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				Prologue

				Blackmoor House, Mayfair

				April 1820

				Lady Madeline Hayburn was more than ready for the Season to be over. Ball after ball. Soirees and garden parties after more soirees and even more garden parties. There was no point to it all. Oh, she knew her father was hopeful Maddie would somehow stumble upon her destined husband at one of these inane events. But if it hadn’t happened during her three seasons on the marriage mart, Maddie wasn’t terribly optimistic it would happen tonight.

				“Madeline,” whispered her grandmother, the Duchess of Hythe, as she nudged Maddie’s arm. “Do you see Blackmoor over there?”

				Maddie glanced across the sea of people littering the ballroom until her eyes fell on the intimidating duke. “Yes, of course,” she whispered back. What on earth did her grandmother care about the Duke of Blackmoor? He and both of his brothers were married and hardly prospects as far as Maddie was concerned.

				“The man was a degenerate,” Grandmamma informed her. “One of the worst rogues London has ever seen.”

				Just idle gossip then? Maddie smiled at her grandmother. “So I’ve heard.”

				“His wife should be commended for bringing him to heel.” Grandmamma gestured toward the pretty duchess who was still greeting her newly arrived guests at the entrance. “Let that be a lesson to you. The right woman can take charge of even the most imposing man.”

				Not idle gossip, but another lesson on the management of men. Maddie nearly sighed, but doing so would only earn her another lesson of a different sort. “I can manage Papa,” she said instead.

				Her grandmother agreed with a nod of her head. “Of course you can. You’re my granddaughter.”

				Maddie giggled.

				“And you can manage any other man you set your mind to, as well.”

				“Thank you for your confidence.”

				Grandmamma continued as though Maddie hadn’t spoken. “I just wish you weren’t so finicky about this whole marriage endeavor, my dear. I would like to actually meet my great-grandchildren, you know.”

				Maddie couldn’t help the laugh that escaped her. “In that case, you should probably have this conversation with your grandsons.” Who knew how many great-grandchildren her grandmother might already have.

				Grandmamma scowled, but before she could begin a lecture, Lieutenant Hawthorne bowed before them in greeting. “Your Grace, Lady Madeline.”

				“Lieutenant.” Maddie smiled with relief. Thank heavens he’d saved her. “I hope you are well this evening.”

				“I will be better if I can urge you to stand up with me.”

				And whisk her away from her grandmother? Maddie could have kissed him, if only she liked him a little bit. Alas, she didn’t. Besides as the fourth son of a baronet, Lieutenant Hawthorne needed to find a wealthy wife. His interest in Maddie began and ended with her dowry. Still, he was her salvation, if only for a moment. “Thank you, sir. I would be honored.”

				He offered her his arm and then led her to the middle of the ballroom where sets were being formed for the minuet. As they circled each other, Maddie couldn’t help but glance across the crowded room and her breath caught slightly in her throat.

				Heavens. What was Weston Hadley doing here? Maddie stumbled and would have fallen if Lieutenant Hawthorne hadn’t caught her arm.

				“Are you all right?”

				Maddie shook her head and tried to regain her composure. “Just clumsy,” she muttered. Though her eyes still fell on Mr. Hadley, as if she just couldn’t help it. The Duchess of Blackmoor’s ball was the last place on earth she would have expected to see a man of his ilk.

				Oh, he was born of nobility like everyone else in attendance. And he filled out a coat better than most, even if the coat tended to be a bit on the shabby side. But there was something dark and mysterious about him. And then there was the scar he sported across his cheek.

				Lieutenant Hawthorne must have followed her gaze because an expression of amusement settled on his face. “Weston Hadley?”

				Maddie straightened her back and stared at her companion as though he was an imbecile. “Hardly.” When they turned the opposite direction, she cocked her head to one side. “Are you well acquainted with Mr. Hadley?”

				The lieutenant shrugged. “We’ve met.” He glanced over her shoulder and smirked. “Seems he can’t keep his eyes off you, either.”

				And it had been that way ever since she’d met Weston Hadley. She wasn’t quite certain what to make of him. She never had been. And whenever their paths crossed, his gaze followed her. “My dowry has that effect on most men.”

				Lieutenant Hawthorne chuckled. “You do know how to wound a man, Lady Madeline.”

				She hadn’t meant to insult him. “That wasn’t my intent at all,” she hastened to explain.

				“I’m certain it wasn’t,” he agreed good-naturedly. “But I can understand your concern about him. He’s hardly the sort I would imagine has any honorable intentions.”

				That was an understatement. He was a Hadley, after all. The most degenerate set of brothers of Maddie’s acquaintance.

				“Do you know how Hadley came by that scar of his?”

				“No.” But Madeline had wondered about that very thing every time she saw Weston Hadley. “Do you?”

				The lieutenant shook his head. “Sadly, no, but there is a bet on the books at White’s about it. I would love to know.”

				“Has he never said?” she asked, even though she shouldn’t think about Weston Hadley or his scar. After all, he was one of those penniless Hadley brothers. Even worse, he was a friend of her brothers. That alliance on its own was hardly one to recommend him.

				“Never breathed a word about it, as far as I know,” the lieutenant muttered just as the music came to an end. He smiled and then bowed. “Ah, here comes your admirer now.”

				Maddie glanced over her shoulder to see Weston Hadley headed straight for her. His dark eyes raked across her form, sending shivers skittering down her spine. Something about his gaze always left her the tiniest bit breathless.

				“Lady Madeline,” Mr. Hadley drawled. “What a pleasant surprise.”

				Before she could think better of her actions, Maddie offered her hand to the rogue. And when he touched his lips to her gloved knuckles, her knees threatened to buckle beneath her weight. Maddie snatched her hand back and stood her tallest, hoping she appeared more poised than she felt.

				“Do have a good evening, sir,” she said before turning on her heel and heading for a small group of ladies at the very edge of the room.

				His eyes were still on her; Maddie could feel them. But she refused to turn around, to acknowledge him any further than she had already done. No, everything would be better if she just kept her distance from Weston Hadley with his penetrating dark eyes and his even darker scar.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				One

				Castle Hythe, Kent

				Four months later…

				Maddie had always suspected that men were the most perfidious of creatures. Now she was certain of the fact. It didn’t seem to matter whether the man in question was one’s own derelict brother, a detestable fortune hunter, a disreputable gambler, or even the King of England. Not one bit. Men were perfidious creatures. All of them. Well, at least all of them that Maddie knew.

				She leaned across the expanse of her bed and squeezed her dear friend Lady Sophia Cole’s hand. Poor Sophie was the last person Maddie would have ever imagined as a victim of men’s perfidious natures. Yet it had happened nevertheless, and there wasn’t a blasted thing either of them could do about it. Perfidious men, after all, ruled the world. However, one particularly powerful lady might be up to the challenge of that ambitious endeavor, if anyone was.

				“I’m certain we’ll think of something, Soph,” she said soothingly.

				Sophie shook her head as though she knew Maddie had no real hope of solving her dilemma. “Something? Shall we dress as highwaymen and rob Lord Radbourne with pistols as he returns to Kent from that farce of a trial?”

				Well, that wouldn’t be the first plan to pop into Maddie’s mind on how to reclaim Sophie’s pilfered fortune. Still, the idea made her smile. “And don trousers? Grandmamma would be scandalized.”

				Despite her new status as an impoverished gentlewoman, Sophie giggled. “Heaven forbid we scandalize the Duchess of Hythe.”

				Maddie rolled her eyes. Sophie had never been a particular favorite of Maddie’s grandmother, but if ever there was a time to try and appease the duchess it was now. “Do try to stay on Grandmamma’s good side.”

				“Does she have one?”

				“Indeed she does,” Maddie declared. “And Lady Eynsford happens to live on it. So if we play our cards right—”

				“What a terrible thing to say.” Sophie groaned and flopped backward across Maddie’s feather mattress and stared at the canopy above them.

				Considering that Sophie’s recently deceased father had played his cards wrong, Maddie could see her friend’s point. “Poor turn of phrase on my part. I apologize. But you’re not listening, Soph. Lady Eynsford is the key to getting your fortune returned. Or as much of it as possible, whatever that blackguard hasn’t spent.”

				Sophie pushed up on her elbows, her grey eyes intent enough to make Maddie wince inwardly. “I’m listening now.”

				Maddie took a deep breath, and words just poured from her mouth. “I don’t know why, but Lord Radbourne and those brutish brothers of his follow Lord Eynsford around like a pack of puppy dogs.”

				“Puppy dogs?”

				“Like he’s their master or something. It is very strange. But what is more important is that I’ve never seen a man so besotted with his wife as Lord Eynsford is.”

				“You’re right. That is strange.”

				“Do be serious.” Maddie folded her arms across her chest. “If we are able to whisper the circumstances of your predicament to the marchioness, she could have her husband order Radbourne to return his ill-gotten gains.”

				Sophie dropped back onto the bed and laughed which, considering the fact that Maddie had just suggested the best plan for restoring her friend’s place in society, was the tiniest bit irritating.

				“I hardly find it amusing.”

				Sophie brought her mirth under control and sighed dramatically. “Maddie, you’ve never had to live without. But Radbourne has most of his unfortunate life. I don’t care how devoted Lord Eynsford is to his wife or how obedient Lord Radbourne is to the marquess, the blackguard would never return my fortune simply because someone asked it of him. All I truly want is Bindweed Cottage. Papa had no right to gamble it away. It belonged to Mama. It was my dowry. The rest would belong to Cousin Freddie now, anyway.”

				No, Maddie had never had to live without the most expensive and lavish of luxuries, but that didn’t mean her plan was silly. “You’ll have to trust me, Soph. I’ve seen Lord Eynsford order Lord Radbourne about, and you haven’t.”

				Sophie narrowed her eyes on Maddie as though she were a simpleton. “You’re not making any sense. Why would Lord Radbourne pay one whit of attention to anything Lord Eynsford has to say?”

				“Because they’re brothers.” Maddie covered her mouth so quickly she nearly fell backward. Heavens! She couldn’t believe she had uttered such a horrible thing aloud.

				“I beg your pardon?” Sophie sat back up, giving Maddie her full attention.

				Maddie shook her head, refusing to repeat any more vile rumors and still mortified she’d said the last one.

				“Madeline Hayburn! Are you suggesting that Lord Radbourne was born on the wrong side of the blanket? That he is the late Lord Eynsford’s by-blow?”

				Maddie shrugged.

				“Tell me!” her friend ordered.

				Maddie dropped the hand from her mouth and sighed. Once Sophie made her mind up to know something, there wouldn’t be any peace until she learned it. “I don’t know anything for certain.”

				“But you suspect?”

				“They look so much alike, is all. Almost like twins. In fact, they look more similar than Radbourne’s ill-mannered twin brothers, the Misters Hadley. Of course, those twins did look the same until one of them acquired a most unflattering scar across his cheek.” She couldn’t help the shiver that raced down her spine. There was something wild about Mr. Weston Hadley, and the way he always stared at her was the tiniest bit terrifying. Besides, that scar was most unappealing.

				“So do you believe Eynsford is blackmailing Radbourne with this information? That he can depend upon the man doing his bidding in order to keep his secret?”

				Maddie shook her head. “No. You’d have to see them together. Blackmail would never cross my mind with regard to their relationship. It’s more like brotherly devotion. In fact, all of the Hadley men look to Eynsford in the same way. So if we can gain Lady Eynsford as an ally, I am certain she will see your entire fortune, including Bindweed Cottage, returned to your hands and not the new Lord Postwick’s.”

				“Wouldn’t Cousin Freddie be furious if I ended up with my fortune after all is said and done?” For the first time since Sophie arrived at Castle Hythe, Maddie saw a glimmer of hope in her friend’s eyes. “Do you truly believe this is a possibility?”

				Maddie grinned. “And Grandmamma asked Lady Eynsford for tea this afternoon, mainly to gossip about that travesty occurring in the House of Lords. But regardless of the reason, Lady Eynsford will be here without any of her husband’s sycophants in tow. We’ll have her all to ourselves.”

				“Tea, huh?”

				“Indeed. Should we go in search of Grandmamma?”

				Sophie winced. “If we must.”

				“We must.”

				“No ideas that don’t include the duchess?” her friend asked hopefully.

				“Sorry.” Maddie giggled. “But as Grandmamma is the reason Lady Eynsford is paying a call, I suggest you try to get along with her.”

				Sophie swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Very well then. Let’s go face the old dragon, shall we?”

				Another giggle escaped Maddie. “If she heard you say that…”

				“She wouldn’t be surprised in the least.”

				Silently Maddie agreed. Nothing much ever surprised her grandmother, who both knew and relished her reputation as a terrifying matron of the ton. Maddie linked her arm with Sophie’s and started for Grandmamma’s favorite parlor. With a little bit of luck, she could see her friend’s fortune returned to her in less than a fortnight.

				“You said Lady Eynsford lives on the duchess’ right side?” Sophie asked as they descended a circular set of stone steps.

				“Grandmamma adores her.”

				“And the lady controls her husband and the brothers Hadley?”

				Maddie nodded.

				Sophie laughed. “Heavens, I can hardly wait to meet this paragon. She must be nothing short of magical.”

				What a ridiculous idea. “I think it has more to do with the fact that men find her beautiful and Grandmamma finds her cunning.”

				“A dangerous combination,” Sophie agreed.

				As they rounded one corner, Maddie could hear her grandmother’s laugh filter into the hallway. Lady Eynsford must already be here. Very few people had the capability to make her grandmother laugh. She pulled her friend to a halt and whispered, “Now let me do all the talking.”

				“I’m perfectly capable of telling my own tale.”

				“Yes, but your talking usually annoys Grandmamma.”

				Sophie rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically.

				Maddie tugged her friend over the threshold of Castle Hythe’s white salon. Her grandmother and Lady Eynsford were seated together on a brocade settee. They turned their heads at once at the intrusion.

				“Madeline.” Her grandmother gestured toward a pair of high-back chairs close to her. “You and Lady Sophia should join us. We were just discussing hypocrisy at its highest.”

				“You’re discussing the trial then?” Sophie asked, blatantly ignoring Maddie’s advice to remain quiet and sitting in one of the appointed chairs.

				“Indeed,” Lady Eynsford agreed as her gaze settled on Sophie, as though she were assessing her.

				Maddie stepped forward. “Lady Eynsford, allow me to introduce my friend Lady Sophia Cole who is staying here at the castle for a time. Sophie, this is the Marchioness of Eynsford, our nearest neighbor.”

				“A pleasure.” Sophie flashed her most winning smile.

				Grandmamma and Lady Eynsford exchanged a glance that Maddie suspected meant Grandmamma had already told the marchioness all about Sophie. Blast. She had hoped to get to spin the tale her own way first. No matter how many times one heard a tale, the first telling always held the most influence. And Grandmamma had no love for Sophie. “A pleasure indeed,” the lady replied with a gentle smile.

				“You’re Scottish?” Sophie’s grin widened. “Lady Madeline didn’t mention as much.”

				“Aye, I’m from Edinburgh. Have ye been north?”

				“Oh, I’ve been all over,” Sophie replied. “I had a very adventurous mother, my lady. We once traveled as far north as the Orkneys when I was much younger.”

				“Sophie just returned from a stay in Venice,” Maddie supplied, getting back to the matter at hand as she took her own seat. After all, Sophie would still be in Italy if she hadn’t gotten word of her father’s death and if all her funds hadn’t dried up.

				Grandmamma narrowed her icy eyes in Sophie’s direction. “As you were most recently in their country, what do you make of these Italian witnesses?”

				The marchioness frowned. “I doona think this is an appropriate conversation, Eugenia.” 

				Grandmamma dismissed the suggestion with a wave of her bejeweled hand. “Posh. They’re both literate, Caitrin. All that rubbish is printed in The Times anyway.”

				“I feel terribly for Queen Caroline,” Maddie offered softly.

				“Don’t we all,” Grandmamma agreed. “The poor woman has been ignored and maligned for the length of her marriage. Instead of trying to dissolve their union, the King should be apologizing for his treatment of Her Majesty on bended knee.”

				“Speaking of ill-treatment—” Maddie began.

				“But to parade those foreigners,” her grandmother spoke over her, “into the Lords and have them tell such lies for all the country to hear…”

				“Do you think they’re lies?” Sophie asked, sliding forward in her chair.

				“You tell me, Lady Sophia,” Grandmamma replied. “You are more familiar with Italians than I am, but I do not trust witnesses who have been paid for their testimony. If one is telling the truth, there is no reason for payment.”

				“There is no quality finer than one’s impeccable honor,” Maddie agreed. “And speaking of honor—”

				“You should repeat that to the throng of young lords your father is bringing home with him this evening.”

				Maddie’s mouth dropped open. A throng of young lords? “I beg your pardon?” Though she had a fairly good idea what her grandmother meant, and her stomach twisted at the thought.

				“He sent word last night that he had invited a number of unmarried peers to the castle for the break.”

				Blood drained from Maddie’s face and she felt a little weak. “Pray tell me he didn’t accept an offer on my behalf.”

				“If he had, I’m sure he’d only be bringing one unmarried peer with him instead of a number. But if you would only set your cap for one, he wouldn’t have to resort to such tactics.”

				Maddie scoffed. “After the conversation we were just having, how can you even ask that of me? The King himself only married Caroline of Brunswick so Parliament would increase his income. He was no different than the fortune hunters pursing me, only on a larger scale. Please forgive my reservations about wanting to leap into such an unfortunate arrangement for myself.”

				“Not all men are fortune hunters, Maddie,” her grandmother grumbled.

				“Oh, only the ones I’ve met then?”

				At that moment Lady Eynsford gasped. Her hand flew to her chest and she bolted from her seat. “Havers!”

				“What is the matter, Caitrin?”

				The marchioness started for the door. “I am terribly sorry, Eugenia. I just had the worst feelin’ that somethin’ awful is about ta happen at Eynsford Park. Do forgive me.” And with that, the lady rushed into the corridor.

				Sophie turned her bewildered expression to Maddie, who could only shrug an answer. More unsettling than Lady Eynsford’s sudden dash for home was that Maddie hadn’t been able to even mention Lord Radbourne’s fleecing of Sophie’s late father, though not for a lack of trying.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				Eynsford Park, Kent

				At that same moment…

				Weston Hadley would like nothing more than to pound his twin brother’s face into the rug at their feet. After a quarter of a century together, he’d had all that he could take of Grayson’s boastful demeanor. “You most certainly are not a better curricle driver than I am.”

				Gray’s eyes lit with humor as the two of them bounded past the Eynsford nursemaid and into their niece and nephew’s nursery. “Would you care to wager on that, little brother?”

				Wager? Wes would be much happier knocking the jackass’ head from his shoulders. “We are the same bloody age,” he growled. Then he softened his voice when tiny Lady Aurelia Thorpe winced from her spot at her miniscule table and chairs. “There’s my little angel,” he cooed to Lia, one of the few females who didn’t flee in fear of him or his scar.

				“You always say we’re the same age,” Gray goaded. “But I beat you into this world. And I can beat you at anything else.”

				Wes sank to his haunches beside his adorable niece who’d captured his heart the first moment he’d laid eyes on her. “What do you say, Lia? Do you want to go down and see Uncle Weston’s new high-perch phaeton?” He shot his brother a sly look. “It’s ever so much more grand and faster than your Uncle Grayson’s old pile of rubbish.”

				“It’s a miracle you even made it from London in the thing.”

				“Hate to admit that I’m a better driver than you?”

				“Hardly.” Gray reached out his hand to Lucien Thorpe, the two-year-old Earl of Brimsworth and Aurelia’s male counterpart. “It appears the ladies would like to venture outside, pup.” The child toddled over to Gray, who held out his finger for the little boy to grasp with his pudgy hand. “If we don’t go and take a look at the contraption, Uncle Weston will never let us have any peace,” he added in a conspirator’s tone.

				Ladies, indeed. Gray was perilously close to sporting two blackened eyes. Pity the bruises would only last a few minutes. Wes rose to his feet and scooped Lia up in his arms. “Word of advice—always ignore Uncle Grayson, love. He never says anything of importance. Let’s go for a ride, shall we?”

				Lia smiled up at him, her blue eyes round with adoration. No question about it, Lia was his most favorite female.

				Somewhere behind him, Gray scoffed.

				Wes couldn’t help looking back over his shoulder at his twin. “Are you coming or not?”

				“And miss you strutting around like a peacock? Oh, it’s my favorite pastime.” Gray lifted Lucien onto one of his shoulders as they all headed for the door.

				However, the children’s nursemaid blocked their exit, her arms folded beneath her breasts. “Are you quite certain her ladyship would be all right with you taking them? You know what happened the last time…” Her voice trailed off in an anxious quiver.

				Of course Weston remembered what had happened the last time. Though it wasn’t his or Gray’s fault, the stables had gone up in a blaze. Archer was the one who’d tossed the lit cheroot to the ground. Besides, the children had never been in any real danger. Lia and Lucien were always safe with their uncles. Still, the blistering that Eynsford had given the three of them had rung in his ears for days. Their oldest half brother acted as though the children were breakable. Good lord, if his own mother had felt that way, he, Gray, and Archer would never have had any fun as young lads. And fun was just what his niece and nephew deserved.

				“Lady Eynsford is at Castle Hythe,” Wes informed the fretful nurse as he sailed past her with Lia in his arms. “She won’t be back for hours.”

				“We’ll only be outdoors,” Gray added in a much more placating tone.

				The nurse flushed when his brother winked at her.

				“You are such a letch,” Weston murmured as Gray and Lucien followed him down the hallway.

				“Because I know how to get what I want?”

				“Because you’re not above flirting with the servants to smooth your path.”

				Gray’s mouth flew open in mock dismay. Then he pressed Lucien’s head against his chest and covered the lad’s ears. “You dare to speak of my flirting? I vaguely remember that you took a member of the household staff to your bed just weeks ago.” He grumbled beneath his breath. “And you dare to cast censure on me because I flirted with the nurse.”

				Wes felt a grin tug at the corners of his mouth. “She was quite well satisfied with the entire situation.”

				“Until Cait sacked her,” Gray shot back.

				“I was a little regretful about that,” Weston said as they walked past Eynsford’s startled butler. “But it’s not my fault she was caught absconding with the family silver.” Wes stepped out into the sunshine and clutched Lia tightly to him when she jumped in his arms at the sight of his shiny, new high-perch phaeton, so sleek and glistening in the sun. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

				“It’s all right,” his brother said drolly, as he appraised the vehicle with a critical eye. “A bit light, isn’t it?”

				“All the better to make it faster,” Wes said proudly.

				“All the better to make it flip,” Gray retorted.

				“All the better to win races.” Wes recognized immediately that his tone was abrasive. But he didn’t care. He was tired of being the ugly twin. Ever since he’d received the scar that slashed across his cheek, he’d been considered to be beneath his brother. Not by the family, of course, but by the ton. None of the Hadleys had ever been sought out by society, but they’d managed to fit in on rare occasions. Now he didn’t fit in anywhere.

				“My curricle is still faster,” Gray taunted.

				“I highly doubt that,” Wes tossed back.

				“Would you care to make a wager on it?”

				“How much?” Wes had spent a good deal of money on the new vehicle, and his pockets were nearly to let. But he didn’t want his brother to know that.

				“How much do you have?”

				“How much do you have?” Wes shot back.

				“Fifty quid.”

				Wes didn’t have nearly that much, not now anyway. But it didn’t matter, he’d win. There was no way Gray’s curricle could touch Wes’ new phaeton. Then he’d take his brother’s blunt and walk away as the winner. He couldn’t ask for a better day. “Deal,” he said before Gray could change his mind. “The road to Hythe, then?” It was the smoothest path in the vicinity. One could truly pick up some speed going that direction.

				“Hythe!” Gray tipped back his head and laughed. “Do you think you’ll beat me, burst through the castle doors as victor, and swing Lady Madeline into your arms?”

				Wes would have growled in response, but he refused to give his brother such satisfaction. Lady Madeline, indeed. The chit tried her hardest to never meet Wes’ eye on the rare occasions they were in the same room. “On the contrary,” Wes replied evenly as he placed Lia on the phaeton’s bench, “I thought to boast of my accomplishment to Rob, as he was quite impressed with my purchase.” Then he climbed up beside his niece and settled Lia on his lap.

				“Oh!” Gray chortled. “Robert Hayburn, is it?” He gestured for the groom to bring his curricle around. “We are twins, Weston, or have you forgotten? And I know exactly which Hayburn you want to boast to.”

				Wes unhooked the reins from the seat irons and clutched them tightly in his hand. When he looked over at Gray, his brother was tucking his arm around Lucien’s middle.

				“Don’t worry, love. It won’t even be a contest,” he whispered to his niece who giggled.

				Gray met Wes’ eyes. “I’ll go first, shall I?”

				“Might as well. It’ll be the only time you lead this afternoon.”

				Gray scoffed as his curricle pulled out of the drive. Wes followed until they were out of sight of the manor. Heaven forbid anyone from Eynsford Hall should see what they were about to do. Gray finally stopped at the widest part of the road.

				Lia danced with excitement in Wes’ lap. “That’s right, love,” he cooed to her as he lined his phaeton up beside his brother’s smaller and bulkier curricle. “We’re going to take Uncle Grayson for all he’s worth.”

				His niece looked back and patted the side of Wes’ face, and he kissed her tiny palm.

				“To the crossroad?”

				One road leading to Castle Hythe, one leading toward Folkestone. A good long run from their current position. Wes nodded in agreement. “Very well.”

				“Are you ready?” Gray called.

				“Just try to keep up, brother,” Wes goaded. “I’d hate for you to be thoroughly embarrassed.”

				Gray ignored the remark and began to count down. “Three… Two… One… Go.”

				With a flick of his wrist, Wes sent his bay bolting forward past Gray’s curricle. Honestly, this wouldn’t even be a contest. His phaeton was much lighter and faster than his brother’s clunky conveyance, but since the race had been Gray’s suggestion, Wes couldn’t even feel guilty about his predestined win.

				The late summer wind rustled Wes’ hair, and on his lap, Lia clapped and laughed as they sped down the lane. Wes couldn’t help his smile as he yelled over his shoulder. “You are falling behind, Grayson!”

				“The race isn’t over, you arrogant arse!” Gray called back.

				Though it might as well be. Wes laughed as he and Lia pulled farther and farther ahead of his brother’s curricle. “Uncle Gray really should watch his language, Lia,” he murmured to the little girl. “I can’t imagine your mother would be happy with his choice of words. Perhaps you should repeat it so she’ll have to ask where you heard it.” He chuckled beneath his breath. The sun felt warm on his face, and Wes clutched his niece closer and kissed the top of her head. “When you come to London, love, I’ll take you ’round like this in Hyde Park.”

				Just as he approached the first of two curves along the path, Wes pulled back slightly on the reins so his bay would take the turn a bit slower. Still they were going fast, and he and Lia slid toward the edge of the bench. Wes loosened his grip on the reins, letting his gelding fly over the flat Kent road.

				He glanced over his shoulder, making certain Gray had successfully navigated the curve, and found his brother barreling toward him. It was time to urge his bay even faster.

				In his lap, Lia gasped. Wes glanced back at the road and his heart stopped. A milkmaid stood in the middle of the lane, looking just as horrified as Wes felt. He pulled back on the reins for all he was worth, but his phaeton was going too fast to stop. So he directed his horse to the left, making a sharp turn instead. Everything else was a blur.

				He and Lia flew through the air when the phaeton flipped. He struggled to keep a grasp on his niece, holding her tightly to his chest and wrapping her protectively in his arms. He took the brunt of the fall on his back, which hurt like the devil.

				The air was knocked from Wes’ lungs, and he couldn’t catch his breath. A harsh cry met his ears from the bundle safely wrapped within his arms. Oh, God. Lia. He loosened his grip on her and looked down. Her pretty blue eyes were filled with tears, and she could barely catch her breath. He lifted her and looked her over, straightening her legs and arms, checking her for bruises. He riffled through her hair, which had escaped its tidy upsweep and hung in wild abandon around her face. She was fine. Scared, but fine. He brushed the tears from her cheeks.

				Thank God, Lia was all right. She wouldn’t heal the way he could, the way he would heal eventually. Damn his back pulsed with pain.

				And then Gray appeared, leaning over him and scowling. “You’re supposed to keep your bloody eyes on the road, Weston!” His brother scooped Lia up in his arms and began his own search for cuts or scrapes.

				“She’s all right. I took all the damage,” Wes managed to choke out.

				Gray’s dark gaze focused on him again. “You nearly got yourself killed, you mean.”

				“Sorry I didn’t succeed?” He tried to push up on his elbows, but his back still hurt too badly to move.

				His brother handed Lia off to the milkmaid Wes had somehow managed to avoid flattening. “See her to my curricle and watch the pair of them!”

				“Of course, sir,” the young woman muttered, before disappearing from Wes’ view.

				“What the devil was she doing standing in the middle of the road?”

				“She was walking, which you would have known if you were paying attention.” Gray loomed over Wes again. “Why are you just lying there?” He glanced up at the sky and then back down at Wes. “Cloud gazing, are you?”

				“My back is killing me.”

				“Such a baby,” Gray grumbled as he knelt beside Wes, but then his face momentarily softened. “We can’t heal from death, you know. If you’d snapped your neck, you’d be gone right now.”

				The sincerity in Gray’s voice was not something Wes was accustomed to hearing from his twin, which was more than a little disconcerting. So he tried to lighten the mood. “You don’t want me to leave you with only Archer for company?”

				“Sit up,” Gray ordered. “Let’s see how bad off you are.”

				Grunting and wincing, Wes pushed up on his elbows once again. He couldn’t hurt any more if he’d been cut into ribbons.

				Gray held his shoulder and glanced at Wes’ back. “You have quite a bit of dirt and road lodged in there. You won’t heal ’til we can get you cleaned up. Can you walk back to my curricle? Or do you need me to carry you?”

				Wes scoffed. The day he needed Gray to carry him, he truly would be dead. “I’ll be fine.” He struggled to his feet, squeezed his eyes shut tightly from the pain, and then he limped across the patch of meadow toward his brother’s curricle. His heart sank when he saw the mangled mess of what had been his new phaeton lying a few feet from the road. One of the wheels was actually broken in two.

				“Bloody hell, we’re in for it now,” Gray grumbled.

				Wes looked up from the wreckage of his conveyance to see the Eynsford coach headed toward them on the road. “Oh God, it’s Cait!” His stomach plummeted to wherever his heart had gone.

				“I thought she’d be gone for hours,” his brother complained.

				Even though Wes’ ears had yet to be blistered by his sister-in-law, they began ringing in advance. “Blast it. How does she always seem to know when something’s happened?”

				“I wish I knew.” Gray shook his head. “She’ll hang us both out the window by our ankles for this.” Then his brother frowned. “I don’t suppose you could hurry up? We could race her back to The Park, wash off your back, and pretend none of this ever happened.”

				That was about as likely as Lady Madeline kissing Weston in front of the entire world. To hell with the world, Wes would take her kissing him in private or even looking at him with a smile instead of the slightly horrified expression she usually donned when she caught sight of him. And blast Gray for even putting the chit’s name in his mind earlier. He hadn’t thought about her for years, maybe months… all right, days. But he hadn’t thought about her today, not until his brother had thrown the lady’s name out for no good reason.

				“Why don’t we just stay here and let her pass? We’ll wave and act like nothing is wrong. Then we’ll head off to the stream and I can wash up there. By the time we return, she won’t have a clue as to what transpired.”

				Gray nodded and motioned for the milkmaid to bring both children to them. He thrust Lia into Wes’ arms and took Lucien up in his own. “Just to be safe. She won’t kill us if we’re each holding one of these little urchins. Maybe.”

				As though Lia knew she’d been insulted, she glared up at Gray.

				If pain hadn’t been coursing through Wes, he would have doubled over with laughter just from the look her face. She appeared mortally wounded to be called an urchin. But as it was, he needed all of his strength to stand up tall and keep his niece in his arms.

				The Eynsford coach pulled up beside them, and the crested door flew open with a crash. Caitrin bounded onto the road so fast that Wes thought the hounds of hell must have been at her heels. “Doona speak ta me,” she ordered as she took Lia from Wes’ arms. “Doona even look at me,” she commanded as she reached for Lucien. “Doona for one moment,” she began, pointing first at Gray and then at Wes, “think I willna tell Dashiel about this. How dare ye put my children in harm’s way?”

				“But, Cait,” Gray began, “we were only taking them for a ride.”

				Her icy eyes speared Gray, and Wes almost felt sorry for his brother. “Doona lie ta me, Grayson Francis Hadley! Ye were doin’ more than just ridin’. Ye should ken better than ta even try ta tell me an untruth.”

				Cait ushered Lucien into her coach and climbed in beside him with Lia in her arms. Then the little girl said quietly, “Uh, oh,” as she pointed at her uncles through the open door.

				“I’m afraid ye’re right, lass.” Cait sighed heavily and brushed a lock of hair from her daughter’s face. “They are in more trouble than they can even imagine. And I willna bother ta try ta save them this time.” Then she glanced out the open doorway and called to them. “Dash will be home this evenin’ when he and Archer return from London. I’m certain he’ll expect ta see ye both when he finds out what ye’ve done.” She shot them both a pointed glance. “Doona force him ta go out and collect ya.”

				Yes, yes, he’d be home because of the break from the trial as the Queen’s defense team worked on their strategy. So Wes had survived the phaeton accident only to have Dash snap his neck with his hands later this evening. Bloody wonderful.

				“Cait,” Gray began with the same placating tone he’d used on the nursemaid.

				“Doona ‘Cait’ me, and,” she turned her icy gaze on Wes, “doona come home until ye’re cleaned up. I willna have ye trackin’ blood inta my house.” Then she leaned forward and pulled the coach door closed with such force that the carriage rocked a bit.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Three

				“I cannot believe the idiocy!” Dashiel Thorpe, the Marquess of Eynsford, roared and pounded his fist on his desk for good measure. His inkwell jumped with the force of the blow, and for a moment Wes thought it might crack in two.

				Gray winced in his seat, while their brother Archer Hadley, Viscount Radbourne, lounged against the window casing, wearing an expression of utter boredom. Of course Archer was bored. For once, he wasn’t getting chastised along with the twins.

				Wes slid forward in his seat, hoping to appease his half brother and pack alpha. “It wasn’t that bad, Dash. It was just a little race.”

				“A little race that left your conveyance nothing more than kindling. You have crossed the line with this antic. My children could have been harmed,” Dash growled.

				“But they weren’t,” Wes said. “And we would never let anything happen to either of them. Surely you know that.”

				“If you’re not busting up phaetons, then you’re lighting my stables ablaze—”

				“That was an accident.” Archer pushed away from the window and glared at Wes and Gray as though it was their fault the stable fire had been brought up again.

				“You’re dangerous and reckless.” Dash looked at each Hadley brother in turn. “And I have had all of it that I intend to take.”

				“What is that supposed to mean?” Gray asked. “Are you resigning as our brother?”

				Dash narrowed his eye on Wes’ twin. “Is there anything between your ears, aside from air?”

				“Well, what does it mean?” Wes frowned at the marquess.

				Dash shook his head. “I need time to think of the appropriate penance, but rest assured I’ll think of something. In the meantime, all of you need to ready yourselves for a sojourn to Castle Hythe.”

				“Castle Hythe?” Archer grumbled. “I’ve been traveling all day.”

				“Her Grace has asked us to attend this little affair, and it will appease Caitrin to some degree if you all attend. So you’re all going, even you, Archer.”

				“But,” Archer tried. He wasn’t even guilty of the most recent charges and he was still going to be punished. Cait must have been even angrier than Wes had thought.

				Dash growled low in his throat, and the hair on Wes’ arms stood up. “Fine,” Wes muttered at the same time as Gray and Archer murmured, “All right,” and “Yes, Dash.” One did not put up his fists with the alpha. Not with a warning such as that growl. Certainly Dash slapped them on the wrist often, but none of them wanted to be shaken by the scruff of his neck. And their oldest brother wasn’t above doing so.

				“I expect you all will look respectable when next I see you,” Dash said pointedly. Then he glanced at his watch fob. “That will be in exactly two hours. Do not be late.” He stalked from the room like some great beast that had graced them all with a reprieve rather than eating them in one bite. Or three, as the case might be.

				As soon as Dash was out of the room, Archer smacked Wes in the back of the head with the flat of his palm.

				“Ow!” Wes cried as he rubbed at the abused area.

				“What is wrong with you?” Archer hissed. “You had to know that he’d get his fur ruffled if you put his children in danger. That was the most idiotic thing I’ve ever heard of.”

				Archer crossed over to Gray and lifted his foot to kick him in the shin. But Gray was a little faster than Wes had been. Of course, Gray hadn’t been rolled over in a phaeton that day either. So, he was in slightly better form.

				Gray yelped and scooted out of Archer’s reach. “Because of you,” Archer complained, “I have to go to this inane event at Castle Hythe.”

				Wes snorted. “Oh, did you have something more pressing to attend to? Like spending your newly won fortune?” By now, everyone knew Archer had recently come into some unexpected funds in a card game. No one knew exactly how much. But the rumors were that he’d won more than a fortune from a fellow who’d been so certain of his cards that he’d grown careless. Archer was being curiously circumspect about the whole situation. “Had you planned to buy a whore? Your temperament could be measurably better if you did.”

				“I agree,” Gray chimed in. “You should pay your respects to Dash and Cait and go take care of your temperament problem, Arch. You’ll be in much finer form afterward. Perhaps we might even be able to stand your presence.”

				Wes bit the inside of his cheek to keep from smiling. When Archer glared at him, he threw up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t say a thing.”

				“The two of you are menaces.”

				“The same could be said about you,” Gray remarked.

				“Blast you both,” Archer growled. “The moonful is quickly approaching. I’ve been held hostage in the bloody House of Lords forever, and now we’re going to be stuck here in godforsaken Kent for the entire week preceding it, since Dash will refuse to let either of you out of his sight.”

				He cursed beneath his breath. Then he shot them a glare. “The children? How the devil could you race with the children in your laps?” He was still shaking his head and mumbling as he strode from the room. Wes heard him grumble something about damn idiot brothers who ruined his week.

				Gray whistled softly, a harbinger of doom if Wes had ever heard one. “Now Dash and Archer are irritated at us. Way to go, baby brother.”

				“I vaguely remember not being alone in that race,” Wes warned.

				“Thanks for reminding me. You owe me fifty quid, by the way.”

				“I’m good for it,” Wes muttered. But he wasn’t. He certainly wouldn’t admit to only having a few farthings to rub together at the moment. And now he didn’t even have a shiny new phaeton to gaze at.

				“Sure you are,” Gray said as he got to his feet.

				Wes sighed. “We probably need to go and make ourselves presentable so we don’t embarrass Cait. She’ll be angry enough as it is. I think she’ll kill us both if either of us looks at her sideways.”

				“Something tells me she might do it anyway,” Gray agreed.

				Wes tried to sound completely unconcerned when he asked his next question, as though it didn’t matter at all. “Do you think Lady Madeline will be at Castle Hythe tonight?”

				Gray’s dark eyes twinkled. “I feel certain she will. She’s there for the great husband hunt, after all.”

				Wes’ gut clenched. “The what?”

				His brother shrugged. “That’s what Archer’s calling it anyway. He overheard His Grace and Dash discussing it in Town. The castle will be overflowing with scheming peers Hythe has brought back with him from London while they’re all on break. He figures the castle is the perfect place to display the tremendous dowry attached to his daughter.”

				“How much?” Wes had never dreamt of asking such a question before. After all, Lady Madeline was well out of his reach.

				“Does it matter?” Gray countered. “She’s primed for greatness. For a marriage to a cold husband who will spread her legs, get her with child, and then go off to his mistress. But he’ll be of her same social status. So that makes all the difference.”

				Was that bitterness in Gray’s tone? It certainly sounded like it. The very thought of Lady Madeline being forced into a cold and loveless marriage because it was her duty to marry well made Wes’ head hurt. And he saw red around the edges of his vision at the very thought of anyone spreading her legs.

				“I assume then that you’ll be taking yourself out of the running for her hand,” Wes said with a chuckle.

				“I’d never compete with you for the chit’s heart,” Gray tossed out. “Not that either of us would ever have a shot at the duke’s daughter.” Then he strode from the room.

				As he walked out, Dash walked back in, then rifled through his desk, looking perturbed when he couldn’t find whatever he was searching for.

				“Dash?” Wes tried to break him from his reverie.

				“What?” his oldest brother barked without even looking in his direction.

				“Loan me fifty quid?” Wes asked. The attention Dash did pay him made Wes turn tail and move toward the door. “Never mind,” he muttered as he left the room as quickly as he could.

				***

				“You’ll never believe what Robert just told me.” Sophie burst into Maddie’s room without even the preamble of knocking.

				Maddie looked up from the note she was posting to a dear friend and couldn’t help grinning at Sophie. “Oh? Did he profess his undying love yet again?”

				Sophie sighed as she dropped onto the edge of Maddie’s four-poster. “He did, but—”

				Maddie laid her quill across her desk. “Another proposal?” How many times had her brother asked Sophie to marry him? If Robert wasn’t such a derelict, she would love the idea of having Sophie join the family as her sister.

				“Yes, but not an honorable proposal. However—”

				“I beg your pardon?” Maddie rose from her spot. She must have misheard her friend. Certainly her brother did not suggest Sophie become his mistress. “Did you say not of the honorable variety?”

				Sophie scoffed and shook her head. “I have no value anymore, not to a man of means. I’m fully aware of how my circumstances have changed. I’m just surprised that it’s being presented to me by the same men who thought me respectable a mere few months ago.” She sighed heavily. “It certainly isn’t the first such offer I’ve received since I returned to England. I’m sure it won’t be the last.”

				It would be the last time Robert Hayburn would propose anything of the sort. The blasted reprobate. “What did you say to him?” Maddie dropped onto the bed beside her friend.

				A smile lit Sophie’s face. “That I was so honored by his devotion, but that I had my sights set on Nathaniel. That a girl needed to look out for herself, and why would I choose to be the mistress of a second son when I could be the respectable wife of the heir instead?”

				Maddie couldn’t help the giggle that escaped her. “Heavens! Robert must have turned purple. What did he say to that?”

				Sophie shrugged. “That Nathaniel’s offer wouldn’t be for marriage either, and I’d be better off with a fellow who actually cared for me.”

				“Oh, so caring, indeed!” Maddie forced herself to take a deep breath. If she didn’t, she’d have to go search out her brothers and give them both a piece of her mind. How dare they suggest such thing to her friend? “A mistress! How very noble of my brother.”

				“There are only a few ways for a woman of our gentle breeding to fend for herself when she’s all alone.”

				Maddie’s mouth fell open. “You aren’t considering…” She couldn’t even finish the terrible thought.

				“Of course not!” Sophie frowned. “But for some reason it’s the first option that pops into the male mind. But, no, I’ll manage some other way. I’ll find employment as a governess. A lady’s companion. Something. If all else fails, I could throw myself at Cousin Freddie’s feet and beg for mercy.”

				The new Earl of Postwick was not terribly generous, and Sophie might very well receive the same sort of despicable offer from her own cousin. “You can stay with me forever,” Maddie vowed and squeezed Sophie’s hands for good measure. “And if Robert even thinks of suggesting such a thing again—”

				Sophie shook her head. “Robert is of no consequence, Maddie. Though I suppose I probably should have accepted either his or Nathaniel’s honorable proposals a year or so ago, shouldn’t I? I certainly wouldn’t be in this predicament if I had.”

				Maddie scoffed. “You could never love either of my brothers.” Honestly, who could? It was all Maddie could do to drum up any charitable feelings for them at times. “You wouldn’t want that.”

				“No, but holding out for a love match is not a luxury I have anymore.”

				And even though Maddie knew her friend spoke the truth, her heart hurt a bit at hearing the words aloud. “Don’t decide anything rash until we speak to Lady Eynsford. With her influence on Radbourne, you might just be able to reclaim your fortune and then tell every reprobate in England to go stick his spoon in the wall.”

				Sophie smirked. “Well, that’s what I really came to tell you. Robert said Lord Eynsford and Lord Radbourne will be here this evening with their respective families.”

				Maddie’s mouth fell open. “Grandmamma never invites the Hadleys to anything.”

				“I don’t know who did the inviting, but I plan to make Lord Radbourne’s scurrilous acquaintance this evening.”

				What an awful idea. “No.” Maddie shook her head. “Trust me, Soph, talking to Lady Eynsford is the way to go.”

				“You talk to Lady Eynsford then. I have a few things I’d like to say to Lord Radbourne.”

				A scratch sounded at Maddie’s door before she could reply. “Come,” she muttered, though she tightened her grasp on Sophie’s hands. They weren’t finished with this conversation.

				Jane, Maddie’s lady’s maid, pushed open the door and bobbed her head. “Her Grace is requesting your presence in the drawing room, my lady.”

				“You mean she’s demanding it,” Sophie muttered under her breath.

				Jane’s eyes grew wide, but she nodded. “Indeed, Lady Sophia.”

				“Come with me,” Maddie suggested. After all, they could finish their discussion on the way to the drawing room.

				But Sophie shook her head. “Go on without me. I’m not quite ready for dinner.” Then her friend slid from the bed and brushed past Jane into the corridor.

				Maddie rose from her spot and took a cursory glance at her reflection in the mirror. She supposed she was as ready for dinner and all of her father’s guests as she was ever going to be. Then she started for the corridor and smiled at Jane as she passed her. “Wish me luck.”

				“I always do.”

				Maddie made her way from the family’s quarters through the gallery and down a set of circular stone steps to the main floor. Raucous male laughter filled the castle, which only made her scowl. What a perfectly dreadful summer this was turning out to be. First, Sophie’s insolvency and now the duke’s push to see Maddie select some dim-witted fop with whom she would spend the rest of her days.

				An escape was most assuredly in order.

				Hmm. Her dear friend Mrs. MacQuarrie had invited her to Edinburgh. She could borrow one of the ducal coaches and bolt north. What a fanciful notion. Maddie let the idea vanish as quickly as it had arrived. After all, her father would scour the ends of the earth to find her if she ran away. He’d gone to great lengths to parade a battalion of peers from London to Kent so she could look them over. No matter that she knew them all and had no desire to know them any better. Not a single one of them. Turning tail and bolting would only cause her father to pick a fellow of his choice. Besides, she couldn’t abandon Sophie, especially not with her degenerate brothers in residence.

				She took a steadying breath before she entered the drawing room. It was going to be a very long house party.

				***

				Weston didn’t think he’d ever seen Castle Hythe’s drawing room so filled. One rarely experienced a crush in the country. Of course, usually when Wes was at the castle, it was to play a bit of cards with Rob. And he certainly wasn’t greeted in a room as grand as this one. He took a long look around the drawing room and shook his head at the plethora of gentlemen who’d come to vie for Lady Madeline’s pretty little hand. They certainly wouldn’t be playing cards tonight. Not only were Wes’ pockets empty, but he couldn’t help but feel a bit beneath the other guests.

				He shook the errant thought away. It didn’t matter which of these bucks Lady Madeline chose. It wasn’t as though Wes was in the running, as Gray had less than eloquently reminded him. Still, as the lady in question entered the drawing room, he couldn’t help but stop and stare. He allowed his eyes to sweep from the top of her pretty little head to her dainty slippers.

				Damn! She was more radiant every time he saw her. Flaxen curls framed her delicate face, and her green eyes, which always twinkled with intelligence, were an exact match to her simple but elegant gown. However, the smile that tugged at her lips was the worst farce he’d ever seen, if he read her expression correctly. Was she all right? Had something caused her distress? Wes would love to know. If only he could ask her. But to do that, she’d have to look at him with more than a passing glance.

				She assumed a reasonably successful imitation of genteel happiness as she slid past her suitors and offered fellow after fellow a welcome to the castle. When she’d greeted everyone, she stepped up beside Robert and poked him in the shoulder, rather hard if Rob’s wince was any indication. Then she leaned closer to her brother, and though Wes strained to hear her words, they were nothing more than hushed whispers that he couldn’t hear even with his Lycan ears. Later, he’d get Rob to tell him what the interaction had been about, after he plied his friend with a bit of whisky to loosen his lips.

				“Stop staring at the chit,” Archer hissed in his ear.

				“I wasn’t staring.” Wes still couldn’t pull his gaze from Lady Madeline, so he whispered out the side of his mouth. “She looks sad, doesn’t she?”

				“Wasn’t staring, indeed.” Archer nudged him in the shoulder, quite hard, and forced him to look in his direction. Archer’s amber eyes twinkled with mirth. “You’ve got a bit of drool on your chin, pup.”

				“I do not,” Wes insisted, but he swiped a hand across his chin anyway. Blasted Archer was such a liar. “Jackass,” he grumbled.

				Archer shrugged. “It’s your fault I’m here tonight. Don’t expect me to thank you for it.”

				“Don’t tell me,” boomed Nathaniel Hayburn, the Marquess of Lavendon, as he clapped Archer on the back, “that you’ve joined the ranks of these Lotharios angling for Maddie’s hand.”

				Archer smirked. “And marry into the Hayburn family? We Hadleys do have our standards, you know.”

				Lavendon chuckled as he looked across the room. “Quite an assortment my father has marched down here, isn’t it?”

				Archer nodded. “He did seem singularly intent on finding her a match back in Town.”

				Lavendon shook his head. “Pointless. She’s too much like Grandmother. Stubborn and opinionated.”

				Wes gaped at Lord Lavendon. In all the years since he’d first made Lady Madeline’s acquaintance, he would have never compared her with the duchess. Madeline was soft-spoken with a gentle countenance. Perfection personified.

				The marquess noted his look and grinned. “Oh, she’s less abrasive than Grandmother, but once Maddie’s made her mind up about something, it’s set. No hope of changing it. Ever.” Then a devious smile lit his face. “Speaking of stubborn chits…”

				“Beg your pardon?” Archer asked.

				Lavendon shook his head, though his eyes remained fixed on the door. “My, how the mighty have fallen. Do excuse me, will you?” Without waiting for a response, the marquess pushed his way through the crowd and bowed before a pretty girl with sable locks.

				“Who do you think that is?” Wes asked.

				Archer shrugged. “Nathaniel’s next conquest, I’d say.” He glanced down at his watch fob as though wishing the evening away.

				Whoever the chit was, Lavendon was leading her in their direction. Quite a pretty thing, really. Grey eyes. Nice figure. “She seems to be looking at you, Arch.”

				Archer snapped his eyes back up and smiled at the pair as they approached. “Ah, Lavendon, back so soon, are you? And with such a lovely guest.”

				“It was the lady’s request.” The marquess glanced at the pretty girl on his arm. “Lady Sophia Cole, allow me to introduce Viscount Radbourne and his brother Mr. Weston Hadley.”

				The color drained from Archer’s face and his lips thinned. “Pleasure. Do excuse me. I believe Lady Eynsford is signaling me.”

				But Cait wasn’t even in view. Wes watched as his brother pushed his way through the crowd. What the devil was that about? Did Archer know this Lady Sophia? Wes had never even heard the chit’s name before. And there hadn’t been any recognition in his brother’s eyes when he’d first looked at the lady across the room.

				Wes smiled at the lady in question. “Please forgive my brother. He can be quite a beast at times.”

				She cocked her head to one side and frowned a bit. “Oh, I don’t think I’ll be doing that. But it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Hadley.”

				“And yours as well,” Wes remarked absently. What had that remark meant? “Do you know my brother?”

				She pursed her lips. “Only by reputation,” she said. She seemed quite unable to draw her eyes from Archer’s back, which was quite solidly turned in her direction. For some reason, Archer was avoiding her entirely. There was a story there, Wes was certain. But would the lovely lady be willing to share it with him? Did he even want to know?

				Wes was too curious not to question the lady, but first he’d have to dispense with the marquess. “I believe your grandmother is now signaling you, Lavendon.”

				The marquess closed his eyes tightly and said, “Duty calls.” He looked at Lady Sophia with way too much familiarity. “I will see you later?” he asked casually.

				Wes thought it sounded like she mumbled, “Not if I see you first,” beneath her breath as Lavendon looked down the bodice of her gown. Then he drew himself to attention and begged Lady Sophia’s pardon. He walked toward his grandmother as though he faced the gallows.

				“Lady Sophia,” Wes began slowly and carefully. “Is something troubling you?”

				“Aside from your brother’s very existence?” she quipped.

				“Beg your pardon?” Certainly he hadn’t heard her correctly. “Has he done something to offend you?”

				“He’s breathing,” she said. This time, Wes had to smother a chuckle in his fist. For some reason, he was quite sure laughing at the lady wouldn’t help her countenance a bit.

				Wes nodded slowly. “Terrible habit he has. That breathing. We’ve been trying to get him to stop for years.”

				“I could help you with that. And would do so with a glad heart.” Wes looked down at her and finally saw a twinkle in her eye.

				“I might take you up on your offer,” Wes said. “I’d love to hear more about how you’d plan it. Would you make it terribly painful?” What an absurd conversation to have in the duchess’ drawing room. But it was honestly the most sport he’d had all day.

				She shrugged her delicate little shoulders. “Slow. Painful. Quick. Pleasant. I don’t particularly care.” She narrowed her eyes. “Your brother is a lucky fellow, isn’t he?”

				“With your plot to dismember him, I’d say not,” Wes replied. In fact, he’d warn Archer about the lady’s animosity at the first opportunity.

				She inhaled happily and laid a hand on her chest. A huge smile curved her lips. “Oh, dismemberment!” she cried with a giggle. “I hadn’t even thought of that! What a wonderful idea!”

				“What’s this I hear about dismemberment?” Gray said from beside his shoulder. He looked down at Lady Sophia and bowed slowly.

				“Have you met?” Wes asked, his eyes searching for Lady Madeline again. She was thronged by men of means. He hated that the situation bothered him so much.

				“I haven’t had the pleasure,” Gray said as he took the lady’s gloved hand.

				“Just hope the lady doesn’t feel as strongly about you as she does about Archer,” Wes mumbled to Gray.

				“Yes, I heard a little,” Gray confided with a grin at Lady Sophia. “It’s the most interesting conversation in the entire room. Do tell what he did to deserve the lady’s derision.”

				“He knows what he did,” she said slowly, still shooting daggers at Archer. “Excuse me,” she remarked absently as she glided away.

				“What was that about?” Gray mumbled.

				“No idea,” Wes replied. “He’s a cad, but it’s not every day that a lady vows so vehemently to do him harm. I believe she’d have him drawn and quartered if she was able.”

				“You don’t think he made an improper advance toward her, do you?” Gray looked puzzled. And when Gray was puzzled, he wouldn’t stop until he got to the meat of the matter.

				“Archer?” Wes shrugged. “I wouldn’t put it past him. But, if he did, I’d think he’d be willing to talk to the chit instead of turning tail and running the way he did. He’s pretending like she doesn’t even exist. There’s something odd, there. Who is she? Have you any idea?”

				“A good friend of Lady Madeline’s,” Gray replied.

				The mere mention of her name made Wes search for her in the room again. She looked positively miserable sandwiched on the settee between two of the most boring peers he’d ever had the occasion to meet. One of them leaned a little too close to her to talk. And the other touched her. He touched her hand. How dare he touch her hand?

				“Don’t do it,” Gray hissed.

				“Don’t do what?” Wes said from between clenched teeth.

				“Don’t cause a scene,” Gray hissed back. “We’re in enough trouble as it is. Cait will never forgive us if we make problems for her here.”

				“So, I’m supposed to just sit here and let him grope her?”

				“For God’s sake, he touched her hand.”

				“First her hand, and then on to other areas,” Wes growled back at him. “I’ll have to kill him.”

				“Ask Lady Sophia for advice on the most painful method. For some reason, I think she has probably researched it. She might even like practice before she takes on Archer.” Gray nudged his side. “See, there.” Wes watched as Lady Madeline excused herself and swept gracefully from the room. “She extricated herself from his clutches quite nicely all on her own.”

				But then Wes saw Lord Chilcombe slink out of the room behind her. Blast and damn. He’d be in trouble before the night was over.
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