediately dropped his hold on the viscount and followed the earl until they disappeared into the mist.

			Gabrielle’s father turned on her with rage. “By all the angels in heaven, what made you pull such a foolhardy stunt as this? I could imagine something like this from your sister, or even from your brother, but not you! You have always been my sensible daughter. Now look what you have done!”

			Once again she retreated into silence. She had no answer for him.

			“What in God’s name was going on between you two?” her father barked. “You have ruined everything! Do you know what you’ve done, the money this is going to cost me, girl?”

			Gabrielle blinked at her father’s harsh tone. She had always known the wedding was for her father’s financial benefit and not her own happiness, but hearing him actually say the words pained her and, once again, her stomach quaked.

			“Yes, Papa, I know,” she said softly, keeping her gaze locked on the viscount.

			“Then explain yourself, Daughter. Have you no shame? By all that’s sacred, tell me why you agreed to meet him.” Her father threw a finger toward the viscount.

			“It wasn’t planned. It just happened,” she said, knowing it was the truth but also knowing it didn’t explain anything. There was no logical answer for what she had done.

			“Really?” her father asked in an incredulous voice as he threw a glance in Lord Brentwood’s direction. “Do you expect me to believe you woke before daybreak and decided you were going to take Brutus for a walk in the park and, by chance, you happened to meet a stranger, embrace him, and end up kissing him by accident?”

			Yes, that is exactly what happened.

			“After more than nineteen years of living with me, just how big a simpleton do you take me for?”

			What she had done to her father was horrible for a well-behaved daughter; what she had done to the viscount was unforgivable. She feared there was no way she could make it right for any of them.

			For the present, Gabrielle saw no way out other than capitulation. She lifted her shoulders and chin, and said what she knew her father wanted to hear. “I’m sorry for the distress I’ve caused you, Papa. Though I never intended for this to happen, I’m without excuse.”

			“Yes, you are!” he said, anger rising in his tone again. “And now I’m left with the task of sorting all this out! If there is any chance of salvaging this engagement, the only way will be if I give more lands than were exchanged in the betrothal agreement, not to mention everything else we had worked out. With the wedding date just days away, funds, lands, and business ventures have already been mingled. It will take our solicitors weeks to sort it all out.”

			Gabrielle stiffened. Salvage the engagement? Marry the earl’s youngest son, knowing he and her sister were in love? She couldn’t.

			“No, Papa. I will not marry Staunton.”

			“Nonsense,” he said gruffly. “You will, if I can talk him and his father into forgiving you.”

			All thoughts of capitulation vanished. “It’s not nonsense. I’ve never wanted to marry him. You and his father arranged this marriage for financial profit, not for any love between Staunton and me.”

			“Love?” His lips thinned in exasperation. “What is that, Gabrielle? Of course the marriage was for money. There’s no such thing as love. I should have known it was a foolish notion that brought you out to the park this morning to meet that man. It’s just as well you learn here and now that whatever it is you think you feel for him it isn’t love, and it has nothing to do with what makes a good marriage.”

			No such thing as love? Did she believe that?

			Maybe, yesterday. Maybe, before she saw the passion between Rosabelle and Staunton. Maybe, before she kissed Lord Brentwood and felt those wonderful stirrings of desire down in her soul.

			Gabrielle looked toward Viscount Brentwood again. He was tall and lithe for such a wide-shouldered man, walking with far more ease than she would have anticipated considering what had happened to him. She expected him to be seething with uncontrolled anger like her father and Lord Austerhill, but when his gaze locked onto hers, all she sensed from him was a deep burning to know why.

			A shiver of awareness slithered through her. He seemed to consume her with his dark eyes as he drew nearer. The way he looked at her played havoc with her breathing. She felt flushed and out of breath, as if she’d been the one running and in a struggle. A seeping warmth settled low in her stomach, an unwelcome warmth. That feeling had caused enough trouble already, and she wouldn’t give in to its comfort again.

			The closer he came to them, the faster her heart beat, and not from fear of reprisal, but from very raw, very real attraction. There was a jagged red scratch on his cheek where his face had been shoved against the ground. His black greatcoat fell open and hung off one shoulder. His top hat was missing, and his thick, light brown hair was mussed and fell carelessly across his forehead. Despite all the recriminations she’d heard from her father and Lord Austerhill, she wanted once again to wrap her arms around Lord Brentwood’s strong, broad chest and feel his full, sensual lips on hers.

			She couldn’t comprehend the reason she was so affected by him.

			Lord Brentwood and the servant stopped in front of Gabrielle and her father. She was supposed to be making final preparations for her wedding next week and, instead, she was staring into the intense dark brown eyes of a stranger that were asking questions she knew she couldn’t answer.

			That old eagerness to please stirred inside her. She wanted to take a step toward him, plead with him to forgive her, but something in the quiet way he looked at her made her remain where she was.

			In a voice much less emotional than she was feeling, she said, “My lord, I assured my father this was not your fault.”

			A brief moment of surprise flashed in his eyes before they turned dark and stormy again. She could see that he wrestled with something deep inside. Was it loathing for her, or for her father and the footmen who tackled him?

			“I don’t need you taking up for me, Lady Gabrielle.”

			She threw a cautious glance toward her father, surprised he was letting her talk to the viscount. “But I must,” she protested. “I never meant for any of this to happen.”

			His gaze stayed on her face, as if he was taking careful note of her every feature. “Really?” he asked quietly. “None of it?”

			Stunned by what he asked, Gabrielle sucked in a hasty breath. He was reminding her of their passion. Her cheeks heated. He was seducing her right in front of her father, and she was powerless to stop him.

			“Please don’t,” she managed to whisper softly so only he could hear, before saying in a stronger voice, “You must know I didn’t want this to happen.”

			His eyes turned quizzical. “I don’t know that.”

			“How could you not?”

			“Because I don’t know what games you are playing, Lady Gabrielle, and I don’t know why you chose to involve me in them.”

			“There is no game. You are just an innocent victim.”

			The viscount drew back suddenly as if she had struck him below the belt. “I am no one’s victim, my lady.”

			“No, of course, you’re right. I only meant I’m sorry you were treated like a common criminal just now.”

			“Nevertheless, I willingly made the bed, and I will lie in it.”

			Her stomach clenched at the implication of his words. “I’m not sure what you mean by that,” she said, though she feared she did.

			“I will do whatever I must to make this right for you.”

			She blinked rapidly. Merciful heavens! He was too blasted calm about all this. He was making her crazy. “What is right for me? You are the one who was wronged.”

			“That is not up to us to decide,” he said, glancing toward her father.

			“Indeed it is not,” her father chimed in as if on cue. “And I’m glad to hear you are going to be sensible about this debacle. But, of course, the first thing I intend to do is see what can be done to save her engagement to the earl’s son.”

			Lord Brentwood jerked toward her, the fierce glare from his eyes cutting her as if it was a sharp knife. “You’re betrothed?”

			“Don’t tell me you didn’t know of this?” her father barked.

			“I didn’t,” Brent said tightly, keeping his hot gaze on her face. “I’m new to London and hadn’t heard.”

			“I’ve heard of you,” her father said. “Your brothers are the talk of the clubs and scandal sheets.”

			The viscount grimaced but said nothing.

			Gabrielle swallowed past a thick throat. She, along with everyone else in town, knew about his twin brothers’ resemblance to the well-known and well-liked Sir Randolph Gibson. The scandal sheets mentioned them every day.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “Of course, I should have told you I was to marry the Earl of Austerhill’s youngest son next week,” she admitted, knowing how terribly awful that made her sound after the way she had thrown herself at him.

			Anger seeped into the viscount’s face, and from between tightly clenched teeth, he said, “Next week? And you didn’t see the need to let me in on that important detail about your life a little earlier?”

			Her emotions were frayed. No answer she could give would satisfy him, so she simply said, “It didn’t seem relevant at the time.”

			Lord Brentwood’s mood changed quickly, and he took a menacing step toward her. Brutus growled a warning. The servant’s hands clamped tighter around his arms and held him back as he said, “With you betrothed, tell me, what the devil were you doing kissing me?”

			“That’s what I have been trying to find out for the past ten minutes,” her father added brusquely. “And it’s past time for one of you to tell me!”

			Gabrielle’s gaze shifted from Lord Brentwood to her father and back to the viscount again. They both demanded and deserved answers.

			Heavens above!

			Surely there was something she could do other than tattle on her sister? But what?

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Courage is doing what you’re afraid to do. There can be no courage unless you are scared.

			—Eddie Rickenbacker

			Gabrielle paced in front of the window in the drawing room of their Mayfair home. Her faithful companion, Brutus, slept peacefully on his giant pillow in his favorite spot near the softly burning fire.

			She kept reminding herself she was a calm, rational, and sensible person, even though her actions earlier that morning disproved that fact. Most of the shock of everything that had happened had worn off, and Gabrielle was feeling stronger and more capable of dealing with the crisis she’d created with her uncharacteristically impulsive and scandalous behavior in Hyde Park.

			Staring at her father and the viscount, she became so emotional that, for a moment, she was on the verge of spilling all and telling them about Staunton and Rosabelle’s romance and deception when, thankfully, they’d heard someone approaching them in the park. Her father told Lord Brentwood they would talk later. He had then grabbed her arm, quickly whisked her to his waiting carriage and back home where she had been ever since.

			After telling her he’d deal with her when he returned, he had left immediately to see Lord Austerhill. Her father desperately wanted to undo the damage she’d done by being caught in a compromising embrace with Lord Brentwood. In the hours since he’d been gone, Gabrielle didn’t care what kind of agreement her father might reach with Lord Austerhill, she would never marry the earl’s son.

			She was over the shock of Rosabelle and Staunton’s love for each other and was thinking more rationally about that, as well. If the two of them truly loved each other, wasn’t it her duty to try to make it possible for them to be together? Just because Gabrielle had been willing to settle for a loveless marriage in order to be the obedient daughter didn’t mean Rosabelle must, too.

			She was glad she hadn’t had to face her sister since she returned home. It wasn’t yet past noontime. Rosabelle was a late riser and always took an enormous amount of time with her toilette in the mornings.

			With little more than a year’s difference in their ages, Rosabelle had always been very competitive with Gabrielle, but she never minded and often would let her sister win if they were playing cards or other games. To please her sister, Gabrielle had even postponed her debut at court a year so she and Rosabelle could debut together. They had always been close, sometimes talking until the wee hours of the morning about friends, books, beaus, and clothing. That is, until recently. Gabrielle had noticed her sister had been avoiding her. She had thought it was because Rosabelle was upset to see her leaving to have a home and family of her own. Now Gabrielle knew the real reason.

			A shiver shook her. Gabrielle couldn’t even think about how dreadfully awful it would have been if she had married Staunton and then learned of her sister’s love for him.

			Gabrielle heard the rear door open and stopped in front of the window. That must be her father. She squeezed her eyes shut and clenched her hands into fists. She willed herself to be courageous and strong. She had learned long ago how to reason with her temperamental father, and she had to do that now. It was best to be patient with him, let him have his say, and then calmly make her point. Slowly, her hands relaxed. Her eyes opened. She took a long, steadying breath.

			In the past, it had always helped her to think of the worst that could happen and then come up with a solution. What exactly could her father do to her for her indiscretion? She supposed the worst thing he could do would be to try to force her to marry Staunton. She had already decided she’d never do that. So the next worst thing would be if she were forced to marry the viscount. That was almost as objectionable as marrying the earl’s son.

			Almost, but not quite.

			If she acquiesced to that, she would not only be agreeing to another loveless marriage, but she would be ruining Lord Brentwood’s life, too. She couldn’t do that to him.

			She had to give her father another option. She would ask that he send her away to one of his many estates. She knew from gossip that each Season more than one young lady was sent to the country to live for a time. Some returned to London and Society, and others preferred to stay in the country.

			Gabrielle had always loved the hustle and bustle of living in London. She loved riding in the parks, walking the streets, and looking in shops. She loved going to Vauxhall Gardens, the opera, and on the few occasions her father had allowed, to the theatre. She would probably be lonely in the country for a time, but with enough books to read, needlework to stitch, and her painting, she would find a way to cope and fill her days.

			Her father’s voice drifted down the corridor. He was talking to Mrs. Lathbury, a short, rotund woman with a soft voice, who was frightened of her own shadow. She was the latest in a long string of housekeepers who had managed the duke’s Mayfair home over the years. Her father had never been an easy man to work for, and turnover in their staff occurred frequently, certainly more often than Gabrielle would have liked. She was only six when her mother died giving birth to her only son, Ellis, who was currently finishing his studies at Oxford. Gabrielle had often wondered if her father would have been a kinder, softer man had her mother lived longer.

			A few moments later, she heard the duke stomping down the corridor. Listening to his heavy footfalls, Gabrielle knew he was heading straight to his book room, which was opposite the music room.

			Gabrielle wished she didn’t have to have this discussion with her father, but there was no way around it. And she wasn’t going to stand around worrying, fearful, waiting for her father to come to her. She was going to him to determine her fate.

			She waited a reasonable amount of time and then squared her shoulders and headed that way. She stopped at the doorway to the drawing room when she heard Brutus moving behind her.

			Looking back at the dog, she saw him half standing, struggling to lift his back legs and get them moving. “Stay,” she said and held out her hand. “You’ve done enough walking for today.”

			Brutus made a low growling sound in his throat, as if to argue with her his right to go, as he continued struggling to stand.

			“Stay, Brutus,” she said more firmly. “Down.”

			Brutus stopped but continued looking at her with big, soulful eyes, panting heavily, as if hoping she would change her mind.

			“I’m only going to the book room to see Papa,” she said gently, not wanting him to think she was scolding him. “There’s no reason for you to disturb yourself. Now be a good boy and lie back down on your soft pillow.”

			Seeing he wasn’t going to win this battle, Brutus eased back down onto his bed with a groan, laid his head on his front paws, and stared at her with a sorrowful expression.

			Gabrielle felt as if a cold hand gripped her heart. She knew the cold of their morning jaunt had seeped into his old bones and sapped a lot of his strength. It was heartbreaking to know her big brute of a dog and faithful companion could no longer climb the two steps by himself to get into her father’s coach. Muggs had struggled to help lift his hind legs and get him into the carriage. Brutus’s age was showing more and more as each day, week, and month passed.

			She smiled lovingly at Brutus. “That’s my good boy. I’ll be back soon.”

			Halfway to the book room, fluttering butterflies attacked her stomach, and that angered her. She wasn’t a simpering fool. Whatever weakness had come over her in Hyde Park that had caused her to deny her good common sense and kiss a stranger was gone.

			Forever, she vowed.

			She was back to being Miss Practical. But as she neared the end of the corridor, she couldn’t help but ask herself if she really wanted to return to life as it was before her few enchanting moments in Lord Brentwood’s arms.

			Gabrielle stopped at the open doorway of the book room and, pulling from an inner strength that had served her well in the past, knocked on the casing. Her father looked up from pouring himself a drink but didn’t speak to her.

			“Papa,” she said and stepped inside.

			“You are either very brave or very foolish, Gabrielle, to seek me out knowing how upset I am with you at this very moment. You would do well to give me time to have a drink, perhaps several, before you approach me.”

			Gabrielle wasn’t afraid of her father, and until today, she had always obeyed him.

			“What’s done is done, Papa,” she said, grateful her voice sounded stronger than she felt.

			“Yes, yes, I know, and can’t be undone. Believe me, I’ve tried. Unfortunately, by the time I arrived at Austerhill’s house, he had already awakened his son and told him about your brazen indiscretion. Of course, Staunton made a good show of wanting to immediately call out the viscount, but thankfully, his father and I talked him out of that foolhardy idea. Neither of us wanted scandal heaped upon scandal.”

			“Oh, thank goodness, Papa! That would have been madness.”

			“So was my time there. From the moment I arrived, the entire household treated me as though I had brought the black plague to their doorstep. I hope you are happy now that your wedding and my financial plans are officially canceled.”

			As a matter of fact, she was happy and relieved her wedding was canceled, but no matter how difficult a man he was, she couldn’t find delight in her father’s misery. He may not have been a doting father through the years, but he’d certainly never done her harm. Gabrielle wished she could tell him that she took it all back, but that wasn’t true. She knew she wouldn’t want to have missed those few incredible minutes she’d spent in the viscount’s strong arms for anything in the world.

			“But surely, Papa, you will regain the properties you promised to the earl as my dowry when the betrothal was arranged; so all will not be lost.”

			The duke harrumphed disdainfully. “I would never give away anything I wanted.”

			The sting of her father’s carelessly chosen words pierced her, and she gasped. “But what about me, Papa? You were willing to give me away.”

			To a man you knew I didn’t love.

			“What?” He waved his hand as if to brush off what she said. “No. I mean, yes, of course, Gabrielle. Fathers always give their daughters away in marriage, but make no mistake. You will always be my daughter. And if any man dares hurt you in any way, he would have me to answer to.”

			Gabrielle knew that was as close as he was going to come to an endearing comment.

			“What I meant was that the whole of what I promised to Austerhill and his son are worthless lands to me and useless business ventures I wanted to dispose of anyway. He is the one who had the prized lands I wanted to add to my holdings. Now, thanks to you, I won’t get them.”

			Her father had never tried to hide his many business ventures from her, often bragging to her, and to Ellis when he was home from Oxford, about his lucrative deals. He seemed to be happiest when he was trying to lure some unsuspecting soul into selling their land, their horses, or their businesses to him.

			Gabrielle walked farther into the room. “If that’s the case, Papa, maybe now is the right time to bring this up. Perhaps in a few days you could suggest to Lord Austerhill and to Staunton that they might consider Rosabelle’s hand in marriage so the arrangements the two families have put in place can proceed as originally planned.”

			“What?” The duke turned toward her, glass in hand, and laughed bitterly. “Ha! How well I would like that! But I can assure you, Gabrielle, that neither the earl nor his weak-kneed son wants anything to do with either of my daughters now, later, or ever.”

			Gabrielle blinked at her father’s harsh words as he put the glass to his mouth, drank heavily from it, and then turned his back on her to refill it. At least there was hope, since her father didn’t know Staunton wanted to be with Rosabelle. And her father wanted the lands, so he would be agreeable. The only one to worry about would be Lord Austerhill. Surely in time, his son could persuade him to allow marriage with Rosabelle.

			“But maybe all is not lost.” Her father spoke more as if talking to himself than her.

			“What?”

			“I’ve already sent word to Viscount Brentwood, asking him to come see me late this afternoon.”

			Gabrielle tensed. “Papa, can’t we just leave him out of this? I want to forget about what happened in the park.”

			The duke turned back toward her and harrumphed again as he walked toward his desk. “If only we could. Wouldn’t that be a pretty ribbon wrapped around a boar’s tail? But, no, we can’t just forget about him. I have no doubt that, in time, news of your indiscretion will be tattled from the tongues of men at the clubs and whispered from the waspish mouths of every old hen and every young biddy in the ton.”

			“That certainly puts the situation I’m in bluntly.”

			“These kinds of things have a way of growing all out of proportion, but you did it, not I. Obviously, I would have considered the viscount for you, along with all the rest of the blades who were knocking on my door, had he been in Town at the beginning of the Season. I’m glad you at least had the good sense to have a tryst with a titled man.”

			Her father had never been one to mince his words, and she shouldn’t have expected it of him now.

			“But I have to say, Gabrielle, that it doesn’t speak well of him that he tried to run away when he saw us coming to aid you; but then you picked him, I didn’t.”

			“I don’t know why he ran, Papa. All I remember was seeing four men charging us. That could frighten anyone.”

			“Harrumph,” her father muttered. “I don’t think it would have frightened me. But no matter the reason he ran, all that is important is Muggs stopped him before he got away.”

			“So what will you have me do to save face in Society? Will you banish me to one of your country homes?”

			A wrinkle formed between his eyes. “Why the devil would I do that? No doubt that is what you would love, but no.” He chuckled ruefully. “Life will not be so easy for you. Even after the alarming stunt you pulled, you are still much too valuable for me to hide away in a small village somewhere. Exaggerated tales of your assignation in the park with Brentwood will surface, but so be it. They will die down in due time. Thankfully, because I’m a duke, no one would dare cross me. I’m certain that if you marry quickly enough, all will be forgiven and forgotten.” The chair behind his desk creaked as he lowered his broad frame into it. “So, no, dear girl, you will not be banished to our beautiful English countryside. You will be wed to the viscount.”

			Gabrielle looked at her father and had to bite her tongue to keep from telling him no. She wondered what had come over her. Why and how had she changed in such a short span of time? Five months ago she had readily agreed when her father told her he wanted her to marry Staunton, a man she had no feelings for whatsoever. She never once thought to disobey her father. She hardly even questioned him, but she had changed. She no longer wanted to just accept what her father wanted her to do without challenging him.

			“Papa, I don’t want to—”

			He held up his hand to stop her. “Whatever you say will fall on deaf ears, my dear. I don’t know the viscount but I’ll see what kind of financial arrangements I can make with him. They won’t be as lucrative as I had with the earl, I’m sure, but maybe he has something that would be worth an exchange for your hand in marriage. And, of course, I’ll provide him an adequate dowry. I spoke with my solicitor before I came back home. He is already gathering information on Brentwood for me and should have it to me before the man arrives late this afternoon.”

			Gabrielle remembered the expression on Lord Brentwood’s face when he heard she was set to be married next week, and that gave her some comfort. He was not a happy man. No matter what he’d said about willing to lie in the bed he made. If she read him right, his expression told her he would rather suffer the depths of hell than marry her.

			“Since you liked the viscount well enough to meet him in the park and let him kiss you,” her father continued, “I intend to see that you marry him.”

			Showing more confidence than she was feeling, Gabrielle took a bold step toward her father’s desk, and in a strong voice, said, “I don’t want to marry him.”

			The chair squeaked as he reached over and placed his glass on the desk. “You should have thought about that before you designed your affair with him.”

			Gabrielle gasped. “There was no affair, Papa.”

			He slammed a meaty hand down on his desk. “Then what would you call it, Gabrielle?”

			“Madness,” she whispered. “Utter madness.” As the words passed her lips, fleeting memories flooded her. Strong, warm, and passionate arms wrapped tightly around her. Cool, soft, and inviting lips pressed against hers. A wide, firm palm pressed gently to her breast.

			“Madness?” he asked and then sighed heavily before picking up his glass again. “Aptly put. Now leave me, Gabrielle, I’m tired of this subject, and I have work to do.”

			Gabrielle studied her father. It was clear she wasn’t going to change him, but she could change herself. No, she had changed. She wasn’t sure what had happened to her when she saw her sister and Staunton together, but she wasn’t the same person anymore. She knew she’d done the right thing in keeping scandal away from Rosabelle’s name, and now she had to keep from ruining Lord Brentwood’s life, as well. Even though he had been kind enough to indicate he would marry her if her father insisted, she held out hope that he would come to his senses and help her convince her father that marriage between them wasn’t necessary.

			With no fear of reprisal, she said. “I want to be present whenever you talk to Lord Brentwood.”

			Not bothering to look at her, the duke harrumphed again and said, “Absolutely not.”

			“It’s my life, Papa.”

			He looked up at her. “Which you have turned into total chaos, along with mine. I’d say you’ve done quite enough.”

			“Still squealing like a wild boar caught among the briars, Duke? It looks as though I got here just in time to help Gabby before you blow up like a hot air balloon.”

			Gabrielle whirled to see her favorite aunt standing in the doorway with her hands on her hips, a black travelling cape on her shoulders, a fancy feathered hat on her head, and cotton gloves on her hands. At the sight of her beloved aunt, Gabrielle felt as if a burden lifted from her shoulders, and she smiled.

			“You know,” her aunt continued, “that my dear sister would have never allowed you to talk in that tone to one of her daughters.”

			The duke grunted. “I see you still haven’t learned the art of knocking and being announced, Elizabeth.”

			“Never saw the reason to, after my sister told me I would always be welcomed in her home. She said the door was always open to me, so why shouldn’t I just walk right in?”

			“Because you are usually butting in where you’re not wanted,” the duke said.

			“Auntie Bethie,” Gabrielle exclaimed excitedly and rushed toward her aunt. “I’m so glad to see you! I was hoping you would come soon.”

			“Lovely to see you, dearest,” her aunt said as they hugged and kissed each other on their cheeks. “You do get more beautiful every time I see you.”

			“Nonsense, Auntie, let me help you with your cape.”

			Gabrielle’s father had three sisters, and while Gabrielle enjoyed seeing them all, she had never adored any of them the way she adored her mother’s only sister. Mrs. Elizabeth Potter was petite in size, but her loud and gravelly voice made her sound as boisterous as most men. Her nose and chin were sharp, and her eyes were as dark brown as the chocolate she liked to drink. She had a shock of golden-red hair that never seemed to fade or show gray. No doubt that was because of a secret solution she bought from the same apothecary where she bought her fountain of youth cream that she put on her face every evening before retiring. Gabrielle didn’t know why her aunt bothered to tint her hair. It was usually hidden beneath one of her many outrageously designed hats.

			“You do remember that my wife passed on more than a dozen years ago, don’t you?” Gabby’s father barked. “Or have you gotten so old that your memory doesn’t serve you well anymore?”

			“Don’t be such a tyrant, Papa,” Gabrielle said. “I’m thrilled Auntie Bethie is here.” Gabrielle took her aunt’s cape and laid it on a chair by the door.

			“You would be,” her father murmured, “but I’m not. She dotes on you and treats you as if you were a piece of the finest china.” He looked over at her aunt and said, “I don’t even know why you are here.”

			Auntie Bethie ignored him and smiled at Gabrielle as she handed over her drawstring reticule. “I’m here for the wedding, of course.”

			Gabrielle blinked and opened her mouth to say the wedding had been canceled, but her father spoke first.

			“You’re early,” he snapped.

			“When it involves a wedding, a week is not too early to arrive. Besides, I wanted to surprise Gabrielle.”

			Her father picked up his glass again. “It’s more like you wanted to irritate the devil out of me.”

			She gave him a cunning smile as she untied the ribbon of her feathered bonnet and said, “You’ve always been able to see right through me, Duke.”

			He matched her smile with a smirk of his own. “It’s easy to see through shallow water, Elizabeth.”

			A deep, throaty laugh emerged from the small woman, and she walked farther into the room, taking off her gloves as she went. Her dark brown travelling dress swished around her ankles as she moved.

			“I’m delighted I can still manage to irritate you, but by the looks of that glass in your hand, I’d say I’ll have to stand in line today. I think someone has already beaten me to it this morning. It’s a bit early in the day for the fish juice, isn’t it, Duke?”

			“You would change your Puritan ways and be drinking, too, if you’d had the morning I’ve had,” he grumbled.

			Though the subject was a serious one, Gabrielle couldn’t help but smile as her father and aunt traded barbs with each other. Even though their dislike for each other was very real, always intense, and at times very caustic, they could be quite comical. For as long as she could remember, the two had never had a kind word for the other. Because of their constant bickering when they were around each other, Auntie Bethie visited them only once or twice a year. She usually stayed at least three or four weeks every time. The duke would always find a reason to leave shortly after her arrival, and she would always leave as soon as he returned.

			Elizabeth stopped in front of the duke’s desk, propped a lean hip against it, and asked, “Who is the lucky devil who dared to take my place of honor in your cold heart?”

			Gabrielle’s father lifted his glass in salute to Elizabeth. “A viscount named Brentwood.”

			Auntie Bethie turned toward Gabrielle. “Perhaps I’ll meet him at the wedding?”

			“You’re too late for the wedding,” her father said gruffly.

			Her aunt peeled her hat off her head, tossed the feathered bonnet to Gabrielle, and then turned back to the duke. “Will you make up your mind, old man? You just told me I was early.”

			“Blast it, woman, you were early because the wedding was next week, and there was no reason for you to come until the day of it. And you’re late now because the wedding has just been canceled.”

			A garbled gasp came from the doorway. “Gabby, you’re not going to marry Staunton?”

			At the sound of her sister’s voice, Gabrielle spun toward the door. Rosabelle stood just inside the room, her bright blue eyes glistening with questions Gabrielle wasn’t ready to answer.

			Rosabelle rushed breathlessly into the room, her long golden curls bouncing on her back. Her gaze searched wildly from Gabrielle to their father, to their aunt, and then back to Gabrielle. “Tell me, is what I just heard true?”

			Looking at her sister’s hopeful expression, Gabrielle knew that Rosabelle was brimming with love for Staunton. Earlier in the day, Gabrielle had wondered how she’d missed their love for each other, but now she knew. She simply hadn’t cared enough for Staunton one way or the other to notice how he looked at any other young ladies, or how they looked at him.

			The duke rose from his chair. “That is the truth.”

			Relief that quickly turned to hopefulness washed down Rosabelle’s face. Her chest heaved with expectations, and her eyes once again eagerly searched every face in the room. But obviously reading the dire expressions of Gabrielle, her father, and her aunt, she quickly masked her happiness with a troubled, exaggerated frown of shock.

			Rosabelle clutched her skirt in her hands. “Auntie Bethie, is this why you are here?” Not waiting for an answer, she turned to Gabrielle. “Gabby, this is absolutely the most dreadful news. Why? What happened between you two? When did it happen?”

			Not wanting to get into this with Rosabelle or her aunt at the moment, Gabrielle said, “There is no need to go into the details about this to anyone, is there, Papa?”

			“None I can see. Everything will have to be settled with Austerhill before anything concerning Brentwood need be formally announced. Though I’m sure your aunt will not rest her old bones until she knows more from you.”

			Rosabelle kept concern on her features. Her hands worked the fabric of her dress. “How can you bear it, Gabby? You must be so brokenhearted and distressed. I don’t know why you aren’t drowning in a pail of tears.”

			“Because she’s her mother’s daughter,” Auntie Bethie said. “She’s much too strong for that kind of nonsense.”

			Feeling calmer now that her aunt was here and now that Rosabelle knew the wedding was canceled, Gabrielle said, “Don’t be alarmed for me, Rosa. You know that it never was a love match between us. It was all financial, so there are no broken hearts, just details that need to be handled, which Papa is already in the process of taking care of.”

			“Still, to have your wedding canceled a week before—I don’t know what to say. You had everything planned. Your trunks are packed and ready to be delivered to your new home. What are you going to do?”

			Those were little details Gabrielle didn’t need to be reminded of.

			“She will do nothing,” Auntie Bethie said. “I shall be happy to take care of everything, all the cancellations, all the notes that must be sent, everything. I will handle it all.”

			“Thank you, Auntie, that would be so very kind of you.”

			“Consider it done.”

			Gabrielle was glad to see Rosabelle’s attempted expression of alarm relax into a frown of real concern for her. She knew her sister hadn’t deliberately set out to steal Staunton away from her.

			Gabrielle couldn’t blame Rosa for not telling her about the loving feelings she had for Staunton, either. After the way her father had put her through the mill with all his questions about Lord Brentwood, Gabrielle knew admitting to a wrong doing wasn’t an easy thing to do.

			Now that Gabrielle had had time to think rationally, she couldn’t blame Rosabelle for anything that had happened. Gabrielle had read enough books and heard enough gossip from widows and dowagers to know it wasn’t unusual for young ladies to fall in love with men as handsome and dashing as Staunton. Even she had fallen victim to that malady once.

			For a brief time last year, Gabrielle had fancied herself madly in love with a handsome soldier she’d seen while strolling with her family through Vauxhall Gardens. He had been so powerful looking, so handsomely debonair in his uniform, with his wide leather belt strapped around his slim waist and a shiny sword hanging by his side. When he’d looked her way and smiled, her heart fluttered and felt as if it had melted in her chest. She couldn’t count the nights she’d lain awake dreaming about him, hoping she’d see him again, but she never did.

			“I know you are very strong, Gabby,” Rosabelle said. “You’re the strongest lady I have ever known; but still, you must be devastated by this turn of events.”

			There was no acting or faking in Rosabelle’s comments about Gabrielle’s strength, and she appreciated the kind words from her. But there had been several times that day when Gabrielle hadn’t felt strong at all.

			“Oddly, I’m not,” Gabrielle said, wanting to put an end to this uncomfortable conversation. “I will just say I am not unhappy about what has happened, Rosa, and leave it at that. I’m sure there will be gossip about me in the next few days, and quite possibly for weeks to come. But I believe the scandal of a canceled wedding will die down as soon as another scandal happens to take its place. Which, knowing London Society as we do, shouldn’t be too long. In any case, I’m sure the worst of it will be over by winter’s end and will in no way affect you or your prospects for a good match next Season.”

			Gabrielle saw the love for Staunton in her sister’s face. That told her she had made the right decision to sacrifice her reputation to save Rosabelle’s. Her sister was in love, and Gabrielle wasn’t. What she had to do now was find a way to help the young lovers be together and to keep her father from forcing her to marry Lord Brentwood.

			Hopefulness etched its way back into her sister’s features again as she asked, “Do you really think that?”

			“Of course she does, and so do I and your father, too,” Auntie Bethie said. “Now come give me a proper hug and a kiss before I start thinking you no longer care about me.”

			Rosabelle ran over and hugged her aunt and kissed her cheek. She then, unexpectedly, rushed over and threw her arms around Gabrielle and said, “Oh, Gabby, what will you do?”

			Gabrielle’s heart softened even more as her sister’s arms circled her, holding her tightly. Rosabelle’s body trembled. Gabrielle knew they would eventually have a heart-to-heart talk about what happened, but she wasn’t ready for that yet, and she felt Rosabelle wasn’t either.

			Her father looked at Gabrielle from over Rosabelle’s shoulder and said, “She’ll marry someone else, of course.”

			Gabrielle patted her sister’s back, knowing she had argued with her father all she could for one day, but there was always tomorrow and the next day. Whatever had come over her in Hyde Park had changed her. She was a different person, and she wouldn’t be so easily led by her father’s wishes again.

			But putting those new and different feelings aside for the time being, Gabrielle said calmly and without emotion, “Don’t worry about me, Rosa, I know exactly what I will do.”
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