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Chapter One

Very few things in the world could make Oliver Warren, the Marquis of Haybury, flinch. He could count these things on one hand, in fact. The yowling of small children. The squeak of rusted metal. And the mention of that name.

Stilling, he looked up, the stack of coins between his fingers forgotten. “What did you say?”

To his left James Appleton nodded. “I thought the Benchleys would have found a way to keep the manor, it being in the family for so long. But it’s the widow opening up old Adam House. Just arrived last night, from what I heard. At any rate, it’s the first time in better than three years that anyone’s lived there.”

Oliver placed his wager on the three of spades, keeping his eyes on the game as the dealer turned over a four, a nine, and the queen of hearts. “Hm,” he said, deciding vague interest would be the expected response to this particular gossip. “Lady Cameron. She’s been on the Continent, hasn’t she? What’s her name? Marianne?”

“Diane,” Appleton corrected, finally noticing that he’d lost the wager he’d just placed on the four of spades. “Blast it all. I heard Vienna or Amsterdam or some such. I suppose with Frederick dead for more than two years now, she decided she missed London.”

“That seems likely.” A flash of long, raven black hair and startling green eyes crossed Oliver’s mind before he shoved the image away again. Damn, damn, damn. He sent a glance at the man seated to his left. “London must be dull as dirt indeed, Appleton,” he drawled, “if the most intriguing bit of gossip you can find is that a widow is settling back into her late husband’s town house.”

Across the table Lord Beaumont laughed. “You’ve hit on the Season’s failing, Haybury. No good gossip. I don’t think we’ve had a scandal since January, and that one doesn’t even count because no one was in Town to enjoy it.” The earl lifted his glass. “Here’s hoping for some bloody entertainment soon.”

Oliver drank to that. Anything that kept him from having to hear damned Diane Benchley’s name on everyone’s lips for the next six weeks had his vote. “Are you finished with wagering for the evening, Appleton?” he pursued. “We could fetch you an embroidery hoop, if you prefer to continue your tongue wagging.”

Appleton’s cheeks and throat flushed a ruddy red. “I merely thought it interesting,” he protested. “The former Earl of Cameron and his wife flee London just ahead of the dunners, and now she comes back alone in a half dozen of the grandest black coaches anyone could let—and in the middle of the night.”

“Perhaps she found herself a Prussian duke,” the fourth of their party, Jonathan Sutcliffe, Lord Manderlin, finally put in. “She always was a pretty thing, as I recall.” He patted Oliver’s shoulder. “You weren’t in London back then, were you? In fact, didn’t you spend some time in Vienna?”

“Among other places.” A sideways glance accompanied by a lifted brow convinced Manderlin to release his shoulder. “I returned in a grand black coach as well, Appleton. My own. Did you gossip about me?”

Finally, Appleton grinned again. “Did and still do. Almost constantly.”

“Good. I work very diligently to keep all the wags occupied.”

“That’s true!” Lord Beaumont motioned, and one of the club’s liveried footmen approached to refill his glass. “You’re the one to blame for the quietude, then. Give us a damned scandal, Haybury.”

Oliver inclined his head. “I shall do my best. Or worst, rather.”

Diane Benchley, Lady Cameron, in London. And he supposed they’d run across each other at some soiree or other now. After all, Mayfair was a small place. Smaller even than Vienna. He downed the remainder of his glass of whiskey and poured himself another.

Mention of her name might have caught him unawares tonight, but if—when—he saw her face-to-face, he wouldn’t be the one flinching. Not a muscle. Not any muscle. And she’d best keep her pretty mouth shut as well, or he would be forced to do something unpleasant.

“Are you wagering, Haybury?” Manderlin asked. “Or are you taking up embroidery?”

Gathering his less than pleasant thoughts back in for later, private contemplation, Oliver glanced at the rack of spent cards and put two pounds on the knave. In his experience, the knave always won.

*   *   *

“Diane, you have a caller.”

Diane Benchley, Lady Cameron, looked up from the spread of papers on what had been her late husband’s desk. “I’m not seeing anyone,” she muttered, and returned to sifting through the figures and decimals and subtractions every sheet seemed to feature. “No exceptions.”

“I know that, my dear,” her companion returned, not moving from her position in the office doorway. “It’s Lord Cameron.”

For a heartbeat, ice ran up Diane’s spine. In that swift moment, every hand she’d shaken, every breath of wind on the passage from the Continent, every thunderclap to her chest since she’d left Vienna, caught in her throat. It had all been for nothing, if …

Swearing beneath her breath, she shook herself. Frederick Benchley had died. Two years ago. She’d been by his bedside when he’d drawn his last breath. She’d stood at his graveside when the pair of workmen had shoveled dirt into the hole where they’d placed his cheap pine coffin. “For God’s sake, Jenny, don’t do that,” she stated aloud, setting her pencil aside and rubbing at her temple with still-shaking fingers.

Alarm crossed her companion’s face, and Genevieve Martine hurried deeper into the room. “Oh, good heavens. You know I meant the new earl, of course. I never thought—”

“Don’t trouble yourself, Jenny. You did startle me nearly out of my skin, however. Where is Anthony Benchley?”

“In the morning room. He asked for you, and then for tea.”

Diane pushed away from the desk and stood. “Well. At least we may assume that word of my arrival in London has traveled swiftly. That’s something, I suppose.”

“Yes, we may count one fortunate thing since our return here, then.” Jenny blew out her breath. “And two dozen unfortunate things. To which column do I add Lord Cameron?”

“The unfortunate one. Come with me, if you would. I want to be rid of him as swiftly as possible.”

“What do you think he wants?” Genevieve asked in the light French accent that seemed to fade or intensify according to her mood.

“Money, of course. That’s what all the men of the Benchley family want. And as far as I’ve been able to determine, none of them are capable of keeping their hands on any of it they touch.” She frowned. “And Adam House, most likely. He can’t have that, either.”

“Perhaps he only wishes to reminisce,” Jenny suggested dubiously. “You were married to his brother, after all.”

“There is very little about my life as part of that family that I care to remember,” Diane retorted, lowering her voice as they reached the foot of the stairs. She’d known that eventually she would have to speak with a Benchley, but for heaven’s sake, she’d been in London for less than two days.

In that time Jenny might have compiled a list of two dozen unfortunate things, but it had merely taken one disaster to set Diane’s entire plan on its ear. In fact, the only happenstance she could imagine that would make things worse would be if it were Oliver Warren, the Marquis of Haybury, waiting for her in her morning room. Anthony Benchley was an annoyance. Nothing more.

That thought actually steadied her as she stepped into the room. Her former brother-in-law stood looking out the front window. His dark hair and ruddy complexion and even the way he tapped his fingers against his thigh reminded her forcibly of his older brother, and she didn’t like that. Not at all. “Lord Cameron,” she said aloud.

He started, then turned to look at her. “Diane,” he returned, and walked forward to take both her hands in his. “Please, do call me Anthony. We were once siblings, after all.”

She nodded, withdrawing her hands as swiftly as she could. “Anthony, then. Is there something you wanted?”

His brow furrowed and then smoothed again. “Ah. Don’t mistake me for my brother, Diane. He did me no favors, either, by gambling away the family fortune.”

That was true, she reluctantly admitted to herself. “You t—”

“But you’re wearing black,” he interrupted. “I apologize if I’ve off—”

“You haven’t. It’s only that I’ve just arrived, and the fellow with whom I’d intended to … do a bit of business met with an accident. I’m rather frazzled, I’m afraid.” It wasn’t entirely the truth, but it was as much as she was willing to divulge to anyone. The fact that Anthony was a Benchley only made her more cautious. She’d learned her lesson.

“Business?” he repeated. “You know, I’d heard that you arrived the other night with a dozen carriages full of your possessions. And— Well, I’m not certain how to be delicate about this, but my solicitors keep telling me that Frederick signed Adam House over to you. I thought perhaps you might consider … especially given that you have other business and matters of finance to attend to … returning the house to the Benchley family. God knows I could use it to settle some of Frederick’s remaining debts.”

“Yes, you wrote me about that last year, as I recall. But I believe I’ve settled most of Frederick’s debts,” she returned, keeping the abrupt surge of anger from her voice. “You still have Benchley House and Cameron Hall, Anthony. Adam House is all I possess.”

She glanced at Jenny, who sat in the corner playing her role of companion. Adam House was all Diane possessed. And considering the news about her investor that had greeted her upon her arrival in London, she needed to make use of it. Fortuitously enough, she knew just how to do so.

“Well, then. I’d hoped you might be more amenable, especially considering that most everyone knows why you and Frederick were forced to flee the country, but if you wish to face the censure of your fellows, there’s nothing I can do to protect you.”

As if she needed his protection. “Thank you for thinking of me, Anthony, but I’ll manage somehow.” She drew a breath. “And now if you don’t mind, I have some correspondence.”

“Yes, of course.” He headed into the foyer, with her and Jenny on his heels and keeping him, whether he realized it or not, from venturing any farther into the house. “I look forward to seeing more of you, Diane. Feel free to call on me as you would a brother.”

“I will.”

The moment he left the front step, she closed the door. “I have an idea, Jenny.”

“I do hope it’s a good one, considering that your business partner, as you call him, is being put beneath the ground this very afternoon.”

“We need a venue. I think Adam House would suffice, don’t you?”

“Good heavens.” For a long moment Genevieve gazed at her. Then the overly thin blonde smiled. “I think it would, at that.”

*   *   *

For three days following her late-night arrival, Lady Cameron didn’t stir from Adam House. Oliver knew that because whatever he privately wished, no one seemed the least bit interested in discussing anything else. At Gentleman Jackson’s he heard that she’d been glimpsed through an upstairs window of her home, her gown the black of full mourning despite the fact that it had been two years since the earl’s death. Oliver refrained from scoffing in response, but only just.

During luncheon at the Society Club, Patrick Banfer informed the table that Lady Cameron had received a visit from her former brother-in-law, but that the earl had only stayed for ten minutes and then left again to go to Boodle’s Club and drink an entire bottle of whiskey. And as Oliver refastened his trousers in Lady Katherine Falston’s lavish green bedchamber, she relayed the news that Diane, the Countess of Cameron, had sent for a certain well-known jeweler who worked almost exclusively with the most precious of stones.

“Are you hinting at something?” Oliver asked, sitting back on the edge of the bed to pull on his Hoby boots.

A bare arm slid over his shoulder, warm breasts pressing against his back through the thin material of his shirt. “Neither of us is the marrying sort,” Kat murmured, nibbling his earlobe, “but a pretty bauble or two—well, most ladies would welcome an expensive gift from an intimate friend.”

Oliver shrugged out of her loose embrace and stood again. “I prefer to leave nothing behind to cost me more later.” Retrieving his tan jacket from the back of a chair, he pulled it on. “Though perhaps I should send you a bauble. At the least it would give the wags something to chew on other than who might be calling on bloody boring Adam House and its so-called mysterious resident.”

Kat sank back into the voluminous bedsheets. “Don’t you dare. You know I was teasing you. I may enjoy an intimate evening in your company, but you keep your scandals away from me. If you wish to give me a gift, do it privately, and make it very, very expensive.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Of course she’d made light of it; she knew as well as anyone that he didn’t care for entanglements—in or out of bed. “Good evening, Kat.”

“Mm-hm.”

Most of Lady Katherine’s household knew he was there, but he nevertheless kept his boot steps quiet as he descended the main staircase and let himself out the front door. Habit, he supposed, as not all of his lovers were unmarried. Though whether their husbands were concerned or even surprised over his presence was another question entirely. And a husband’s possible reaction was one that Oliver always kept in mind. Not, however, tonight. With her status and connections, Lady Katherine likely thought as little of husbands as he did.

As he reached Regent Street, he slowed Brash, his gray thoroughbred. Adam House lay just out of sight past the tall hedgerows. Oliver clenched his jaw. Damned woman. Damned, damned woman. Yes, he’d thought the Season dull, but that hardly merited the dusting off of old morality lessons—the saying “be careful what you wish for” being foremost among them.

He supposed he could stop by some morning and pay his respects—well, not his respects, precisely, but make his presence known, at least—but Diane Benchley seemed to be in no hurry to reveal herself to her curious peers. Despite his desire to be strictly annoyed by her in general, that made him a touch curious as well. And all things considered, encountering her first in public would likely be wiser for both of them. The burning question seemed to be why she was waiting.

Rolling his shoulders, Oliver clucked at Brash and sent them trotting west to his rented town house on Oxford Street. He knew he was far past sentiment, and he’d never believed in allowing the passing of time to soften the hard edges of memories. And he never—never—let anyone else see an ounce of weakness. Not his own, anyway. Exposing that of others was so lamentably easy that on occasion he couldn’t restrain himself. If Lady Cameron knew what was best for her, she would take care to keep him well away from whatever she might be plotting.

Though if she truly had her own best interests at heart, she would never have returned to England in the first place.


 

Chapter Two

Diane Benchley, the Countess of Cameron, took the liveried footman’s proffered hand and stepped down from her rented black carriage. “All ready, Jenny?” she murmured.

The tall, willow-thin woman descending to the cobblestones after her, nodded. “Just as we rehearsed, yes?” Genevieve Martine returned in the same tone, her slight accent that intriguing mix of French and German and English finishing school.

Tonight the severe pull of Jenny’s blond bun made her look like a governess or some companion to an elderly noblewoman, but that was deliberate. Tonight all eyes would be fixed on Diane, and tongues would be muttering all nature of interesting things out of her hearing. But not out of Jenny’s; the woman was a marvel at going unnoticed.

“Yes. And I apologize for even asking; tonight has become more significant than I’d anticipated. You know I generally prefer more than four days to plot out the entirety of my—our—future.” Diane pretended to adjust one of her silky black elbow-length gloves, taking the moment to gaze up at the large town house before them. Candlelight glowed from every window, voices and the strains of a country dance spilling out to the street. “You’re certain Lord Cameron won’t be here?”

“His invitation never arrived at his residence,” Jenny affirmed, a brief smile softening her features. “Such a shame, I know.”

“Splendid. He’s an annoyance, but one I could do without this evening. I believe this party is going to be more than interesting enough without him.” Diane made her way around the crowd of arriving and departing vehicles.

As she walked, she glanced at the various coats of arms emblazoned on the passing doors. A duke here, an earl there, along with brothers, cousins, nephews, and sons—all of the wealthy and powerful together with those who envied and emulated them. And all at the Duke and Duchess of Hennessy’s grand ball. If not for the herd of other females fluttering about as well, she would very nearly have called the evening perfect.

No one would realize it, of course, but she’d planned her arrival in London to coincide with this soiree. Back then, however, she’d had only one goal for the night. Now she had two. At that thought, a red painted dragon twined about a bloody sword caught her gaze just in time to add the exclamation to her point. The quick breath she drew was entirely against her will. Oliver Warren.

“Haybury?” Jenny asked, following her gaze. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

Diane leveled her shoulders. “No. I’m not. Ideally this wouldn’t be necessary, but as the ideal plan was just buried in York, necessity is what remains. Now that I’ve considered it, he’s the better choice, anyway.”

“Which is fortunate, since he is now the only choice.” Under her breath Jenny uttered something in German about Henry, Lord Blalock, and a deep pit of hell.

Silently Diane seconded the curse. Whatever Shakespeare wrote about best-laid plans, however, hers was not going to go astray. Some of the players might change, but she’d literally and figuratively journeyed too far to turn back now. “In all fairness, I don’t think Lord Blalock intended to expire,” she returned in the same low tone. “And certainly not from a broken neck.”

Jenny made a derisive sound. “What else does a sixty-year-old man expect when he rides after foxes? In the rain, yet?”

And that was the problem with several late aristocrats formerly of her acquaintance, Diane reflected. Despite all evidence to the contrary, they thought themselves invincible, untouchable, and immortal—until they fell. And they did fall, with rather alarming regularity. Diane shrugged out of her wrap as they reached the foyer. She could blame herself for being some sort of widow maker, she supposed, but then the one man of her acquaintances who most deserved to drop stone-dead had recently inherited a marquisdom and a great deal of money.

“How will you approach Haybury?” Jenny asked on the tail of that thought.

That very question had kept her awake most of last night. “I’ve an idea or two. Leave it to me.”

With a brief nod, Jenny slipped past the butler amid a group of giggling girls undoubtedly enjoying their very first Season in London. For a moment Diane watched them, uncertain whether she envied their naïveté or pitied them for it. But then she’d begun the same way and she’d learned her lessons. The price might have been a bit steep, but perhaps because of that fact she’d learned them very well indeed.

The party was lavish enough that the butler was announcing the newly arrived guests to the rest of the crowd. She’d anticipated that, as well, and she’d dressed accordingly. Black silk draped from her waist to the floor. Her bodice was of the same color, intricately embroidered and glittering with black glass beads. Black lace sleeves ended halfway to her elbows, and a swoop of more lace circled her low, curved neckline. Together with her black elbow-length gloves, the ensemble had cost several pretty pennies. And she knew it would be worth every shilling.

She handed the butler her invitation, listened to the murmurings already whispering behind her. “Ladies and gentlemen,” the fellow intoned from the top of the two shallow steps, “Diane Benchley, Lady Cameron.”

Diane lifted her chin just a fraction, the better to show off her glinting black teardrop necklace of onyx with its matching ear bobs. The bustle of conversation in the large ballroom faltered and then resumed, changing from the level hum of bees to the buzz of hornets. And there she was, deliberately stirring them up. Giving a slight, deliberately secretive smile, she descended to the marble floor. Look, she urged them all silently, inclining her head at the Duke and Duchess of Hennessy as they came forward to greet her. Be intrigued.

By noon tomorrow anyone who hadn’t already heard about her and her return to London would know. And that was precisely what she planned. Because after that she would own them all. Or at least the bits and pieces of them she wanted.

“It’s so good to see you, Diane,” the duchess cooed. “You’ve been away for so long!”

“Thank you for inviting me this evening, Your Grace,” Diane returned, reflecting that she’d only met the Duchess of Hennessy once and that the woman had spent the entire time complaining about her husband’s gout.

“My condolences on Lord Cameron’s passing,” the previously gouty duke rumbled, with a marked glance at Diane’s all-black ensemble. “Two years now, isn’t it?”

“Just over that, yes.” She gestured at herself, the tips of her fingers lingering for just a moment at her neckline. “I do so adore wearing black. Once I donned it for Frederick, I simply never gave it up.” She smiled. “It’s a very underused color for females, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” Hennessy returned, his gaze following her trailing fingers. “Very underused.”

The duchess cleared her throat. “Do enjoy yourself this evening, Lady Cameron.”

“Oh, I shall. Thank you.”

She did intend to enjoy herself, or she had when she’d originally planned her reentry into Society. The architecture of her plans up to the tiniest of details was to have been laid out by now, with only the pied piping to remain. Things had changed, things not even she could have foreseen, but she would make do. It would take more maneuvering than she’d anticipated, and it would mean involving that … man, but perhaps even that could be turned to her advantage.

At the least she chose to think that with a bit of strategically applied effort and perhaps a pinch of blackmail the end result would be what she wanted. What she required. And that hardly seemed too much to ask.

A tall fellow with a glittering emerald pin through his cravat approached her and bowed. “Are you dancing this evening, my lady?” he asked, his affected lisp reminding her why for a time she’d actually preferred Vienna.

“Introduce yourself, and I shall decide,” she returned, favoring him with the cool smile she’d perfected over the past year. The one that said she knew more than she was revealing. It had certainly served her well; in fact, she would place it just below money in the ranks of useful things to have.

“Ah, of course. I am Stewart Cavendish. Lord Stewart Cavendish. My father is the Marquis of Thanes. And you are ravishing.”

A second son or below, then. But still a lordling. “For that kind compliment, I shall grant you a quadrille.”

His own smile deepened. “And what would it take for me to earn a waltz?”

An inheritance and a title, she thought to herself. “Better than one moment of acquaintance,” she said aloud. “We shall see how you manage the quadrille.”

He bowed again, reaching for her dance card until she took a step backward and inscribed his name on the thing herself. When they danced was her choice, not his. She ticked off the spaces with her forefinger.

“I shall see you for the fourth dance then, Lord Stewart, son of Lord Thanes.” She deepened her smile just a touch.

“And I shall be practicing the steps in anticipation.”

As he strolled away to regale his friends with their conversation, Diane turned, taking a heartbeat to sweep her gaze across the many pairs of eyes watching her. No sign yet of Oliver Warren, but he was likely in one of the gaming rooms. Which meant she needed to find her way there as well—no easy feat considering that ladies were discouraged from visiting the sites of such vices.

By the time she’d made her way across the room to the doorway of one of the three temporary gaming rooms set off the main ballroom, she had seven dances spoken for. Only the evening’s first dance and the two waltzes remained, just as she intended. Diane crossed the doorway, managing a surreptitious glance at the billiards table inside. A dozen gentlemen stood about, but not the one she sought.

A cool breeze brushed across her back. “You are making quite the impression,” Jenny’s soft voice came. “‘Where has she been?’ ‘Where did she find her wealth?’ ‘Why is no one escorting her?’ ‘Does she mean to remarry?’”

Diane gave a slight nod. “It doesn’t take long, does it?” she murmured from behind her dance card. “If I can find Lord Haybury, this next bit will be even more interesting.”

“I heard two women complaining that he was spending all evening in the card room and wouldn’t come out to dance,” her companion returned. “They are very disappointed.”

“Sometimes I think Bonaparte would have won the war if you’d been on his side, my dear.”

“Of course he would have.”

Diane caught the smile before it could touch her mouth. Instead she continued with her search, declining two more invitations as the music for the night’s first dance, a quadrille, began on the overlooking balcony. The dance floor filled, and the space around her opened. And then her pathway was blocked again.

“Diane.”

She looked up into pale gray eyes cooler than the fabled ice of the Arctic. “Oliver. There you are.” Before she could take the moment to consider just what she was about to do, she stepped forward, taking both his hands in hers. “So good to see you again.” She set her mouth into a deep smile, far more than she’d favored anyone else with that evening.

His hands felt warm even through her gloves—and thank God she was wearing them, or she would have been tempted to scratch out those lovely eyes with her nails. His fingers, though, remained in hers. And they were very still. A heartbeat later he withdrew them. “Yes, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” he said, though the expression deep in his eyes was far more murderous.

“It has! Do call on me tomorrow. At ten o’clock. We’ll have tea. I do so want to announce the news of my new gaming club, you know.”

There. Before she could even turn away she heard the echoes of her conversation spreading through the guests like a ripple of water in a pond. Or fire in a wheat field, more like. Yes, she’d just said she was opening a gaming club. Yes, Lord Haybury knew all about it—indeed, they were old friends.

A hand grabbed her elbow. “What the dev—”

Diane blinked, pulling in her thoughts even as she faced Oliver again. His expression hadn’t altered, but his eyes weren’t cool any longer. “Not here, Oliver,” she cooed, holding still despite the fact that she had the sudden urge to yank herself free and run. Swiftly. “We must discuss the details first.” With her free hand she reached up and touched his cheek, brushed her fingers against hair the brown of richest chocolate.

The murmuring became peppered with gasps of surprise. “Whatever you’re attempting to tangle me in, I will destroy you for this,” he breathed.

She smiled again. “You may try,” she returned. “Now unhand me or I shall kiss you.”

The trap of his fingers snapped open, and feeling rushed back into her arm.

“A pity you aren’t dancing this evening,” she continued in a more audible tone. “Ten o’clock. Don’t forget.”

His hard gaze held her in place for a moment. “I don’t forget anything.”

“Hm. Neither do I.”

As she glided over to meet her partner for the next dance of the evening, she used every ounce of willpower to keep her hands and voice steady. Yes, she knew precisely what she was doing and no, he didn’t frighten her in the least, but being face-to-face with him again … It reminded her of more than how much she disliked the man. Touching him sparked the memory of things that she’d already resolved were not to be dredged up again. Not for anything.

By the second waltz of the evening Lord Haybury was nowhere to be found and the gossip about her plans had spread so far it was coming back to her. She stood to one side, intentionally in sight of all the men who’d asked her to waltz and been refused. Yes, they were on the dance floor while she wasn’t, but each one knew—as did she—that he was partnered with his second choice.

Yes, the night was proceeding perfectly. The only thing that could have made it better was if Oliver had demanded a waltz as well, so she could have turned him down just as she had all the others. More than likely he’d known that, though. Oliver Warren was no fool.

“You should sample the parfaits,” Jenny said from beside her. “They are exquisite.”

“The Hennessys’ chef is a fellow from Sicily,” she returned. “I won’t have him.”

“I didn’t mean you should hire him. I meant the sweets are tasty.”

Diane rolled her shoulders. “Yes, yes. I’m sorry, my dear; I’m obsessing again. But I won’t be eating this evening.”

“I shall eat two, then.” Genevieve seated herself, using a stand of ferns to shield her from the majority of the room. “Everyone wants to know if you’ve gone mad. ‘A club? What sort of club? If Haybury is involved it must be for wagering.’”

“I told you he was the better choice, however willing Lord Blalock was to open his purse. Blalock wasn’t known for anything but having deep pockets and a penchant for the ladies. Oliver Warren is synonymous with wagering. It saves so many steps.”

Even without looking, she knew Jenny’s expression would be skeptical. It didn’t matter, however. She’d taken the first step and had already laid out the pathway all the way to the front door. And Oliver had best walk it with her, or he would regret it. Because arrogant as he was, she knew just where to find the chinks in his armor. Nor was she afraid to exploit them. With Lord Blalock dead, everything depended on it.

“As you said, we have no choice,” her companion agreed softly.

“As I said. More gossip, if you please.”

“I’ll be close by the refreshment table. And not because of the parfaits. The sweets seem to loosen tongues.”

“I’ll not begrudge you a parfait, my dear. Merely keep your ears busy, as well.”

“Mais oui.”

Partway across the room Diane noticed a young lady looking at her. That wasn’t so unusual, though the woman’s expression wasn’t the vaguely resentful one she’d already become accustomed to seeing on female faces this evening. Finally the lady clasped her hands together and approached. “Has it truly been so long that you don’t remember me?” she said, stopping a few feet away.

Diane looked at her more closely. “Jane Lumley.”

Jane smiled. “You see? Four years hasn’t altered me so much. You, on the other hand…” She gestured at the sleek black gown Diane wore. “You’ve become some sort of goddess of temptation, I think.”

“Oh, please. It’s only clothes.” Abruptly less certain than she had been since her return to London, Diane gestured her old friend toward the open balcony doors. She hadn’t had many close friends before Frederick, and fewer after, and this was not a conversation she looked forward to having. But if she’d learned anything over the past four years, it was that no one else would look after her with the same care and cunning she used. And looking after herself took precedence over everything. Even old friends.

“For someone who so quietly absented herself from Society you certainly know how to make a grand entrance,” Jane observed as they stepped out on the balcony. Two couples had preceded them, but it was still a hundred times quieter than the ballroom.

Of course quiet also meant they could more easily be overheard. “Frederick’s decision to leave England was rather … impulsive. Leaving Vienna took a bit more forethought. It’s such a lovely city, you know.”

“So I hear.” Her expression cooling a fraction, Jane sent her gaze over the rooftops behind them. “You’re not still in mourning, are you?” she asked in a quieter voice. “Because as I recall, you and Frederick—”

“Vienna is quite romantic as well,” Diane broke in. “You really should make an effort to visit.” There. Whatever her motives, it would never do for her to be seen as mercenary. Everyone had to see something in her plans for themselves, or her ship would be sunk before it ever left port.

“I shall, then.” Jane favored her with a sideways glance. “I would be delighted if you would call on me, you know. For tea, or luncheon, or shopping—whatever pleases you.”

“Well, I’m frightfully busy with my new hobby, but we shall see. Thank you for the invitation.”

“Your new hobby being opening a gaming house?”

“A club. A magnificent, very exclusive club.”

“A club, then.” Jane drew a breath. “We were dear friends once, Diane. If you ever wish to chat, I shall lend you an ear. Two, if necessary.”

“Thank you, but I’m not harboring any dark secrets. Not very exciting, I know, but there you have it.”

When Jane excused herself a few moments later in favor of a clearly nonexistent appointment, Diane let out her breath in a small sigh. Yes, they’d been friends, but the last thing she needed these days was a combination of confidante and reminder of her unfortunate, naïve past. Diane chose her companions and associates with great care now, mostly because she could. In fact, she refused to be a victim of circumstance or tradition or—or anything, any longer.

This was her venture, and no one else would be allowed to guide, assume, or abscond with it. Ever. And the sooner one particularly arrogant man learned his place in the scheme of things, the better for everyone concerned. She would tell him that tomorrow. At ten o’clock.


 

Chapter Three

It was the first time, Oliver reflected, that he’d ever been threatened with a public kiss and backed down.

Any chit who delivered such a challenge to him, of all people, deserved every ounce of ruination he could send in her direction—which was quite a bit, given his reputation. In his own defense Diane had made her threat quietly enough that no one had overheard, so if he’d answered her challenge he would have looked the bully. Aside from that, Diane Benchley was up to something.

He had no intention of stumbling into some plot of hers mouth first. Or anything else first. No, today he would be treading very carefully. And she’d best be as well, for her own sake.

He swung down from Brash and handed the thoroughbred’s reins to a waiting stable boy. “Keep him walking; I won’t be long.”

“Yes, my lord.” The gray-haired fellow bobbed his head and led the gelding around the side of the large town house.

It was common knowledge that the fortunes of the Benchleys had been falling for years, which if nothing else left them with a string of impressive properties they had married into in an ongoing search for wealthy in-laws. Such was the case with Adam House; the earl two or three generations ago had snared the eldest daughter of Maximillian Adam, the Marquis of Wright. The house had been a wedding gift from the marquis.

Oliver had done some checking in the last few days, and since Adam House wasn’t entailed, he was rather surprised the late Earl of Cameron hadn’t sold the place to keep the dunners off his trail. But perhaps he’d intended to regain his fortune in Europe and then return to London and Adam House in the rather spectacular manner his wife had managed. That might even be what Diane wanted everyone to think. It was only because of a quirk of fate that he knew otherwise about her fortunes.

A young woman opened the front door as he reached it, and Oliver paused for a moment. He’d seen attractive women before, of course, but this one wore breeches. And a butler’s jacket and waistcoat. Whatever Diane was up to, apparently she’d lost her sensibilities in the process.

“My lord,” the woman intoned, inclining her head. “Lady Cameron is expecting you. If you’ll follow me.”

Once he’d entered the foyer, the lady butler shut the door and led the way upstairs. Oliver occupied himself with watching her hindquarters—a surprisingly sensual sight in those breeches and long jacket tails—and nearly ran into her when she abruptly stopped outside a closed door. She knocked twice, cracked open the door, and then returned down the stairs.

So he was expected to make his own entrance. That was nothing new, except that he knew Diane Benchley. This would be a chess game, and in her home, at her request, he’d already lost several pawns.

And she was undoubtedly counting the seconds between the knock and his entrance, estimating whether he was hesitating or plotting, or both. Oliver pushed open the door with one fingertip and stepped inside.

Diane sat behind a desk. “Are you trying to look busy, or to keep me at a distance?” he asked, closing the door behind him and leaning back against it.

Lifting one forefinger at him, she continued to scribble in a ledger. She wore black again, this time a simple, straightforward muslin that still managed to make her look sleek and stunning. Black hair swept back into a simple knot might have been meant to look severe, but the strands that escaped to frame her face were far too artfully placed to be accidental.

“You were wearing black when I last saw you in Vienna,” he commented, studying her lowered face. “You didn’t mean it then, either.”

“When last you saw me I’d been widowed for less than a month. Of course I meant it.”

Oliver lifted an eyebrow. “How closely do you wish me to recall the events of Vienna? Because I wouldn’t have called it mourning.”

With a sigh she set down her quill pen and steepled her fingers in front of her. “You didn’t care what I called it. How could the color of my gown signify when you only wanted me out of it?”

“Is this the game we’re playing, then?” He folded his arms over his chest. “I wanted you in it, but I could only have you out of it.”

“Until you ran home to London like a scalded dog. That is what I recall about Vienna.”

He pushed upright again. “I returned home to claim my inheritance.”

“Ah, yes, I nearly forgot. You’re a marquis now. What a fortunate bit of timing that you can blame your cowardice on your uncle’s demise.”

Oliver took a step closer. “I suggest you stop referring to my uncle’s death as fortunate,” he said, his jaw clenched. “That sort of talk causes rumors to start.”

“I will, as soon as you cease referring to my period of mourning as gown deep.”

Well, she had him there. As for the scalded-dog reference, she had him there as well. That part, however, he had no wish to admit to. Not to her, or to anyone else. “Agreed,” he said aloud. “We shall cease insulting one another about our feelings or lack thereof upon the death of near relations.”

“Good.”

Reaching behind him, Oliver pulled open the door again. “Then good day, Diane.”

“I’m not finished with you yet.”

“Unless you have something to say that involves money or sex, I’m not interested.”

“Money.”

Finding that he would much rather have left Adam House regardless of her answer, Oliver forced himself to close the door again. “Speak.”

“Sit down, why don’t you?”

“Not until I know whether your conversation will make me money or cost me money.”

A muscle in her cheek jumped. “First one, and then the other.”

As little information as she was feeding him, she was replying. And he remained curious despite himself. Oliver released the door handle and strolled forward to sit in one of the large chairs placed opposite the desk. “I’m listening.”

“I had a plan for my club,” she said without preamble. “Lord Blalock signed papers agreeing to lend me five thousand pounds and to lease the old Monarch Club property in his name and for my use.”

“Blalock broke his damned neck out riding after foxes with his latest mistress.”

“Yes, I know. I discovered that the morning after I arrived in London.”

Oliver gazed at her. Emerald green eyes held his steadily; she knew what he was deciphering, and she wasn’t attempting to keep any information from him. Not about her finances, at any rate. “That must have been quite a shock.”

“You have no idea.”

“I’m to be Blalock’s replacement, then. You want me to lend you the money.”

“A bank won’t.”

“What about the money your late husband owed nearly everyone?”

“I’ve either repaid it or made arrangements to do so.”

“With what? You were, as I recall, left penniless in Vienna.”

“Frederick signed over all his unentailed property to me.”

Sinking back in his very comfortable leather chair, Oliver crossed his legs at the ankles. “No, he didn’t. Not before he died. You complained about having nothing the night we met. Or the morning after that, rather.”

“I have a talent for forgery. And I had been signing most of his papers for him since our marriage, anyway.”

“You’re not even going to attempt to fabricate a lie? I’m disappointed.”

“Lying takes effort, and I don’t see the point.” She gestured toward the trio of bottles set on a small table beneath the room’s large window. “Do you wish something to drink?”

“No. Go on.”

“Very well. I sold off everything Frederick willed to me with the exception of this house, and I was able to settle most of his debts. I’m only telling you this so you’ll realize that the money you lend me will be used solely to establish my gaming club.”

Ignoring for the moment that she’d assumed he would be amenable to giving her anything, he nodded. “Tell me about this club, then.”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.” Diane shifted a little to partially pull open the desk’s top right-hand drawer.

The thought that she likely had a pistol in there didn’t do much to cool his temper, but it did tell him quite a great deal about how importantly she viewed this conversation. “Then I’ll bid you good day, Diane.” Mentally he began counting.

Before he’d reached five, Diane stood. “Oh, very well. You may listen. I do not want your opinion.”

“Get on with it, then. You’re the one who called this little meeting.”

Slowly she took her seat again. “I have learned a great deal about the power of wagering. I have also determined that the only party who is guaranteed to have money at the end of the evening is the gambling establishment.”

“There are a dozen high-class gentlemen’s clubs here already, my dear. You’re not the first to come to this conclusion.”

“Frederick’s idiotic wagering took everything from me, Oliver. Now it is my turn. My club will be extremely exclusive. And given that the Monarch Club property was just sold to some merchant wanting to open a shop in Mayfair, my club will be here, at Adam House. The architecture and floor plan are nearly ideal, and very little need be done to render it perfect. Every one of my employees will be female, well educated, and attractive. The—”

“So you’re going to manage a brothel.”

Her cheeks darkened. “Absolutely not. Sex is not the vice I aim to exploit. I am invariably disappointed by its brevity and arbitrariness.”

Whether she meant to aim that particular barb at him or not, Oliver wasn’t about to lose the path of the conversation because of an insult. “That explains the lady butler at your door. You do have an elderly fellow in your stable, however.”

“I never said men aren’t capable of shifting manure. You seem supremely well suited for it, in fact.”

“And this is how you ask for money? I’d hate to hear you flat-out insult someone.”

She hesitated. It was only a heartbeat, a brief lowering of her eyes, but he saw it. Not very long ago he’d earned his way by finding weak points in others and making them bleed any blunt he could get his hands on. This time he waited. Whatever it was about her that irked him also made him curious. Lamentable but true.

“Whatever my employees choose to do privately will not be my concern, as long as it doesn’t reflect badly on the club. So no, I am not opening a brothel. If anyone should choose to think so and decide to pay my membership fee because of that … misapprehension, I have no objection.”

“You have some interesting ideas, I admit, but I’ve never heard of a woman opening a club that didn’t feature sex. And if you’re assuming you’ll remain Society’s new darling once words become deeds, you’re sadly mistaken.” He pulled out his pocket watch and clicked it open. “It’s an unsound enterprise, and I won’t throw money at it.”

“What would convince you to do so?”

“In general? Partial ownership, a guaranteed percentage of the profits, a say in which games were offered and who was granted membership. Specifically? I’ve been in bed with you, Diane. I don’t care to repeat my mistakes.”

She sighed. “I’d hoped you would see that I don’t much care what Society makes of me, as long as they continue speculating. And I thought you might realize that I intend to do this, whatever your unasked-for thoughts on the matter.”

“Determination does not make a business successful, my dear.”

“Men who flee my bed so swiftly they leave their waistcoats behind aren’t permitted to call me ‘my dear.’” She pulled a folded piece of paper from that half-open drawer. Considering he’d expected to see a pistol or a dagger, he was slightly relieved. “And before you pretend to be insulted and slink off again,” she continued, “you should read this.”

Frowning, he sat forward and pulled the paper toward him. “If you mean to publish a memoir about my ‘slinking,’ as you call it, pray keep in mind that I know a few unpleasant things about you, as well. Aside from that, I don’t embarrass easily.”

She flicked her fingers toward the note. “Read.”

Oliver unfolded the paper. In neat cursive two lines curled across the otherwise bare page: “I have a sworn statement from Tomas DuChamps affirming that you cheated him and four other gentlemen at cards in the amount of 812 pounds on the twenty-seventh of April 1816.”

Murder. That was what the chit deserved. Murder. Black fury flashing through him, Oliver snapped to his feet. “You little b—”

The pistol in her hand stopped the insult he’d been about to utter, but not the biting anger behind it.

“I know you don’t embarrass easily,” she said coolly, the pistol unwavering and aimed directly at his chest. “Losing your reputation as a cardplayer, however, is, I believe, another matter entirely. Sit down.”

He nearly refused, until it occurred to him that not only would she more than likely pull the trigger, but she also might even enjoy it. Slowly, every muscle taut, he sank into the chair again. “I hope you’ve considered how you mean for this conversation to end,” he murmured.

“I have,” she returned. “I’ve done nothing else for five days, in fact, since I learned of Lord Blalock’s death and that little nuisance Anthony Benchley made me realize that I have quite the prize in Adam House.”

“Get to it, then.”

“It’s actually quite simple. Wagering took very nearly everything from me. I mean to turn the vice to my own use now. As for you, Oliver, though you weren’t my first choice, when I consider matters I believe your participation is quite fitting. After all, thanks to Frederick and you I’ve learned a great deal about how men attempt to take advantage, and about how … ill-advised it is to rely on anyone else.”

“This is all a rather overelaborate means to tell me to go to the devil, then? You might merely have sent a letter. There’s a chance I would even have read it.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” she retorted, true emotion pitching her voice a breath higher. “This has nothing to do with you, other than the fact that you’re knowledgeable about wagering and that I can compel you to assist me.”

“By threatening to ruin me and have me banned from every club in London? That’s not a wise approach, Diane.”

She gazed at him for a long moment. “I’d rather not ruin you, or even shoot you. But I suppose that’s up to you now. Shall we discuss my business requirements, or would you prefer to continue with the threats?”

Oliver eyed her. “Two years ago you were much more weepy and … soft.”

“Two years ago I’d just buried an idiot husband who’d left me destitute in a foreign country. And I was not weepy. I was angry.”

A flash of her moaning beneath him, her nails digging into his back, crossed his mind. “You were, at that. It was quite invigorating.”

“I have a pistol pointed at you. Do you truly wish to discuss that particular fortnight? You didn’t precisely look anything but cowardly by the end of it.”

“No, I don’t suppose I do. What am I being compelled to do, then? Loan you five thousand pounds and then what, gamble at your club? Very well. I will lend you the blunt for one year, at the end of which you will return to me six thousand pounds. As you said, no bank would do business with you, so accept the offer or walk away.”

“I have a counteroffer.”

“Do tell.” Her statement didn’t surprise him in the least. What she said, however, just might. And that at least made it interesting.

“You will lend me the money, and you will keep a private lodging at the club. Th—”

“What? You must be joking.”

“Your presence here will both provide me with a shield against unwanted attention from others of your gender and make me sought after. You see, via you I will have made myself unobtainable, and you’re quite aware, I believe, that men most want what they cannot have.”

“So you want me to live here, under your roof. You do wish to be murdered, don’t you?”

She actually smiled. “I should have mentioned— I’m not in direct possession of that statement from Monsieur DuChamps. I’ve put it somewhere safe, to be opened in the event of my death or disappearance.”

“Good thinking.”

“I agree. You are also a master at card playing, so in addition to lodging here you will provide me with every bit of information you have on odds and wagering and the rules of particular games, and you will train my employees.”

“I’m not going to assist you with cheating anyone. Best shoot me now if that is your—”

“There will be no cheating of anyone. You will teach them how to take advantage. How to know when to encourage a wager from a gentleman, or when to send him away from the table so that he will return with more money later. Everything you know.”

Oliver considered her demands. In truth she could have required the five thousand as payment for her silence rather than as a loan; he wagered heavily and with influential men, and any document proving that he’d cheated would see him ruined and reviled. No matter that he’d done it once and out of desperation. A scandal was a scandal, and this would be a delicious one. The ton would feast on it for months. Years.

“What is the name of this club of yours?” he finally asked.

“I’ve decided to call it The Tantalus Club.”

He snorted. “Really? You’ve had two years to contemplate every aspect of this little plot of yours and the best you can come up with is The Tantalus Club?” Oliver reached into his coat pocket for a cheroot, which he lit on the lamp set at one corner of the desk. “An unrealized temptation? Rather … literal of you, isn’t it? Why not The Tangled Web, then? Or the Toss Your Blunt down the Well Club?”

Diane gazed at him levelly. “Firstly, ‘The Tangled Web’ implies deception or dishonesty. My club will be neither of those, and I certainly will not put that thought into any potential member’s head.”

Hm. She had been considering things. But then, he’d never thought she was dull-witted. “And secondly?” he prompted, taking a long, herb-scented draw on the cheroot and breathing it out again.

“‘Tantalus’ is a very honest name. They come through my doors tempted by fortune or fame or beauty. And realistically, they won’t acquire any of the three. Not here. Not at any wagering club, really. Therefore, they’ve been warned.” She leaned forward on her elbows, her right-hand fingers still curled around the butt of the pistol. “And thirdly, y—”

“A thirdly, even. No wonder you point pistols at everyone you invite in for a chat, with the amount of criticizing and insulting and exposition you do.”

“And thirdly,” she repeated, more forcefully, “you are providing funds and training and your presence. Not your ideas, opinions, or your thoughts. We are not partners.”

“If I’m to invest my money and my presence and my expertise, I believe we are partners.”

Her lips tightened. “You are a lender. A bank with, unfortunately, a mouth. I’ve had the papers drawn up. Sign them, and then have your man transfer the funds to my use.”

If this had been a game of cards, Oliver reflected, he likely would have raised the stakes and dared the opposing player to show his—her—hand. In this instance, however, the surest way to learn what his opponent was thinking—and what she might ultimately be pursuing—would seem to be to surrender. For a long moment he studied her expression, but she’d learned a thing or two over the past two years about hiding her thoughts and emotions. Cool emerald eyes gazed back at him, revealing … nothing, which in itself meant something.

Two years ago he had fled Vienna, very like the scalded dog she accused him of being. And so, he supposed, there existed no better way for him to prove to himself that he was beyond such nonsense, beyond being seduced by wit and a pair of pretty eyes, than by agreeing to work with her.

“This project of yours is nonsense,” he said, sitting forward and motioning for the contract papers, “but very well.”

“Excellent.” Swift relief crossed her face, then was gone again.

“I will sign over the blunt, but I’m not putting my signature on any further agreement.”

“That is not accept—”

“I’ll take a room at your club, and I’ll instruct your so-called employees and lend you my expertise. The specific terms of that, however, will remain solely between you and me. Subject to further negotiation, of course.”

Diane didn’t like that. He didn’t need to be schooled in reading anyone’s expressions to know she was tempted again to shoot him. Oliver held still, keeping his alert but relaxed pose. If he’d been a believer in fair play, then he might possibly have conceded that he deserved a ball in the chest. Fortunately or not, his own philosophy leaned more toward getting whatever he wanted at whatever cost—within reason. Being shot didn’t quite fall into that “reasonable” category.

Finally she shoved the pen and inkwell in his direction. “Do keep in mind that I still have the letter from DuChamps. You’d be better served by signing precisely what we agreed to. But if you wish to continue with negotiating, well, I know how to do that as well.”

Oliver signed over five thousand pounds for the period of two years, with repayment at the rate of three percent. Hm. That seemed very reasonable of him. There were, however, other ways to better his position. In for a penny, in for a pound—or five thousand pounds, rather—as the saying went.


 

Chapter Four

When Oliver set down the pen, Diane tightened her grip on the pistol. Simply because it seemed as though the danger had passed didn’t mean it had. Especially where Oliver Warren was concerned.

Finally, though, he pushed his chair back and stood up. “When do I move my residence?” he asked.

“Just for your information,” she returned, standing as well so he wouldn’t loom over her, “if I had a choice, you and I would be on separate continents. Once I begin hiring employees, you may begin calling on me. I will, of course, be intrigued but cautious.”

“And ruined, once I move into your home.”

“You’re moving into a room above my club—not my home.”

“Semantics, Diane. No more invitations to Society events for you. No more teas with duchesses or luncheons for church charities.”

The odd thing was, a few years ago that might have hurt. “I have no doubt I’ll be invited to fewer events. As long as I remain a mystery and a curiosity, however, I shan’t lack for invitations.”

“Care to wager on that?”

Of course he’d chosen those words on purpose. “Still scratching about for weaknesses, are you, Oliver? Be cautious about with whom you choose to play. I have claws, too.”

He walked to the office door and pulled it open. “Yes, I know. I’ve felt them digging into my back.”

“These days I aim for the throat. And I’ll expect to receive the funds by the end of the day.”

“You’ll have them by noon. And I’ll be giving up my house at the end of the month. That gives you a fortnight, I believe.”

So he wanted to push at her already. Diane nodded. “I’ll be summoning you before then to instruct my employees.”

With a slight grin that looked much more predatory than cowed, the Marquis of Haybury left the room. A moment later she heard Juliet open and close the front door.

Heaving a deep sigh that shook along the edges, Diane dropped into her chair again. “Damn that man,” she muttered.

The side door leading from the adjoining sitting room opened, and Genevieve glided soundlessly into the room. “You weren’t exaggerating,” she said, taking the chair Oliver had just vacated. “That man is a terror.”

“No, he’s formidable. But so am I.”

“All the same, you might have compelled him to sign all the papers.”

Yes, she could have—but she doubted she or any portion of her reputation would have survived the resulting carnage. “Let him think he can still negotiate. I can do the same. By the end I’ll have him wishing he’d agreed to all my terms right from the beginning.”

“Blalock would have been easier to manage.”

“Haybury knows more about wagering than anyone else in the country, and he has more money, these days. I suppose I’ll trade compliance for knowledge.” She sent a glance at her companion. “Not that we have a choice in the matter. I refuse to go live in some rented cottage in the middle of nowhere because my late husband couldn’t stop with ruining his own life and had to drag me down with him.”

“You know you will always have my support, Diane, whatever happens.”

She drew a breath. “Yes, I know. Thank you, Jenny. That man does tend to make me wish to hit things.” Standing again, she brushed her palms down the front of her gown. She hadn’t so much as shaken his hand, but heat seemed to cling to her regardless. “You put the advertisement in the newspaper?”

“Oui. Beginning tomorrow. And I sent a note to Mr. Dunlevy. He will call at four o’clock today.”

“Good. Considering that we’ve relocated the club to these premises, we’ll have to alter the floor plans somewhat.” Drawing her arm around Jenny’s, she forced a smile. “And we will make certain to put a brick wall between the club residences and my part of Adam House.”

“A very thick brick wall,” her friend agreed.

That left Diane the remainder of the day to revisit her decorating plans and see to the removal of the last vestiges of the Benchley family remaining in the house. Thus far the sale of a pearl necklace, two old vases, and a portrait—of someone who looked enough like Frederick that it actually gave her a nightmare—had only earned her ten pounds. But considering that that was more than Frederick had left her when he’d died, she considered it a fair beginning.

*   *   *

“So all that nonsense about you not recalling who Lady Cameron was,” Jonathan Sutcliffe, Lord Manderlin, commented, whipping his rapier up and toward the ground again in a swift salute, “that was what, you having a laugh at the rest of us?”

Oliver adjusted his mask, flicked his own rapier sideways, and then lunged, digging the tip into the padded material covering Manderlin’s heart. “Perhaps.”

“Touché!” the referee called, and the two men resumed their original places.

“Good God, Haybury, do you have to go directly for the kill?”

Beneath the mask, Oliver grinned. “Your heart is a very small target, Jonathan. I doubt that blow would have been fatal.”

“Oh, very amusing. If my heart is small, yours must have turned to dust years ago.”

“Fence!”

This time Oliver feinted for a shoulder, waited for Manderlin to push his blade aside, then whipped the weapon down across the fine mesh of the viscount’s mask.

“Touché!”

“Are you attempting to dismember me, then? Generally you let me have a point or two to build my confidence before you destroy me.”

“Apologies. I’m not feeling particularly charitable this afternoon, my friend.” In fact, he was quite happily imagining Diane Benchley standing opposite him, in her hands a parasol or something equally useless as he poked and prodded her at will. Yes, it was likely sexual, but he could hardly blame himself for that. The woman had been a tigress in bed. A demon, ripping beneath his skin to places he’d thought completely invulnerable. Taking his—

“Touché!” jabbed into his ears a half second after Manderlin stabbed him in the gut. Oliver blinked.

“Ha! Not invincible, are you?” Jonathan danced back and forth, swatting the empty air with his weapon.

The half smile still on his face dropping into a scowl, Oliver backed to his beginning position. She was not allowed to make him weak. If it took living under her roof and playing her little game to prove that he’d moved well beyond whatever it was she’d nearly done to him, then so be it.

“What, no chitchat now?” Manderlin taunted. “No witty ripostes or insults to my manliness?”

Oliver jabbed a finger of his free hand at the referee, who swallowed. “Fence!”

A minute later, Viscount Manderlin was flat on his back, suffering from a triplet of blows to his face, chest, and gut. Before their referee could finish calling out points or the outcome of the set, Oliver pulled off his mask and tossed it at a servant.

“Oliver!” Jonathan called out as he struggled to his feet.

“I don’t like to lose,” Oliver replied, striding toward the private dressing room to change back into his clothes.

He knew Diane’s plans now. She’d already managed to pull him into her plot, and as long as she had that letter he hadn’t much hope of escaping unless she allowed him to do so. And if he knew anything, he knew how very unlikely that was. Therefore, he needed to discover every detail, rule, and flaw of her game. Because not only did he dislike losing, but he also had no intention of doing so.

Once he finished dressing he went to find Manderlin again. “Are you free for dinner?”

“That depends. Are you going to gloat?”

“No. And I’m buying.”

“Then we’re going to White’s.”

Forty minutes later a footman seated them on one side of White’s large dining room. Oliver spent several minutes doing something unusual for him—observing not the diners but the actual lay of the room. The number of tables, servers, the distance from the kitchen, the easily available liquor, and the enticing view into the closest of the gaming rooms.

The decor itself was overtly … stuffy, pretentious in a way that blatantly appealed to the wealthy and exclusive membership. Christ, there was a five-year waiting list for new member applicants. A prospective member had to have a sponsor, and even that was no guarantee for entry.

“I’m relieved that you’ve kept your word about not gloating,” Jonathan said around a mouthful of roast pheasant, “but some conversation would at least assure me you don’t mean to tip the table over on me or some such.”

“To how many clubs do you belong?” Oliver asked.

“That depends. You aren’t going to blackball me, are you?”

Oliver scowled. “Why are you so convinced I mean to maim you? I’ve never done so before.”

“Because something clearly has your spine in a twist, and I seem to be the handiest surrogate target. I’d ask you what might be troubling you, but I value your friendship. I am therefore sitting here quietly eating this very expensive dinner and waiting to be enlightened. Or for you to begin a fight with me. I’m generally more certain which I’m facing, but you’ve got me a bit on edge tonight.”

“That was long-winded. Why not just say, ‘Out with it’?”

Manderlin gazed at him for a heartbeat. “Out with it, Oliver.”

Oliver took a swallow of wine. “No.”

“Bastard.”

“For the moment, suffice it to say that if I were to confide in anyone, it would be you. I have a few things to decipher in my own mind first.”

With a nod, Jonathan returned to his meal. “Fair enough. And five.”

“Beg pardon?”

“Five clubs. White’s, the Society, The Army, the Tory, and Boodle’s.”

“The Tory? Really?”

“I inherited the membership from my father. I don’t think I’ve been above twice, but the fee’s reasonable.” Jonathan took a breath. “Is this by any chance about Lady Cameron announcing she’s going to open a gaming club?”

Of course word of that would have spread to every corner of Mayfair by now, damned chit. But that was undoubtedly precisely what she’d intended. “If it was about that, what’s your opinion on it?”

“What’s your opinion?”

“I asked first. Don’t be such a coward.”

“Fine. My second thought was that she hasn’t been in Vienna for the past three years—she’s been in Bedlam.”

Oliver nodded. Jonathan was a more … decent man than he was, so the viscount’s opinion was likely that of the majority of Mayfair’s male residents. “But you said that was your second thought. What was your first?”

“That I want to see this club. I mean, she’s a countess who’s pretty enough to net another husband in five minutes. For her to be willing to risk her standing in Society it would have to be extraordinary. I know Cameron was a gambler—a poor one, from all accounts—but just what was the countess up to in Vienna?”

Now that was interesting, Oliver decided. Perhaps he’d weighed shock and dismay too heavily against curiosity and possible fodder for gossip. He did tend to misestimate propriety—one of the consequences of trampling it so often, he supposed.

“Now will you tell me your opinion?” Manderlin asked.

“I also admit to some curiosity.”

“And do you know anything more about it than you did when you pretended not to remember her name? Everyone up to and including my groom knows you were to meet with Lady Cameron this morning.”

Had she intended that, as well? That his involvement, unwilling or not, would help spread her chosen gossip? She had turned him into an investor, after all. “It’s to be called The Tantalus Club, and she means to employ only females. Apparently lovely and untouchable ones.”

“Saint George’s buttonholes!” came from behind him. “Chits?”

Oliver turned his head. “Henning. Didn’t see you lurking there.”

Francis Henning gulped down a mouthful of ham. “Employ only females? To bank at the tables and serve the drinks?”

“And to take hats and shuffle cards, apparently.”

“But chits can’t manage money or cards,” the rotund fellow continued. “She’ll have to close the doors in a month.”

“But what a month,” Lord Bentson broke in from opposite Henning. “I’ll be happy to take some of Lady Cameron’s blunt while it lasts.”

That seemed to be the consensus at the surrounding tables. Diane was a fool about to lose everything, and every man wanted to be a part of taking it from her. Which would have been his opinion as well, Oliver reflected, except for the fact that it was his blunt she would be using. And once he moved his residence to The Tantalus Club, it would be his reputation as well.

Very well. He could acknowledge that Diane Benchley had outmaneuvered him. This morning, however, had only been a skirmish. He had every intention of being declared the winner at the end of the war—once he figured out what a victory would entail.

*   *   *

“I can break out this wall,” Mr. Dunlevy grunted, slapping his broad hand against the salmon-colored blockade currently separating the downstairs sitting room from the library. “That gives you the most floor space.”

Diane looked up from the house’s floor plans. “If we close off the foyer, add entry doors, and tear down the hallway walls as well, I can use the entire front of the house as the main gaming room.”

The builder lifted one caterpillar of an eyebrow. “That much renovation ain’t inexpensive, my lady.”

“Can you do it?”

He looked more assessingly at their surroundings. “It’ll take a few pillars to bear the weight of the upstairs, but aye.”

“Then let’s get to it. I intend to open my doors in a month.”

“A mo— Yes, my lady.”

The money she’d given him this morning undoubtedly had a great deal to do with his enthusiasm, but she was more concerned with his speed. Making grand statements and piquing everyone’s interest had been the first step. Now she needed to follow through with the club’s opening before a new bit of scandal or gossip made her potential clientele lose interest.

Once she and Mr. Dunlevy agreed on the revised layout of her club, Diane made her way past what seemed like dozens of workmen already pulling down the terribly dated wallpaper, replacing carpet, and repairing stairway bannisters. The entire front of the house would belong to The Tantalus, with the large gaming room downstairs, the sitting rooms and private apartments upstairs, and the employees’ quarters in the large, renovated attic.

The rear wing of the house remained hers, and the dozen rooms would be her sanctuary from what would, she hoped, become a very busy life. The irony that this small portion of the house was larger than her lodgings in Vienna didn’t escape her, either. Wagering was already beginning to pay her back. As long as she wasn’t the one doing the wagering, it would continue to do so.

If Lord Blalock hadn’t broken his neck and his solicitors hadn’t taken the liberty of countering his instruction to lease the old Monarch Club for her use, she would have been much closer to opening her own establishment. Even with the added expense and the … annoyance of recruiting Oliver Warren into her plans, however, she couldn’t deny a certain sense of satisfaction at turning Adam House into something that would no doubt have horrified the Benchley ancestors who’d gone to the bother of acquiring it.

*   *   *

“A gaming club?”

Diane looked down into the foyer from her vantage point up against the balcony railing to see her former brother-in-law gawping up at her. Damnation. “Anthony. I’m afraid I’m not seeing visitors today.”

“You can’t turn Adam House into this … thing,” he pressed, heading for the stairs leading up to her. “It’s been in the family for fifty years.”

“And now it’s mine. Your brother did one good thing before he expired, and that was to see that I had a place to live. What I choose to do with it is my own affair.” She took a half step backward. “And be cautious of the stairs; they haven’t been repaired yet.”

He stopped his ascent and gingerly returned to the foyer floor. “My brother signed over every unentailed bit of property in the family to you. Why do you need this one?”

“I used the others to pay off his debts—which I believe saved you from having to do so. And while we might once have been siblings-in-law, we are no longer any relation whatsoever. I must ask you to leave. When the club’s doors open, you may apply for membership.”

“Diane, this is ridiculous. What would your parents think?”

The same parents who’d bartered her off in order to have a countess in the family? She drew a breath, shaking herself. Anger led to mistakes, and she could afford to make none. “Ask them. I certainly don’t care to do so. Good day, Anthony.”

She left the balcony, stopping just out of sight to be certain he wouldn’t attempt the stairs again. Once she heard Juliet bid him good day, Diane resumed her way toward the back of the house.

“He doesn’t worry you, then?” came from just below her.

Turning around, she stopped to wait for Jenny to top the stairs. “The man climbed those stairs a week ago, and now he thinks they’re perilous simply because I said so. I’m not terribly concerned.”

A workman tipped his hat at her with his free hand as he carried one end of a rolled carpet past her. When she’d told Oliver—damnation, she needed to become accustomed to thinking of him as the Marquis of Haybury now, rather than as the marquis’ nephew—that men were fit at best to run her stables, she’d neglected to include their worth in toting and hammering things.

“Then I shan’t be, either.” Genevieve shifted her ever-present notebook from one arm to the other.

“What do you think, then? One large gaming room on the ground floor, taking up the entire front of the house, with a larger dining room behind it on the left, and a smaller gaming room and a breakfast room on the right, a library and billiards room behind that. Though I’m beginning to wonder whether a narrow corridor running up either side might be more beneficial for the hostesses’ and the servants’ use.”

“Ah. To keep the ladies out of sight until the last moment? I do like that.”

“I do, as well. Have Mr. Dunlevy see me again, will you?”

“Of course. Do you wish me to interview the applicants, then?”

The discreet advertisement had appeared in the London Times this morning, where it would remain for precisely one week. Any longer would make her seem desperate and already fighting to sustain a failing scheme. If she hadn’t filled all the necessary positions by then, well, there were several governess schools about where she might find a capable, attractive young lady or two who didn’t wish to follow children about.

“After I see Mr. Dunlevy I’ll be free until luncheon. If anyone appears, have Juliet or Margaret inform me.”

“Diane, there are two dozen young ladies presently waiting in the rear sitting room.”

“Two dozen?” She stopped. “It’s barely nine o’clock.”

“Yes, I know.”

At Jenny’s tone, Diane lifted an eyebrow. “You find this amusing, do you?”

“Not amusing. Encouraging. After all, if two dozen well-bred young women apply for employment at a gentlemen’s gaming club, that implies a certain … acceptance of the idea, does it not?”

“Women are generally more difficult to convince than men where sin is concerned,” Diane agreed. “What remains to be known is their quality. Would you and Margaret chat with each of them? With two dozen this morning, we shall hopefully be able to be a bit more … particular than I’d anticipated.”

Jenny nodded. “Mais oui. I’ll bring you the results after your meeting.”

Though Mr. Dunlevy clearly didn’t understand the importance of adding a factor of teasing and mystery to the club, he did understand the additional hundred pounds Diane had added to the agreement for two more walls and strategically placed doors.

Once he returned to his work, Diane sat back and sipped at her cooled tea. When he’d first arrived, her foreman of construction had been less than comfortable first with the idea of taking orders from a woman, and second with meetings where she disdained the use of a chaperone. It seemed to have finally occurred to him that her money spent as well as any man’s and that she knew her business.

Of course not everyone would be so easily convinced of her sanity or her reasoning. All she had to do, however, was make them want to visit The Tantalus Club. And then, if she’d managed to lay the path correctly, everything else would take care of itself.

Genevieve knocked at the half-open office door and then slipped into the room. “Do we have corridors for mystery?” she asked, holding onto the r’s and giving a deeper French lilt to her accent.

“We do. Do we have any possible employees?”

“I’ll leave that to you. Margaret and I gave brief interviews and made notes on all forty women, and I sent them home. The rooms were becoming very crowded.”

“Forty now? Good heavens.” Diane gestured at the stack of papers her companion held. “I hope you took addresses.”

“Oui, for the ones willing to give out such information. I instructed the others to return tomorrow for possible interviews with you.”

Diane frowned. “I don’t want whores working here, Jenny. If they can’t give an address, then I—”

“Read the notes. Your order of sconces and table lamps arrived, so if you need me I shall be downstairs polishing and adding lamp oil.”

Well, that was less helpful than Genevieve generally was. Frowning, Diane read through the first neat paragraph of notes. Then she read the next one, and the next.

“I’d ask if I’m disturbing you, but as we both know the answer to that, I’ll just come in anyway.”

Jumping at the low drawl, Diane nearly ripped the corner off the paper she held. “You aren’t required yet, Haybury. Go away until I summon you.”

Light gray eyes beneath a mass of unruly mahogany hair met hers. It wasn’t that he looked untidy; in fact, Oliver Warren was always impeccably dressed and groomed. Rather, the too-long windswept hair and the simple knot in his snow-white cravat gave the impression that he was more relaxed than he was, that his mind wasn’t running swift circles around everyone else in the room. With a few exceptions, of course. She knew his game, how he played it, and the moves that he preferred.

“From the destruction going on below, I assume you received the money,” he said, strolling to the window behind her.

Diane turned her chair, unwilling to have him at her back. “You’re not fooling me.”

“That’s … good, since I’m not attempting to do so.”

“Yes, you are. You mean to ask an innocuous question here and there about renovations, floor plans, et cetera, until you’ve maneuvered yourself into giving advice, making suggestions, and then attempting to alter my plans to suit yourself.”

“Am I? God’s blood, I’m devious.”

“No, you think you’re devious. And I’m not interested in anything you offer unsolicited. As I said, when I require your presence, I’ll send for you. At the moment, you’re interrupting.”

“You know,” he returned slowly, reaching around her for one of the interview sheets she hadn’t yet read, “as much as you don’t want my opinion, I’d like to point out that in your general disdain for men you might have neglected a thing or two. For instance, ordering me to leave would be more effective if you had a large footman or two, say, to encourage my exit.”

Her heart drumming in an annoying combination of anger and alarm, she twisted to dig into the drawer where she kept her pistol. Even as she moved, she realized that he’d turned her away from it deliberately, damn it all.

One booted foot jammed the drawer closed before she could do more than touch it. “Be nice,” he cautioned. “It was only a suggestion. Not a threat.”

“Get your boot off my desk.”

“Certainly.” He straightened. Before she could dive for the weapon again, however, he nudged her chair aside with his hip, opened the drawer, removed the pistol, and tossed it out the window. “There.”

She glared at him as he sank back against the sill again, cleverly placing himself so she couldn’t push him out the window after the weapon. “If you’ve killed any of my flowers I’ll expect you to replace them,” she finally said, and deliberately lowered her head to resume reading.

Though she couldn’t ignore him, she could at least pretend to do so. She would, however, consider hiring a large footman or two. But only because aristocrats who’d lost all their money and had too much to drink might become unruly, and she hadn’t considered that.

“‘Blond hair, blue eyes, approximately twenty years of age,’” he read aloud. “What’s this?”

“None of your business,” she snapped, drawing a pencil line through a description of a young lady Jenny had noted as being illiterate.

“‘A pleasant voice, claims to have a passing talent for the pianoforte, and speaks French.’” Oliver rattled the paper. “You know what I think?”

“I have no interest at all in knowing what you think. Haven’t I made that clear enough to you?”

“I think this is one of the chits answering your advertisement in the newspaper.” Handing the page back to her, he reached into his pocket and removed a folded newspaper clipping. “‘Seeking for the purpose of legitimate employment: ladies aged between eighteen and twenty-six, educated and pleasant of manner and appearance. Room, board, and salary will be provided.’” He dropped it onto the desk in front of her. “This is your address.”

“I told you I mean to hire young ladies. Don’t act as though you’ve discovered something nefarious. I’m hardly impressed that you know how to read, either. I believe I already knew that.”

“It occurs to me that I should be present for these interviews. After all, being pretty and literate does not make anyone a good faro dealer.”

Diane stood. With him leaning into the sill they were very nearly the same height, and she glared straight at him. “I will hire whomever I choose, for whichever reasons I deem appropriate for my needs. After I’ve hired them, I shall summon you to give instruction. At that point—”

“And if they can’t manage wagering?”

“At that point,” she repeated, ignoring his interruption, “I shall … permit you to voice an opinion as to which of them might be more suited than others for the various positions available at The Tantalus Club.”

Slowly he straightened, and she found herself craning her neck to keep her gaze on his face. “You may have a damning letter,” he said, “but you’d be better served to keep in mind that I have a great deal of money and influence, Diane. If you turn this into a battle, I will crush you.”

She sniffed. “Color me unimpressed. I’ve been penniless and friendless already, Haybury. You may grind me into the ground again, but I’ll see that you find yourself in that same patch of mud. Now go away until I send for you.”

For a long moment he held her gaze, and she scarcely breathed. She was serious, and once he accepted that, perhaps dealing with him would be at least a little easier. Or so she hoped. Finally he nodded. “I’ve been invited to the Dashton soiree tonight. Dashton’s an inveterate gambler, and so are most of his friends. What time shall I send my carriage for you?”

“I’m not accompanying you anywhere.”

“If we’re going to make our so-called mysterious connection believable, Lady Cameron, you will need to be seen with me. Eight o’clock.” He headed for her office door. “And consider widening your front drive. Hopefully you’ll need to accommodate traffic in the evenings.”

And he still couldn’t resist giving her advice. Which she would have tolerated better, except for the fact that thus far it had been good advice. “Eight o’clock,” she said aloud, sitting behind her desk again. “Don’t be late.”

“Don’t change your mind.”
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