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1

An extract from the widely proclaimed memoir:
The Earl of Hellgate,
or Night Scenes Amongst the Ton

Dear Reader,

As I would loathe to shock and dismay you, I must beg all ladies of a delicate
disposition to put down this volume on the moment.

I have lived a life of Immoderate Passion, and have been persuaded to share
the particulars in the hopes of keeping any susceptible gentlepersons from
following in my steps...

Oh Reader, Beware!

May 24, 1818
15 Grosvenor Square
London residence of the Duke of Holbrook

T’ here was no way to introduce the subject with delicacy, at least none that

Josie could imagine. “None of the novels I’ve read elaborate on the wedding
night,” she told her sisters.

“I should hope not!” her eldest sister Tess said, not even looking at her.
“So if we’re going to discuss Imogen’s wedding night, I’m not leaving.”

“It wouldn’t be appropriate for you to join us,” Tess said, with the rather
wearied air of someone who has said the same on two former occasions.
After all, of the four Essex sisters, Tess, Annabel, Imogen, and Josie, there
was only one left unmarried: Josie.



“We’ll give you all the details you need on the eve of your marriage,”
Imogen put in. “I don’t need the talk. I am a widow, after all.”

They were seated around a small table in the nursery, having a light supper.
Josie’s chaperone, Lady Griselda, was technically dining with them as well,
but since she had spent most of the evening huddled in an armchair reading
the Earl of Hellgate’s memoirs, she hadn’t taken more than a bite, nor
contributed to the conversation a whit.

They were eating by themselves because Imogen had heard it might cause
misfortune to see her groom on the night before the wedding, and since
Imogen was marrying their guardian, the Duke of Holbrook, they couldn’t eat
in the dining room. Technically, Annabel’s son Samuel was a member of the
party, but since he was all of four months old and dreaming of a red shiny
ball, an occasional longing snort were his only contributions.

“If my season continues as it’s begun,” Josie said, “I shan’t be married at
all. One can hardly obtain one’s entire education in the ways of men and
women from the pages of novels.”

“Tess, did you know that Josie has made a list of efficacious ways to catch
a husband?” Annabel asked, taking a final bite of syllabub.

“Based on our examples?” Tess said, raising an eyebrow.

“That would be a remarkably short list,” Josie said. “Lady is compromised,
gentleman is forced to marry her, marriage ensues.”

“I was not compromised by my husband,” Tess said, but she was laughing.

“You married Lucius only after the Earl of Mayne jilted you at the altar,”
Josie said. “It wasn’t precisely a long courtship period. All of ten minutes, as
I recall.”

The smile in Tess’s eyes suggested that those ten minutes had been sweet,
and Josie didn’t want to think about that because it made her feel jealous. If
she, Josie, were jilted at the altar, there’d be no secondary candidate waiting



in the next room. In fact, given her disastrous performance on the marriage
market, the altar was likely a prospect she should discard.

“It’s true that I was compromised,” Annabel said, “but Imogen is marrying
Rafe for pure love and after a long courtship.”

“I suggested we elope,” Imogen said, grinning, “but Rafe said he’d be
damned if he’d follow in Draven’s footsteps and allow me to direct all the
wedding traffic to Scotland.”

“He was right,” Tess said. “You’re going to be a duchess. You couldn’t
marry in such a hurly-burly fashion.”

“Yes, we could have.”

“But think of all the pleasure you would have denied the ton,” Josie said.
“The prime enjoyment of the season so far has been watching Rafe stare at
you longingly from the side of the ballroom. Now, are we going to discuss
your wedding night, or not? Because there are marked gaps in my
knowledge.”

b2

“There are no gaps in my knowledge,” Imogen said, “so—

“I knew it!” Josie said. “You and Rafe anticipated the night, didn’t you?
Oh, the shame!” She threw a dramatic hand up to her brow. “My sister lies
prostrate under her guardian.”

“Josephine Essex!” Tess said, suddenly turning into the eldest sister who’d
raised them all. “If I hear you say such a coarse thing in the future, I shall—I
shall swat you!”

Josie grinned. “I was merely demonstrating that the gaps in my knowledge
do not have to do with mechanics.”

“Anything else will have to be learned on the fly, darling,” Annabel said.
She had gone over to the crib and scooped up Samuel. Now she was
comfortably snuggled into a deep chair, feet up and casually crossed at her



slender ankles, cuddling the baby. He was used to such manhandling and
slept on.

Josie knew that she should do a better job at curbing the wild flares of
jealousy that periodically gripped her. Yet all she had to do was look from
one to another of her three sisters to feel the pinch as sharply as frozen toes
while skating. All three of them were slim. Well, Annabel wasn’t precisely
slim, but she carried her curves splendidly. All of them were (or soon would
be) happily married. Two of them married titles, and if Tess’s husband didn’t
have a title, he was the richest man in England and anyone with common
sense would agree that such wealth trumped a coronet.

“I’m serious,” Josie said, pulling her mind back to the subject at hand.
“Annabel, you’re only here for the wedding, and Imogen is leaving on her
marriage trip directly. What if I have to marry quickly? You won’t be here to
give me advice.”

In the back of her mind, Josie knew that she might have to do something
drastic to find a husband. No one was wooing her in the normal way of
things, so she might have to compromise someone in order to get the deed
done. Which would require an immediate wedding. “When Annabel was
about to marry Ewan, Imogen told her that she should kiss her husband in
public.”

“Goodness, do you remember that?” Imogen said, looking faintly surprised.

“You said,” Josie reminded her, “that Draven didn’t fall in love with you
because you refused to kiss him at the racecourse. Whereas Lucius did fall in
love with Tess because she allowed intimacies in public.”

Tess was laughing again. “I’ll have to inform Lucius precisely why he’s so
fond of me. It was all that kiss at the racetrack!”

“Hush,” Imogen told her. “That was just a stupid idea I had last year, Josie.
You mustn’t take it so seriously.”

“Well, I do take it seriously,” Josie said. “That is, I would if anyone



showed the slightest inclination to kiss me in the open air, or the closed air,
for that matter.”

Annabel looked up from kissing Samuel’s head. “Why so bitter, dearest?
Has no man presented himself whom you admire?”

There was a moment of silence in the room, as everyone realized that a
letter or two had gone astray between London and the Scottish castle where
Annabel lived with her earl.

Characteristically, Josie took the bull by the horns. “I’m not exactly the
toast of the season,” she said grimly.

“Oh darling, the season has scarcely begun, hasn’t it?” Annabel said,
tucking the baby’s blanket around his little shoulder. “There’s plenty of time
to lure any number of men.”

“Annabel.”
She looked up at the tone in Josie’s voice.
“I’m known as the Scottish Sausage.”

If Josie were writing one of the novels she loved to read, she would have
said that there was a moment of stricken silence.

Annabel blinked at her. “The—The—"

“It’s partly your fault,” Imogen said, a sharp note in her voice. “You
introduced Josie to your revolting neighbor, Crogan. When Josie rejected his
advances he wrote a school friend named Darlington. And most
unfortunately, Darlington appears to specialize in cruel set-downs.”

“Has the tongue of a snake,” Tess said flatly. “No one loathes him,
although they should, because he’s so clever. But he hasn’t shown any
cleverness here, just garden-variety malice.”

“You can’t mean it!” Annabel cried, sitting up straight. “The Crogans?”



“The younger one,” Josie said morosely. “The one who sang all those
songs in the tree outside my window.”

“I know you didn’t want to marry him, but—"

“He didn’t wish to marry me either. He felt it was beneath him to wed a
Scottish piglet, but his elder brother threatened to throw him out if he didn’t
court me.”

“What?” Annabel said, confused. She was trying to think about her
neighbors, the Crogans, and not about Samuel’s warm little body under her
hand. “How could he possibly insult you, Josie? We had him to the house
only once, and I refused to allow him to take you to the assembly!”

“I overheard his brother urging him to marry me,” Josie said.

Annabel’s eyes narrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me? Ewan would never
have let that little toad write insults to his friends in London. As it is, I’m sure
he’ll kill the man. He almost did it last year.”

“It was too humiliating.”

But Annabel had known her little sister for eighteen years, and she could
recognize the slight flush on her face. She said with a little gasp: “Josie, you
didn’t have anything to do with young Crogan’s illness, did you?”

Josie tossed her hair. “He probably ate something that didn’t agree with
him, the disgusting little turnip.”

“He lost two stone in a matter of a fortnight!”
“That wouldn’t hurt him. And he deserved it.”
“Papa’s colic medicine for horses,” Imogen told Annabel.

“It wasn’t Papa’s,” Josie said. “It was mine. I created it myself.”



“Josie and I have already discussed the inadvisable approach she took to
the problem,” Tess said, looking up from peeling an apple.

“Inadvisable? She could have killed the man!”

“Absolutely not,” Josie said indignantly. “When Peterkin gave it to the
stable boy, it only made him sick for a week.”

“I rather think the younger Crogan did deserve it,” Imogen said. “After all,
he instigated all the unpleasantness Josie has suffered in London.”

“What did he call you?” Annabel asked. And then: “Ewan is going to kill
him. Absolutely kill him.”

“He called me a Scottish piglet,” Josie said flatly. “Darlington made the
term into the more alliterative Scottish Sausage, and the sobriquet has stuck.”
Even she could hear the stark despair in her voice.

“Oh, Josie, I'm so sorry,” Annabel whispered. “I had no idea.”

“I did write you a few weeks ago, but perhaps our letters crossed as you
were coming from Scotland,” Tess said.

“It’s too late now,” Josie said. “No one will dance with me unless he’s
forced to by Tess and Imogen.”

“That is simply not true,” Imogen said. “What about Timothy Arbuthnot?”

“He’s old,” Josie said. “Old and widowed. I can certainly understand that
he wants a wife for those children of his, but I don’t care to play the role.”

“Timothy is not old,” Tess said. “He can’t be more than a year or so into
his thirties, which is, may I point out, the same age as all of our husbands.”

“Besides,” Imogen said, “thirty is a watershed year for men. If they’re
going to develop intelligence, they do it around then, and if they don’t, it’s
too late. So you mustn’t hanker after men in their twenties. That’s like buying
a pig in a poke.”



“Don’t mention pigs,” Josie said through clenched teeth. “I don’t like Mr.
Arbuthnot. There’s something waxy about his face, as if he got up in the
morning and had to push his nose into place.”

“What a revolting description,” Annabel said. “While we need to turn this
unfortunate situation around, obviously Arbuthnot isn’t the one to do it.”

“There’s no way to turn it around,” Josie said. “Unless by a miracle I
suddenly became slim, everyone thinks of sausage when they look at me.”

“Absurd,” Annabel said. “You look beautiful.” They all stared at Josie for a
moment. She was wearing a dressing gown, as they all were. Josie scowled
back at them.

“The problem with you,” Annabel said, “is that if one doesn’t know you,
you look like one of those sweet Renaissance madonnas.”

“With round, maternal faces,” Josie said glumly. She hated her cheeks.

“No, with beautiful, glowing skin and a sweet look. But you’re not at all
sweet by nature.”

“True enough,” Imogen said, eating a last seed cake. “You do have the
most marvelous skin, Josie.”

“Unfortunate that there’s so much of it,” Josie said.

“Nonsense. I’ve told you many times, as has Griselda, that men are very
fond of figures like ours,” Annabel said. “Griselda! Wake up and tell Josie
how delicious your figure is. And mine, for that matter.”

“The three of us do not have the same figure,” Josie said. “Your figure
curves in and out, Annabel. Mine just flounders about.”

Griselda looked up. “This book is incredible. I am almost certain I know
who Hellgate is.”



“Your brother?” Imogen asked idly. All of London was reading Hellgate’s
memoirs—and most of London had decided that Hellgate was really the Earl
of Mayne.

“I don’t think so,” Griselda said, having clearly given the matter serious
thought. “I’m only a third of the way through, but I don’t recognize a single
woman whom Mayne has courted.”

“Courted is not exactly the word for his interactions with women, is it?”
Josie remarked.

“One needn’t be exact about such things,” Griselda said, unruffled by this
slur on her brother’s character. “We all know that Mayne is not a saint. But
although the writer is extremely clever, I don’t recognize the women.”

“Is it true that Mayne is in love?” Annabel asked. “I can hardly believe it.
Remember when we first met him, the night we arrived at Rafe’s estate?”

“You staked him out as your property,” Tess said, smiling.

“Well, then you engaged yourself to him at the first opportunity,” Annabel
retorted. “There was no respect for my prior claim.”

“One might say that almost all the Essex sisters tried to claim him in one
way or another,” Imogen said, giggling.

“Least said about your efforts the better,” Tess put in.

“Well, there was nothing illicit between Mayne and myself,” Imogen said.
“’Tis a tale quickly told. After sleeping with half the women in London, he
refused to bed me, and that without a second thought.”

“My brother is a man of honor,” Griselda said. She raised her hand at the
hoots of laughter around the table. “I know, I know...his reputation is not the
best. But he has never deliberately injured anyone’s feelings, nor taken
advantage of a woman in a vulnerable position. And you, Imogen, were in a
vulnerable state of mind.”



“There’s always the possibility that he is simply burnt to the socket,” Josie
said. “That’s what makes me think that Hellgate is Mayne. Yes, perhaps he
has a vivid reputation, but it’s all due to the past. Your brother hasn’t had an
dffaire in years, Griselda.”

“Two years,” she said with dignity.

“You see? Apparently Hellgate talks of repentance, and I expect Mayne is
indulging in the same sort of thinking. I wish you’d let me read the book,
Griselda. I am certainly old enough.”

“I beg to differ,” Griselda stated, adding: “Mayne is in love, and we should
allow his peccadillos to rest in the past.” She opened her book and began
reading it again.

Annabel was frowning to herself and rocking Samuel. “Griselda’s right.
While it’s vexing that Mayne somehow managed to slip by all four of us and
marry a stranger—and I do wish to hear all about his exquisite Frenchwoman
—the important person is you, Josie.”

Josie almost jested about refusing to marry if she couldn’t have Mayne, but
she choked it off. Spinsterhood was too real a possibility to be spoken out
loud.

“It’s all a matter of dressing,” Annabel announced. “You must go to that
wonderful woman of Griselda’s.”

“I already have an entire new wardrobe, thanks to Rafe.”

“I took her to my modiste, Madame Badeau,” Imogen said a bit doubtfully,
(‘but_”

“She gave me a marvelous corset,” Josie said. “At least when I’m wearing
it I don’t feel as if I'm swelling in all directions like an unmoored balloon.”

“I don’t like that corset,” Tess said flatly.



“Unfortunately, neither do I,” Imogen said.

“Well, I’'m not giving it up,” Josie said. “I can almost wear Imogen’s
gowns when I’m in it; can you imagine, Annabel? If the ton laughs at me
now, imagine what they would say if I wasn’t wearing the corset.” That’s
how she thought of it: The Corset.

“What’s so miraculous about this particular corset?” Annabel asked.
Samuel had woken up and was having a late night snack.

Josie looked away. It was bad enough that she, Josie, was saddled with
breasts that she privately thought were far too large: like melons when
oranges were the appropriate size. But Annabel had no compunction at all
about feeding Samuel in front of them all, and her breasts were even larger.

“It’s a contraption made of whalebone and lord knows what else,” Tess told
Annabel. “It goes from Josie’s collarbone all the way past her bottom.”

“How on earth do you sit down?” Annabel asked.

“It’s miraculously designed,” Josie told her. “There are let-in seams around
the hips.”

“Is it comfortable?”

“Well, not particularly,” Josie said. “But ton parties are not precisely
comfortable at the best of times, are they? I find them invariably tedious. I
can’t dance well at all, and that seems to be the only pleasure one might take
in them.”

“You danced more gracefully before you began wearing that object,” Tess
pointed out.

Josie ignored her. “Madame Badeau designed a number of gowns that fit
perfectly over the corset.”

“That’s just it,” Tess said, “they fit the corset, not you.”



“I like it,” Josie snapped. “And since I wouldn’t be caught at a ball without
it on, you might as well stop insulting me.”

“We’re not insulting you,” Imogen said. “We just think you might be more
comfortable with another sort of undergarment.”

“Never,” Josie said.

Griselda shut the book again. “I simply cannot imagine how Hellgate had
time for anything other than dalliance. Why, I’'m only on the seventh chapter
and his behavior is beyond scandalous.”

“I think the true wonder is that Hellgate wasn’t compromised and forced
into marriage,” Josie said. “Daisy Peckery’s mother allowed her to read it,
and Daisy said that Hellgate bedded any number of young, unmarried
women.”

“Another reason why a similarity between my brother and Hellgate should
be dismissed at once,” Griselda pointed out. “Mayne has only slept with
married women.”

“A wise decision on his part,” Josie said. “From the reading I’ve done,
together with my observations of the ton in the last month, I would say that
any man engaging in indelicate behavior around a young, unmarried woman
is extremely imprudent. All sorts of marriages result from the most innocent,
if foolish, kinds of dalliance.”

“I can attest to that,” Annabel put in. She had married her husband after a
scandal broke in a gossip column.

“In fact,” Josie added, “by my estimation a woman who does not have a
solid offer would be extremely foolish not to engage in a measured amount of
imprudent behavior.”

Suddenly she realized they were all looking at her.

“No one has made the slightest approach to me,” she pointed out. “My



remarks were intended to be purely theoretical.”

“I was remarkably fortunate to find myself paired with Ewan,” Annabel
pointed out, frowning at Josie. “Other young women have not been so
contented with a choice made rashly and under difficult circumstances.”

“I understand that,” Josie said. But inside she felt all the frustration of a
theorist who has worked out a brilliant theory—and been given no material
on which to practice. She could hardly create a scandal when men wouldn’t
go anywhere near the Scottish Sausage.

And yet even sausages had to get married. More and more, she thought that
she would have to obtain a husband in a less-than-honorable fashion. Of
course, she didn’t mean to share that salient fact with her sisters.

Annabel turned to Tess and Imogen. “So how long have you two been
aware that Josie was planning to create a scandal?”

Imogen popped a grape in her mouth. “I should think she came up with the
idea about a year ago, didn’t you, Josie?”

“Actually,” Tess corrected her, “I would place Josie’s resolution about the
time she first began reading all those novels printed by the Minerva Press.”

Josie gave a mental shrug. So her plans were known to the family—and
now to Griselda, who was looking up from her book, rather startled.

“There is a trifling detail that you have overlooked,” Josie said.
“And what may that be?” Annabel asked.

“It takes two to create a scandal, and since no man will even dance with
me, I think the Essex family is likely to be free from the taint of a contrived
marriage.”

“I certainly hope so.”

“I should amend that: yet another contrived marriage,” Josie said. And then



ducked when Imogen threw a grape at her.



2

From The Earl of Hellgate,
Chapter the First

Perhaps others who embark on a life marked by Sins of the Flesh realize in
their infancy that they are born to a life of notorious liaisons. I, Dear Reader,
was raised in blissful ignorance of my future infamy.

In fact, it wasn’t until the tender years of my youth, when I in all my
innocence visited the Court of St. James—oh, I loathe to set down the words
—that I met a duchess. The episode of the green stockings is known to some,
but I can tell you now that...

St. Paul’s Cathedral
London

I t was a serious wedding, plump with pomp and circumstance. Imogen made
her way up the aisle of St. Paul’s Cathedral to be greeted by no less than the
Bishop of London. She was exquisitely gowned in cloth of gold; the groom
committed the forgivable solecism of taking her hands during the ceremony,
and smiling down at her in such a way that tears came to the eyes of many an
unhappily married soul. And even some of the happily married ones.

Garret Langham, the Earl of Mayne, watched his closest friend, Raphael
Jourdain, Duke of Holbrook, stand at the altar with a sense of deep
satisfaction. The day was when he might have scoffed at a man with Rafe’s
look of abject adoration. Rafe resembled nothing so much as a lovesick cow,
or rather bull. Which was just fine, because Mayne felt the same way. Before
long, it would be he standing before the bishop, swearing to love and to
cherish, as Rafe was doing.

His heart quickened at the thought, and he could almost feel his own



features taking on a look of imbecilic adoration. After all, Sylvie was his.
He’d never understood that before; never guessed how powerful it was to
know that the woman you most love in the world has agreed to be yours.

He glanced at his left. She was standing beside him. Sylvie de la Broderie.
Even her name sent a shiver of delight up his spine. She was dressed, as
always, with exquisite correctness. Her gown was a rosy pale pink that
somehow didn’t swear with her pale red-gold hair. He could just glimpse her
elegant retroussé nose. Little curls fell down her neck from under her jaunty,
unmistakably French bonnet, adorned with a flutter of tiny ribbons. Like her
bonnet, Sylvie was unmistakably French.

Mayne’s mother was French, and he loved nothing more than speaking the
language. It all felt right: he had finally, at long last, found a woman whom
he adored, and she was French.

“It’s providence,” Rafe had said lazily the night before. They were toasting
his wedding with water, since Rafe didn’t drink.

“And my sister adores her,” Mayne had said, unable to stop categorizing
Sylvie’s perfections.

“Good old Grissie. You must find your sister a husband now that you’re
contemplating domestic bliss. You’re so unnaturally cheerful that I can
hardly stand your presence.”

“Well, you won’t have to bear me for long,” Mayne had retorted.
“Wedding trip, eh? There’s a newfangled notion.”

“Are you saying that you won’t wish to take your Sylvie to a remote
location, preferably on the slowest boat available?”

An image flashed into Mayne’s mind, of himself peeling back Sylvie’s
long gloves, revealing a sweet delicate wrist and...

Rafe had laughed at his silence.



Mayne knew that he was dangerously smitten. All he had to do was glance
down at his fiancée’s gloved fingers to feel a stirring in his groin. The very
thought of peeling off those gloves made him more fraught with passion than
he’d been in years. Likely, he thought with a flash of amused contempt for
himself, since bedding his fifth or sixth matron.

Yet Sylvie was different from all those women he had bedded, from the
first to the thirtieth. She was even different from the only other woman he’d
truly loved, the one matron who had not given in to his skilled seductions,
Helene, the Countess Godwin. The countess was seated a few rows behind
him. They rarely spoke to each other, and her happiness with her husband
shone from her eyes. Mayne’s bitter disappointment (though he was ashamed
to admit it) had hampered him from the kind of cheerful relationship he
enjoyed with most of the society ladies whom he’d bedded.

Of course, that life was over. Sylvie was a virgin, innocent in the ways of
the body, even if she had a practical French approach to the bedroom. In fact,
she’d told him in her enchanting French accent that she doubted she would
make him happy in the bedroom. A little smile curled Mayne’s mouth. Those
were naive words, though one would never think to use that term of his
sophisticated, sleek fiancée.

Now he glanced down at the curve of Sylvie’s cheek, her pointed chin, the
slender fingers holding her prayerbook, and was struck by a wave of
gladness. Of course she would make him happy; she had such small
acquaintance with desire that she knew nothing of it. And for some dark
reason, her innocence made him happy.

Women had always fallen into his arms with dismaying ease, turning their
lips up to his before he asked for the privilege, their eyes following him about
the room before he knew their names. But Sylvie had to be introduced to him
three times; she kept forgetting his name. They had never shared a passionate
kiss, even after becoming affianced: she had a strong sense of propriety. It
wasn’t as if he wished to kiss her into silence.

Well, he did wish it.



But no one would want Sylvie to be silent: her flow of enchanting,
laughing conversation enlivened every minute. In fact, once he finally had
her in bed with him, and married, he could imagine her ravishing
commentary on the night when he showed her, slowly and tenderly, all the
delights that a woman experiences in the arms of a man.

“Ironic, isn’t it?” he had said to Rafe the night before. “Here I am, with my
reputation—"

“Spawned by the devil to cuckold unwitting husbands,” Rafe had put in.

“With my reputation,” Mayne had repeated, “and Sylvie de la Broderie
agrees to marry me.”

“A chaste goddess, by anyone’s terms. Though I never knew a woman’s
reputation was important to you.”

Mayne suddenly remembered that Rafe’s affianced bride, Imogen, hardly
enjoyed the reputation of a snowy dove. “It isn’t. But I find some cynical
enjoyment in the fact that Sylvie’s reputation is so irreproachable.”

“I suspect that everyone in London is sharing your bewilderment. Or they
would be if you weren’t so damned good-looking.”

“Sylvie is not a woman to be swayed by something so unimportant.”
“Thank God, Imogen isn’t either,” Rafe had said, making a face.
“You’re not so bad. Now you’ve lost your gut.”

“I’ll never be a fashion plate. Whereas you always have that look about
you, Mayne. I expect that’s why she took you. You look French.”

Mayne had opened his mouth to protest—surely Sylvie loved him for his
character, for his tenderness toward her, for his passion, always held in check
—but caught back the words. Sylvie was his. He had gone down on one knee
and offered her an emerald ring that had been in his family for generations...



and she had said yes.
Yes!

He didn’t need to boast, even to his closest friend, about the affection that
Sylvie felt for him. Such emotions were best left unvoiced. Sylvie was an
aristocrat, from the tips of her delicate gloved fingers to the jeweled heel of
her slippers. The daughter of the Marquis de Caribas, who luckily escaped
with his estates intact from the carnage in Paris, would never insult herself or
him by naive murmurings. He loved her, and she knew it.

She accepted it, with a tiny bend of her head, as her due.

And he...he was almost afraid that what he felt went beyond love. He
trembled just to be standing next to her, bored his friends by speaking about
her whenever she wasn’t near, found himself watching her whenever she was.

As if she felt his eyes on her face, she looked up and smiled. Her face was a
perfect triangle, from her delicately flaring eyebrows to her high cheekbones.
There was nothing superfluous about her, nothing loud, nothing inelegant.
“Stop looking like that!” she whispered to him in her enchanting French lisp.
“You make me feel quite odd.”

Mayne grinned at her. “Good,” he said, bending over so that he breathed it
into her ear. “I want you to feel quite odd.”

She gave him a reproving little frown and turned back to her prayer book.

At the altar, Imogen looked up at Rafe and said clearly, “I do.” Relief was
clear in every lineament of Rafe’s body. He bent his head and kissed his
bride, ignoring the bishop, who was still reading out of his prayer book.
Mayne grinned. That was just like Rafe; up to the very last moment he was
worried that Imogen would realize what a poor bargain he was.

“Why should she marry me?” he had demanded, the night before his
wedding. “God, I want a drink at times like these.”



“Well, you can’t have one,” Mayne said. “Normally, I would assume that
she’s blind and desperate. But since she shows no signs of infirmity, and
she’s clearly not desperate, being one of the richest young widows in the ton,
not to mention beautiful, I can only conclude that she’s lost her wits.”

Rafe ignored him. “She says—” the raw emotion in his eyes caught Mayne
by surprise—“she says she loves me.”

“As I said, she’s cracked,” Mayne said, instinctively trying to lighten the
conversation. “Perhaps she’s taking you for the title. She wants to be a
duchess. In fact,” he said, warming to the task, “I’m fairly sure that Imogen
said as much to me. Wasn’t I supposed to marry her at one time? Of course, a
duchess is better than a countess.”

“Least said about you and Imogen the better,” Rafe growled, and there was
a note of deep warning in his voice.

But it had to be said, clearly, before the wedding. “We never even kissed,
not really,” he told Rafe. “I kissed her twice, to make her see that our
friendship was nothing more than tepid.”

“I should kill you for those two kisses.” There was a swirl of danger in
Rafe’s voice.

“She didn’t enjoy them, and neither did 1.”

“Damned if you haven’t made hay with all my wards. You were engaged to
Tess, and stood her up at the altar—"

“Not my fault!” Mayne put in. “You know perfectly well that Felton asked
me to leave.”

“Jilted one of my wards, kissed another one twice—"

“I’ve had nothing to do with Annabel,” Mayne said hastily. “Nor Josie
either.”



“Well, on that subject,” Rafe said. “I want you to help me with Josie. Not
with your usual shenanigans.”

“I’m almost a married man.” At least, he would be as soon as he could talk
Sylvie into setting a date.

“Josie is having a difficult time on the market. And it’s only going to be
more thorny once Imogen and I leave on our wedding trip.”

“What’s happening to her?” Mayne was genuinely surprised. “I would have
thought she’d take like wildfire: she’s intelligent, witty, and damned
beautiful. And didn’t you and Felton give her a dowry, besides the horse from
her father, I mean?”

“She made an enemy of some neighbors of Ardmore’s in Scotland, a
couple of ne’er-do-wells by the name of Crogan. Apparently, one of them
was courting her up there, wanting the dowry but not her. Well, once she
learned the truth of it, she—she—"

“She what?” Mayne asked, trying to picture Josephine Essex growing
violent. “Struck him?”

“She dosed him with a medicine that cures colic in horses,” Rafe said
flatly.

“Colic in horses? Dr. Burberry’s Colic Juice?”

“Apparently it’s something she created herself. Stop laughing, Mayne! The
lad was near death for a week, apparently, and lost over two stone in weight.”

Mayne was bellowing with laughter. “That’s Josie! Did I tell you about the
time she arranged for Annabel to be thrown from a horse so that Ardmore
could rescue her?”

“Apparently this Crogan was an ass. Josie says he should be grateful for the
slimming program.”



“You’ve unleashed a poisoner onto the innocent male population of
London,” Mayne said with relish. “If she doesn’t like one of her suitors...”
He snapped his fingers.

“Crogan said he wasn’t attracted to her because she was too fat.”
“Fat?”

“She does have a generous figure.”

“So what?”

“Crogan took revenge. He wrote to several friends of his. Oh, he didn’t say
anything about the colic medicine; no man wants to confess that he’s lost two
stone because he was unable to leave the privy for days. He called her a
prime Scottish hoglet.”

Mayne’s lips tightened and every impulse toward laughter disappeared.
“Ugly. But who would pay attention to the opinion of some Scottish farmer?”

“He was sent to school at Rugby.”

“Darlington!” Mayne said.

“Precisely. Darlington. Apparently Crogan was a schoolboy acquaintance.”
“That’s very bad luck.”

“It’s Darlington’s wit that’s the problem.”

“Darlington generally limits himself to scandal of the sexual kind. Surely
Josie has not embroiled herself in that sort of thing? Why, she’s only been on
the season for a few weeks.”

“We’re six weeks into it,” Rafe said. “You simply haven’t noticed.”

“Sylvie loathes being bored, and I’m afraid that Almack’s is nothing if not
tedious.”



“Josie hasn’t created a scandal. But Darlington has swept up a storm of
gossip on behalf of his despicable friend Crogan by putting a wager in the
books at White’s that the man who marries Josie will have a liking for pork.”

Mayne said something under his breath.

“Men of sense have paid no attention to it, of course. But young men tend
to be fairly shy in their matchmaking, and there’s a sour group of young
bucks watching whoever dances with Josie and then making fun of him. The
truth is that she’s lost the boys of her own age, the ones who should be
courting her.”

“Give me their names,” Mayne said between clenched teeth. He’d spent so
much time with the Essex sisters over the past two years that he felt as if they
were his own wards. Or his own sisters.

“It spread before we even knew of it,” Rafe said. “If Josie had laughed in
the face of curiosity, or carried herself with dignity, it would have faded into
nothing. But...”

“They’ve turned on her.” Mayne had seen this sort of thing happen before.

“She’s invited everywhere. But she isn’t asked to dance, and she has no
suitors of her own age. I have no doubt but that there are many men who
would like to have greater acquaintance with her—as you say, she is beautiful
and funny—>but they are not braving the eyes of the ton.”

“Fools,” Mayne said.
“I need you to help while we’re gone.”

“This isn’t as simple as when you asked me to accompany Imogen to
Scotland. What the hell can I do for Josie?” His voice was rough because he
was angry. The very thought of anyone insulting Josie, with her shining eyes
and funny, cynical little remarks made him so enraged that he felt breathless.

“Be her friend,” Rafe said simply. “Her sisters have not allowed her to go



anywhere alone. Tess and Felton have been going to Almack’s every week.
Annabel will attend our wedding ball, though her babe is hardly four months
old. Her husband told me he would like to return to Scotland, but just that
Annabel flatly refuses to leave until the season has drawn to a close.”

“Next year will be different,” Mayne said slowly, remembering the many
seasons he’d drifted in and out of balls. “The pariah of one year can be the
belle of the next. Why the hell didn’t I know about this?”

“You’ve been with your lovely Sylvie.”
“Sylvie can help Josie. She has a French air of disdain that Josie can copy.”

“Do you think that her sisters haven’t tried to teach her to look confident?
Why, Imogen drilled her in holding her chin up and not looking miserable
until I felt as if Josie were being kitted out for the Royal Fusiliers. But it’s not
working.”

“These things never last more than one season. Remember how everyone
made fun of the Wooly Breeder one year? That was Darlington as well. As if
the poor girl was to blame for her father making so much money sheep-
farming. The following season she came back as if nothing had happened,
and people were tired of the game. She married respectably.”

Rafe sighed. “I tell you, Mayne, I bloody well can’t wait until this season is
over. I’ve never seen a girl so miserable. It’s enough to make you rethink the
whole idea of having daughters.”

“Wards are bad enough, are they?” Mayne said with a grin.

The door opened, and Lucius Felton walked in, followed by Rafe’s brother
Gabriel. “Forgive us for interrupting,” Lucius said with his usual
imperturbable gravity, “but Brinkley asked us to make our own way to you.”

“You’re just in time,” Mayne said. “I’m about to lecture Rafe on the trials
and tribulations of the wedding night. It’s been so long since the man was
bedded, I’m afraid he’s forgotten the process.”



Lucien smiled and seated himself. “Somehow I doubt that.”
“As do 1I,” said Gabe with an uncharacteristic chuckle.

And Mayne, looking at Rafe and seeing the smile in his eyes, came to the
same conclusion.

Not everyone in St. Paul’s Cathedral felt the same mixture of anticipation and
wild affection that the Duke of Holbrook’s wedding inspired in Mayne. Josie,
for one, felt nothing other than abject misery. But since that was becoming a
way of life for her, and she was well aware how utterly despicable it would
be for her to diminish her sister Imogen’s pleasure, she pasted a smile on her
face.

It was a smile she was getting very good at. She’d practiced it in the glass
at home. She curled the corners of her mouth up until her lower lip pouted
out a little bit. Her mouth was probably her best feature, although she had no
doubt but that anyone who saw her smiling would think of nothing but her
round cheeks.

Imogen, of course, looked absolutely exquisite. Of the four sisters, Imogen
looked most like her, in a cursory kind of way. They both had dark hair, and
the same arching eyebrows. Meant for laughing, her sister Tess had told her
years ago. But Imogen’s face was slender and heart-shaped, whereas her own
was pie-shaped and round. Pie-shaped.

Josie wrenched her mind away. Tess said she should think about her best
features, but to be honest, she was sick of thinking about whether she had
good skin or not, when the only thing she really wanted was to see a few
bones sticking out under that skin. Imogen was looking up at Rafe in a way
that made her even sicker. With jealousy.

At least she was woman enough to admit it. Tess squeezed her hand and
Josie glanced at her eldest sister. Her eyes were filled with tears. “Isn’t it
wonderful?” Tess whispered. “Imogen looks so happy, finally.”

Josie felt a bolt of guilt. Of course, she wanted Imogen to be happy. Poor



Imogen had had a horrible few years, what with eloping and then losing her
young husband within a few weeks. Josie tipped the edges of her smile even
higher. “Of course,” she whispered back. Tess’s husband Lucius was looking
down at Tess with precisely the same adoration with which Rafe looked at
Imogen.

She didn’t even want to look to her right, because the Earl of Ardmore
always had that look in his eyes when he looked at Annabel, even when
Annabel grew round as a lighthouse. That had made Josie like Ardmore even
more than she had before: he seemed just as in love with Annabel as he ever
was, even though Annabel’s little son was only a few months old and she
hadn’t lost all the weight.

Too bad most men weren’t like him.

But that was veering into a dangerous thought, the kind that led to tears, so
Josie looked back at the altar. The bishop was taking an unaccountably long
time with his sermon, blathering on about love and forgiveness and such-like
topics. The importance of marriage as an institution within which a man and
woman loved and respected each other.

For goodness’ sake, Imogen and Rafe had already chosen each other. They
didn’t need the lecture. But the bishop wandered on to the importance of
marriage as an institution that cherished harmony in the family and the home.

I would marry anyone, Josie thought desperately. The thought of the little
book she’d carefully created over the past two years, a list of all the ways by
which heroines in novels made their admirers ask for their hands in marriage,
sickened her now. The reality was so much worse than she’d pictured. She
had no admirers.

She never thought that a man would have to undergo ridicule if he even
danced with her. It wasn’t that she was left at the side of the room. Her eldest
sister, Tess, if not Griselda and Imogen, would never allow it. She no sooner
was returned to her chaperone than a friend of one of her brothers-in-law
would bow before her. But she saw through them. They were dancing with
her as a favor, and although she quite liked some of them, they were old.



They were funny, and complimentary, and one of them—Baron Sibble—even
seemed to like her for herself. He asked her for two dances at every single
event, and even Tess could not have demanded such devoted service.

“Young men are fools,” Lucius Felton had told her on the way home from
her first ball, when not a single man her age asked her to dance. “I was a fool
as a youth.”

“Like this?” she had asked, sobbing so hard that she could hardly speak.

There was a moment’s silence. “Never like that consciously,” he said
finally. “But Josie, young men are like sheep. They follow each other’s lead.
There were quite likely young men in the room tonight who would have
asked you to dance, but they can’t quite brave the ridicule.”

“I just don’t understand why this happened,” she had whispered, broken-
hearted.

“It’s Darlington,” Lucius had told her. “Unfortunately, he is dictating
fashion this season.”

“Why would he care about me?” she’d cried, from the depths of her heart.
“I’ve never met him, have I? Do I know him?”

“Perhaps it’s because he’s English and you’re Scottish. There are
Englishmen who resent the fact that your sisters have made excellent
marriages amongst English aristocracy.”

“That’s—That’s not my fault!” It was the eternal cry of the unjustly
accused.

“You are not the only one,” he added gently. “Cecilia Bellingworth will
have a difficult time shaking the label Silly Billy, and that’s merely due to her
unfortunate brother not being right in his head. Darlington didn’t make up
that label; I’'m not sure who did. But who will be brave enough to marry
her?”



“I’d rather be silly than fat,” Josie had said flatly.
“No, you wouldn’t,” Lucius had said. “And you are not fat, Josie.”

But Lucius Felton had no idea of the depths of longing Josie felt to be thin.
To dance around the ballroom, gowned in a diaphanous costume gathered
with fragile ribbons under her breasts and floating around her like a cloud of
pale silk...The whole world could see that Miss Mary Ogilby never wore a
corset; why should she? She was as slender as a reed. But Josie wore a corset.
If she could, she’d wear three corsets, one on top of each other, if only they
could rein in all the flesh that seemed to pop out wherever she looked.

Not that she looked.

She’d had the mirror taken out of her bedchamber months ago and felt life
was better without it. No diaphanous gowns for her. Imogen’s modiste—the
very best in London—had pointed out that seams were needed to construct an
agreeable shape. The words were emblazoned in Josie’s memory.

Well, thanks to that modiste, she had an agreeable shape, presumably. She
certainly had a lot of seams. The dress she chose to wear to Imogen’s
wedding was designed to hold her in and cover her up in as many ways as
possible.

Josie wrenched her attention back to the altar. Finally the bishop seemed to
be droning to a halt. Not that Imogen showed any sign of listening to him.
She was just looking at Rafe, looking at him in such a way that Josie actually
got a lump in her throat. Beside her, Tess was blotting away tears with a
handkerchief her husband must have given her, since it was twice the size of
her hand. Josie gritted her teeth. If she cried, there was no one to give her a
handkerchief.

Her eyes would turn red.
They would swell and her skin would turn blotchy.

They would—



Rafe leaned down, cupped his new wife’s face in his hands, and said
quietly, but so that Josie could clearly hear him from where they stood in the
first row, “All my life, Imogen.”

In the end, Lucius Felton had two handkerchiefs, which was just like him.
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the First

...She removed her stockings with the greatest delicacy imaginable, Dear
Reader. I was transfixed at the sight of her ankle, slender, exquisite. In one
rash moment I laid my heart—and my lips—at her feet and worshipped that
dear part of her body as it so clearly deserved...

The Duke of Holbrook’s wedding fete
15 Grosvenor Square

L ord Charles Darlington was feeling rather morose. There was no doubt that

life was difficult when cravats were so expensive, and the ton so tiresome. Of
course, there were pleasures in life, although small.

The pleasure of a well-turned retort was one. One might think that
Darlington was something of a monster, but he was not. He knew perfectly
well that he was a trivial person, and he never failed to promptly
acknowledge the fact, as did his friends.

“You are excessively tedious tonight,” Berwick remarked. “At this rate it
would be almost more interesting to prance around the dance floor, listening
to some chit giggle at me.” Young girls had a tendency to fall into nervous
laughter faced with Berwick’s sulky good looks, although his lack of a
fortune kept him (in Darlington’s opinion) from becoming fatheaded.

“If I sparked wit for you it would be a misuse of precious resources,”
Darlington retorted. “Do you suppose that anyone realizes we are here?”

Berwick looked around the crowded dance floor. “Not a chance of it. The
butler of Holbrook’s practically whispered our names—that is, the names we
gave him.”



Wisley and Thurman trotted up to them like eager little spaniels. “By Jove,
you did get in, Darlington!” Thurman bellowed. “I bet Wisley here five
guineas that you couldn’t get yourself invited to Holbrook’s wedding fete.”

Darlington preferred not to mention that he had received no invitation. It
was the first time that he had been cut from an important event. Hang it, he
was the son of a duke, albeit the third son. Why his mother had to keep
turning out males when there wasn’t an estate to keep them in handkerchiefs,
he didn’t know. But now he carelessly adjusted the line of his coat (a blush-
colored superfine wool that he found immensely soothing to the eye) and
said, “Of course I had an invitation, you idiot.”

He did too. He had an invitation addressed to one of his brothers.

“Well, she’s here,” Thurman said cheerfully. “The Scottish Sausage.
Except I’m thinking we should come up with a new name. How about the
Scottish Saucepan? How do you like that, eh?” He beamed.

“Like what?” Darlington said, an edge to his voice.

“Scottish Saucepan! It came to me in the middle of the night. I hadn’t
drunk my chocolate before bed, you see, and I couldn’t sleep, and I was
thinking about what a clever turn of the tongue you had, and there it was!
Came to me in the night, like—like that writing on the wall they talk about in
the Bible.”

“Thurman, you are an utter ass,” Berwick said.

Thurman looked mildly offended. He was an English sausage, if sausages
came in a peculiar bell shape. He had a dimpled double chin and glinting,
small blue eyes. He’d been called an ass so many times that he likely took it
as a compliment.

“Don’t you think it has a Darlington ring?” he demanded. “He’s rubbing
off on me. All that cleverness, I mean.”

Darlington turned away. He would be very happy to see the last of



Thurman, if only he didn’t need an audience. He was honest enough to know
that about himself.

“Let’s see what she’s wearing tonight,” Thurman persisted. “You know all
the lads down at the Convent will ask.”

“My wife tells me that if she hears of me at the Convent again, I’m barred
from her company,” Wisley said, speaking for the first time. He was a slender
man with a discontented mouth traced by a faint mustache that never grew
thicker nor thinner. They had all been at Rugby together, and of the four of
them, Wisley had done the best. He had married for money, and even
Thurman, who had more money than he had need of, admitted that Wisley
had fallen on his feet. His bride was fairly pretty; only the most severe of
critics would note that her brows met in the middle. Or that her skin was
olive. Darlington, who was the severest of critics, had kept his opinion to
himself.

“Which would be the tragedy?” he asked now. “To be barred from your
wife’s company, or from the Convent?”

“It’s like those old games where there are two doors and one leads to a
lion,” Berwick commented.

“I don’t see that,” Wisley said languidly. “My wife is no lion, and the
Convent, while a perfectly respectable pub, is growing a bit monotonous.”

Darlington eyed Wisley. Unless he missed his guess, Wisley’s wife was
drawing him away from the group. He knew perfectly well that she didn’t
like him. Every time she saw him, her face took on a closed, calm look that
spoke of deep hatred.

He should probably let Wisley go free, off to a life of mind-numbing
domesticity.

“Well, I would never give up the Convent for a wife,” Thurman announced.

“Your wife, should you ever have one, will likely be paying a subsidy to



the place to keep you occupied,” Berwick said acidly.

“My wife will madly adore me,” Thurman said, sounding truly huffy for
the first time.

The worst was that Darlington could see that he believed it. What was he
doing with a pack of fools like this?

Berwick shrugged. “’Tis a tedious subject, but I would warn you, Thurman,
that in my experience the only women who engage in mad adoration—other
than of themselves, of course—are invariably plain.”

“I could make any woman adore me!” Thurman said shrilly. “It’s all a
matter of how you treat her.”

“But women are so monstrously attracted to beauty,” Berwick said.

Darlington thought he really ought to intervene. His carefully hewed little
circle was disintegrating around him.

“Wicked women are,” Thurman said. “But good women, the ones one has
to marry, those women are interested in commercial transactions.”

Darlington recognized that as something he’d said, once upon a time. “I
prefer the wicked kind,” he said now. “They’re so much more interesting to
talk to.”

“But you can’t marry someone who’s interesting to talk to,” Thurman
pointed out, absolutely correctly. “And Darlington, you need to marry.”

Darlington sighed. It was wearisomely true. If only to stop his father’s
imminent apoplexy.

Thurman never knew when to shut his mouth, and so he kept going. “I
really thought you wouldn’t be invited tonight, and you know, if the Essex
sisters shut you out, you’d have a demmed hard time finding your way back
into society. Those women left Scotland, descended on England like a swarm



of locusts and married every title on the market.”

Berwick frowned at him. “Keep your voice down. You’re at a wedding ball
for one of them, you ass.”

“No one’s listening,” Thurman said, looking around. The ballroom at the
Duke of Holbrook’s town house had ceilings so high that even the chatter of
hundreds of overexcited members of the ton just floated upward and resulted
in a pleasant buzz. The orchestra at one end sounded like the dim hum of
caged bees.

“I suppose I should find a wife,” Darlington said, feeling ineffably
depressed.

“I certainly mean to,” Thurman said. “I require beauty, a sufficient dowry,
and a docile disposition. Oh, and an impeccable reputation. After all, I bring
the same to her.”

“What a fortunate woman she will be,” Berwick said. “And you,
Darlington? What will you require?”

“A sensible view of life,” Darlington said flatly. “That, and a great deal of
money. [ am very expensive.”

“Shall we meet in an hour or so and exchange notes?” Berwick said,
something of a genuine smile lighting his eyes. “I must say that I am
thoroughly amused.”

“Will you be looking for a wife as well?” Thurman demanded.

“I believe not,” Berwick replied. “I was on the edge of that decision, but
luckily I have been delivered from penury in the nick of time. And everyone
knows that penury is the final step before marriage.”

“So you got some money from somewhere, did you?” Thurman said. “Is
that why you’ve been out of a town for a fortnight? Did your father die?
Can’t say I heard that. And you’re not in black.”



“Tsk tsk,” Berwick said. “I do have a black armband, albeit edged in a
charming shade of purple. My adored and loathsome Aunt Augusta
succumbed to some sort of malady while in Bath. Naturally, she left all her
money to her beloved nephew.”

Darlington felt even more depressed, but exerted himself to suitably
compliment Berwick on the pleasures of financial stability. Unfortunately,
there were no aunts, loathsome or adored, in his family tree. And even if
there had been, he was the least likely to be chosen as an heir; his brothers
were all eminently respectable in comparison.

Thurman’s little blue eyes were shining as he taxed Berwick about his
income. Then Darlington noticed that at some point Wisley had slipped away
without a good-bye, likely to his wife’s side. He wouldn’t come to the
Convent that night, or ever again. Darlington knew that.

The days of the little circle of friends from Rugby were over. Wisley was
gone. Berwick was rich, and Darlington couldn’t bear the idea of Berwick
picking up a tavern bill. Thurman was a fool, but Berwick was not.

If he didn’t change his ways, he’d be left with Thurman to spout his own
witticisms back at him, and reflect his bad temper.

Darlington shuddered faintly. “The search is on, gentlemen,” he said.
“Wives.”

Thurman and Berwick stopped talking about canal stocks in mid-sentence.
Berwick raised an eyebrow. “The season just grew far more interesting,” he
said softly.

“I expect I’ll choose the right wife by the end of the evening,” Thurman
said.

“It may take me slightly longer,” Darlington said. “I have such trouble
choosing cravats some evenings. If I dread making mistakes in the selection
of a pink versus yellow cravat, who knows how difficult it will be to choose a
wife?”



“Wives are like cravats in that you must simply determine market value,
and make your decision accordingly,” Berwick said. “There are only a
handful who can support you in the manner to which you will rapidly become
accustomed.”

“Damned if you aren’t going to be a magnate by the time you’re thirty if
you keep being this intelligent, Berwick,” Thurman said.

Berwick smiled.
“You are a magnate!” Thurman gasped.

“Dear, dear Aunt Augusta,” Berwick said, his usual thin smile somewhat
more vivid. “Apparently no one had any idea just how interested she was in
all those northern industries. Why, she funded an entire coal mine. Said she
liked the shiny black color of it.”

“My God, once that news leaks, you’re going to be the talk of the ton.
Every mama’s dream,” Thurman said.

Darlington did what had to be done, what had to be done by any man
whose friend has been suddenly elevated into the highest reaches of society,
or at least as high as one can go without discovering nobility in the family
tree. He slapped Berwick on the back, swallowed his rage. And then: “I have
been thinking for some time that we have outgrown our little gatherings at the
Convent.”

Thurman gaped at him and Berwick’s eyebrow shot into the air.

“The whole business of the Scottish Sausage is growing tedious. I’'m
having thoughts of morality, which just goes to show that I’'m growing stupid
in my old age.”

“You ain’t old,” Thurman said.

“I shouldn’t have done it,” Darlington said. “It wasn’t as clever as the
Wooly Breeder, though God knows I probably shouldn’t have done that



either. I can’t believe I did anything prompted by Crogan, who has to be one
of the more repellent fools on the earth. In truth, I did it for the pleasure of
herding about all the witless men who call themselves gentlemen, and
damned if I didn’t make myself as witless as the least of them.”

“Witless? Everyone knows we’re the clever ones,” Thurman bleated.
Darlington didn’t know why he’d spent so much time with such a cretin.

Berwick was as intelligent as they came, and he didn’t show a flash of
emotion at this sudden parting of boyhood friends. He bowed, as elegantly as
any magnate. “It’s been a pleasure,” he said, a marked lack of interest in his
voice.

They had banded together on a whim, and it seemed they would part with
as little ceremony, albeit years later. Darlington nodded at him, and nodded to
Thurman.

He turned and walked a few feet before scanning the room for a wife. But
what he really wanted wasn’t money, a single woman as rich as Berwick’s
Aunt Augusta.

He wanted intelligence. Someone who was amusing and would talk to him,
rather than reflecting back his own empty jokes. It was unfortunate that the
task of finding her seemed Herculean.

He left behind a couple of dumbfounded men.

“Damned if he didn’t mean it,” Berwick said. “I think he means to marry.”
And then, after a moment’s contemplation, “The poor sod.”

“Perhaps he’ll take the Scottish Sausage,” Thurman said, an edge in his
voice showing that he didn’t take to being snubbed by the man he’d bought
so many rounds for. “She can afford to pay his tavern bills, by all accounts.”

“Her brother-in-law’s as rich as Croesus,” Berwick said.

“She’s one that won’t be looking in his direction, though,” Thurman said.



“The Sausage won’t be able to marry until next season, if then. Remember
the Wooly Breeder?”

Berwick shrugged. The truth was that whereas a year ago he hadn’t any
prospects of marriage, now he was set to become a prime candidate. And he
didn’t want his chances of gaining the very best to be marred by any
unpleasantness resulting from their mockery of the Scottish Sausage.

“Do you suppose he really means it about not coming to the Convent
tonight?” Thurman asked.

Berwick looked at him. Sometimes the man’s stupidity was truly
astounding. “He’s dropped us, you ass.”

“What?”

“He’s dropped us. Darlington. He’s gone off and he’s not coming back to
the Convent. He’ll find a rich wife, I suppose, or get his father to buy him a
pair of colors. Either way, he just said good-bye.”

Thurman gaped at him. “He said good-bye because he’s going to look for a
wife. We’ll all meet in a few hours and discuss how we did.”

Berwick’s mouth quirked. “He’s gone. Wisley went first; he just didn’t
have the manners to comment about it.”

“Wisley?” Thurman looked around wildly as if the man was standing
silently at his shoulder. Then he turned back to Berwick, blinking rapidly.
“Nonsense. We’ll all meet at the Convent tonight, or tomorrow, and enough
of this nonsense. We always meet at the Convent.”

Berwick wouldn’t be there, but he didn’t see any point in arguing over it.

“Let’s find the Sausage,” Thurman urged. “I’m sure her dress is bursting at
the seams over the excitement of her sister’s wedding.”

Berwick shrugged again. “All right.” Privately, he thought the whole



subject was tedious. Thurman had been the one to nourish the gossip, to
repeat over and over little unpleasantries about this Scottish girl. The rest of
them didn’t really care, and Darlington had even reminded them of Crogan’s
repulsive behavior at school.

But they’d done it, for lack of anything else to do, as much as anyone. And
because it was a suitable follow-up to the Wooly Breeder.

The whole thought process gave Berwick an unpleasant feeling in his
stomach. Had they really made something of a career out of ruining young
women’s marriage prospects?

Unpleasant, that.

He walked after Thurman, who kept wedging his large body into groups of
people, searching for the Scottish Sausage. After a time Berwick walked in
the opposite direction. There are times in a man’s life when he finds that he’s
ashamed of himself. Berwick had felt it before, and he never liked it.

Thank God for Aunt Augusta, he said to himself.

Just then a tight-lipped woman stepped in front of him. “Mr. Berwick,” she
said majestically, “I trust you remember me? I was a good friend of your dear
mother’s.”

After a second’s chill panic, Berwick remembered her name. “Lady
Yarrow, what a pleasure to meet you again.”

She pulled a thin, dyspeptic-looking girl from behind her like a fish on a
line. “My daughter, Amelia. I’'m quite certain you met as children; in fact,
you probably gamboled together on the lawn of Yarrow House when your
mother came for tea.”

Berwick was quite certain that never happened. From his few memories of
his mother, he guessed that she would no sooner think of taking her second
and thus worthless son with her on a social engagement than she would take
holy orders.



Amelia eyed him. He bowed. And then he suddenly understood.

This was the beginning.



4

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Second

Believe me, I know the anguish this depraved and wicked story must be
causing you, Dear Reader, but my confessor assures me that I must tell all in
order to keep other youthful sinners from my path. This duchess—so young
in years, so old in depravity—opened a door that led into some sort of a
service closet. There did she charge me with the task of making her the most
happy woman in Court...

U nder my direction, circulation of this newspaper has increased tenfold,”
Mr. Jessopp said, his back so rigid with anger that he couldn’t even feel his
stays. “Nay,” he corrected himself. “It’s improved hundredfold. What’s more,
I’ve brought up the tone. Twenty years ago The Tatler had a reputation for
scurrilous investigatory practices, sending men out to bribe butlers.” He
curled his lip to indicate his opinion of the practice.

“It’s not as if the place ain’t rife with butlers carrying away a bit of the
ready,” Mr. Goffe said. Jessopp’s partner was leaning against the fireplace,
sucking on a rancid pipe.

“I don’t go to them,” Jessopp said, explaining it again. “They come to me.
There’s a difference.”

Goffe shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

“Anything happens in London, particularly amongst the ton, is mine for the
asking.”

Goffe took his pipe out of his mouth. “Then how’s about handing over



Hellgate, and let’s stop this demmed wrangling.”
“Hellgate is Mayne, everyone knows that.”

“The story may refer to Mayne’s exploits,” Goffe said. “You have to give
the devil his due. But it was never the Earl of Mayne who sat down and wrote
that up. For one thing, he’s got no call to. For another, he don’t need the
ready. And it’s not a gentlemanlike thing to do. We need the author of those
memoirs!”

Jessopp’s own well-annotated copy of the Memoirs was over on the table.
But here was another instance where he and his partner had a difference of
opinion. “I think it was a gentleman doing the writing,” he said stubbornly. “I
read it over with that in mind.”

“Well, if you know all the doings of the ton, name the man,” Goffe said.
“Go ahead.”

Jessopp thought about how much he hated his partner while he decided
how to reply. “I don’t know who wrote it yet. You know that. But there are
turns of phrase that could only have been written by a gentleman. Even that
bit about how he named all the women after a Shakespeare play: that isn’t the
sort of thing an average man would dream up.”

“We need to know for certain,” Goffe said. “For God’s sakes, don’t get us
embroiled in a lawsuit, but we need the answer to this one, Jessopp. If your
regular little rodents haven’t told you—"

Jessopp moved in instinctive protest at this characterization. He had wide
circles of friends, who were kind enough to bring him information.

“Whatever,” Goffe told him. “Yer friends have failed you this time. That
means we need to go back to the old days, if you ask me. We need a rattler,
the way we used to have. One of The Tatler’s own rattlers. That’s what we
need.”

Jessopp curled his lip. “We’ve moved beyond those days. Now people



come to us. We leave that sort of sneaking corruption to the scandal rags.”

“We are a scandal rag,” Goffe told him, unmoved. “What’s more, we’re a
scandal rag that’s passing up one of the biggest scandals around. If that book
was written by someone in the ton, then that’s a story that The Tatler needs to
break. We own the ton.”

Jessopp couldn’t help seeing the truth of that.

“The ton has a right to know who’s hiding behind the name Hellgate,”
Goffe continued. “Mayne will thank us when we ferret out the truth of it.
Who’s depraved enough to take someone else’s strumpets and turn the tale
into a triple folio, sold in leather?”

“If the author is a depraved member of the ton,” Jessopp said, “that reduces
the number of suspects to around seven hundred.”

“It’s not the biggest story of this year,” Goffe said. “It’s the only story of
this year. Take our whole budget, Jessopp. Just get that name, and get it fast.
If someone else breaks the truth of it, we’re done. They all buy us because
they can trust us to dish up the dirt, for all you want to call it by prettier
names. That dirt is paying for our breakfast sausage.”

Jessopp reached out and curled his fingers around his copy of Hellgate’s
Memoirs. “You have your uses, Goffe,” he said slowly.

“Damn right I do,” Goffe said, relighting his pipe.



D

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Second

’Twas a small space, just large enough for the two of us. My heart sank, as
there was no place to lie down. A moment later I was introduced to the sweet
art of standing fare. She curled her legs around me with all the strength and
wiliness of a circus performer. My hands gave her support as if I were made
for the chore (and indeed, I think perhaps I was). Then she rode me, Dear
Reader; she took me where she pleased.

T he Earl of Mayne sauntered up to Josie as if he’d seen her only yesterday,
although she’d been in London for two months, and he’d never bothered to
say hello to her. She found that intensely irritating. He may be old enough to
be her older brother, but he didn’t have to act with a brother’s carelessness.

She resisted the impulse to stick out her tongue at him. There were limits to
how much of an older brother he likely wished to be.

“Miss Essex,” he said, bowing as if she were the queen.

She didn’t waste time with pleasantries. “You called me Josephine on the
trip to Scotland,” she pointed out.

“Josie, actually. And how are you?”

“Fine,” she said flatly. She liked Mayne, and felt hurt that he had never
bothered to see how she was doing in her first season. Even when she became
notorious...he must have heard about that. “Aren’t you going to ask me to
dance? Because generally your sister Griselda has at least five men arranged
who are required to ask me to dance.”



“She must have forgotten to give me my marching orders,” he said easily,
handing her a glass of champagne. “Drink this, chérie. You look as if you
could use it.”

“Why?” she asked a little wildly. “Because I’m standing here at the ball
given for my sister’s wedding, waiting for my prearranged dances to begin?
Because I’'m—”

“Because you’re growing hysterical,” he observed. “How interesting. I
never knew you to be hysterical before.”

She took a deep breath. “Well, I’'m very sorry to tell you that I am
remarkably tedious company.”

“We all are when we’re wallowing in self-pity,” he said, without a trace of
sympathy in his voice.

“You don’t know what it’s like.”

“Thank God I don’t. There’s nothing more monotonous than Almack’s on a
hot Wednesday night. Nothing but sweating jackasses and flushed young
women trotting about in too many ribbons.”

Josie didn’t know why she’d even wanted Mayne to care about how she
was doing. He was a fool, just like the rest of them. She started to look about,
because if he wasn’t her designated dancing partner, there was sure to be
another old codger limping along in a moment. But then she remembered
something. “You’re engaged to be married! I saw you in the church.”

His eyes lit up and for a moment Josie forgave him for not caring about her
debut. “T want to introduce you to Sylvie. I am persuaded you will be
enchanted by her,” and he took her by the arm and started towing her across
the floor.

“Isn’t she French?” Josie asked, hanging back so that he had to walk
slowly. Anything was better than standing around looking like a marooned
cow missing her herd. “I’m sorry,” she said, coming to a halt, “I don’t



remember her surname. I wouldn’t want to meet her without knowing her
name.”

“Her name is Sylvie de la Broderie.”

She had to smile at the way Mayne said it. He was so—so adorably
beautiful, in a rakish, French kind of way. All that exquisitely tumbled black
hair, falling precisely in the most popular of windswept styles. And
cheekbones you could cut with. She could see why Annabel and Tess had
nearly come to blows over who was going to marry him. “What’s Miss
Broderie like?”

“She’s very intelligent. She paints portraits, in miniature. They’re exquisite.
She has the skill of a natural artiste, and her father gave her the best tutors in
Paris, at least until they fled to this country in 1803. Her father...”

He kept talking about this paragon he’d discovered, pulling her across the
room again. He talked just the way that Rafe talked about Imogen, which
annoyed Josie.

“But what does she look like?” Josie said, stopping him again.
“Look like?” He blinked at her. “She’s beautiful, of course.”

“Of course,” Josie said, skipping a little to keep up with him. She knew all
about Mayne’s reputation for seducing beautiful women. By most accounts
he’d had a hundred affairs, though none of them lasted over a fortnight. Not
to mention that everyone was saying that he was the model for the Earl of
Hellgate.

A moment later Josie was curtsying before Miss de la Broderie, and one
thought was foremost in her mind. Everything about Sylvie de la Broderie
was exactly as Josie most longed to be. She was slim, of course, and dressed
in a gown that was clearly French. Imogen kept telling Josie that clothing
construction was all in the seams. Well, Miss de la Broderie’s gown didn’t
have any seams. It was made of a sheer material that swept down her body
and then swished out around her toes. All around her bosom was exquisite



embroidery in silver-gilt thread. A beautiful little twisted tie ran under her
breasts and fell down the length of her body.

But it was her face that Josie kept looking at. Mayne was marrying a
woman with a perfect face. It was the face of all the heroines in the romantic
novels that Josie loved. Sylvie had huge eyes and a laughing mouth, and one
beauty mark, just above her crimson lips. She looked—well, she looked
utterly confident. Why shouldn’t she be?

Josie curtsied, feeling as dumpy as a bowl of yesterday’s porridge.

“I am enchanted to meet you,” the goddess said with a ravishing French
accent. Mayne stood beside her with a gaze of helpless adoration. Without
even glancing at him, Miss Broderie waved her fingers in his direction and
said, “Mayne, chéri, leave us if you please. I should like to make Miss
Essex’s acquaintance.”

And just like that Mayne was gone.

Josie must have shown her astonishment on her face, because Miss
Broderie suddenly smiled at her. “You think I am too peremptory with my
fiancé, yes?”

“Well, of course not,” Josie said. “That is—”

“Men must be treated with the same courtesy that one treats a good strong
farm animal. Firm, yet kind. Now my dear, I have heard all about your
disasters.”

Josie swallowed. Of course she had. Everyone had.

Miss Broderie leaned over and said, “Shall we visit the ladies’ retiring
room? I assure you, it is quite my favorite place, and in this house there is a
beautiful one.”

Josie blinked at her. Over Miss Broderie’s shoulder she could see Timothy
Arbuthnot bearing down on them. Timothy was one of her most faithful



dance partners; she frequently reminded herself that his four orphaned
children did not disqualify him from matrimony. Although his lack of hair
might.

Miss Broderie shot a look as well, and then before Josie even knew what
had happened, they were slipping through the door into the ladies’ retiring
room. Josie never went to those rooms on her own. She knew what went on
there. The ladies sat around on little spindly chairs that made her feel like an
elephant and talked about who was expecting a proposal of marriage from
whom.

When they weren’t gossiping, they were staring in the mirror while
powdering their noses, or adjusting their hair, another of Josie’s least favorite
activities, right along with being mocked, or sympathetized with. Although
she had to say that none of the debutantes she’d met had been unkind, and in
truth, they had no reason for malice. She presented no threat whatsoever to
their marital ambitions.

Luckily, there wasn’t anyone in the retiring room when they entered, but a
second later Josie’s luck ran out because her sister Tess strolled out of the
privy chamber. “Josie, darling!” she said, giving an equally large smile to
Miss Broderie.

Josie sat down while the two of them curtsied and generally summed each
other up. She’d got to know the ritual. Women eyed each other and then
quickly decided whether they considered each other worthy. Since Tess was
beautiful and married to the second richest man in England, she rather
thought that she would pass Miss Broderie’s inspection. And since Miss
Broderie was just as beautiful, and engaged to Mayne, it was a friendship
made in heaven.

“I have longed to meet you in private,” Miss Broderie was saying. “After
all, we share quite a bit, have we not? If I am not mistaken, you are the only
other woman whom the Earl of Mayne asked to marry.”

“It was only a matter of a few days,” Tess said hastily. “He didn’t mean
anything by it.”



“Of course,” Miss Broderie said. “I completely understand.” She sat down
beside Josie. “Please, Mrs. Felton, won’t you sit with us? I just met your
beautiful little sister.”

Josie suppressed a snort. She hadn’t looked in the mirror but she knew just
what she’d see there: a rigid, plump girl with a face like a moon. The only
good thing about her was her posture, and that was because her corset laced
from the middle of her shoulders all the way down to her hips.

Tess sat down and took Josie’s hand. “I can think of nothing I’d prefer than
sit for a bit. When they talk about carrying a child, no one mentions how
much it makes your feet hurt!”

Now they would start chattering about babies, and such; after all, Miss
Broderie would likely be having a baby as soon as she married. Lord knows,
Annabel was enceinte within a month. But Miss Broderie looked no more
than politely interested.

“T have heard that there are some discomforts involved in the—the
procedure,” she said, waving her hand.

Josie couldn’t help giggling.
“How have I spoken incorrectly?” Miss Broderie asked.
“It’s charming, Miss Broderie,” Josie said quickly.

“Please, you must both call me Sylvie. After all, I am marrying a man who
has so many...ties... to your family.” Her eyes were twinkling. “I am
practically an Essex sister myself, don’t you think?”

Tess giggled at that, and Josie laughed outright.
“You’d have to be Scottish instead of French,” Tess pointed out.

Sylvie shuddered. “Never. I am the French part of your lost family stick.”



“Family tree,” Josie said.

“Precisely. And as the French branch on that tree, I propose that we do
something about Josephine’s unfortunate situation. Mayne told me about it
and—"

Just like that, Josie stopped laughing. Mayne had talked about her? To
Sylvie?

“I have heard of something like it in Paris,” Sylvie was saying. “It was
some years ago, you understand, before Father became disenchanted with all
the unpleasantness there—" and with a wave of her hand, she referred to the
troubles that had presumably taken the lives of many of her acquaintances.

Josie had to get out of the room. It was bad enough that her sisters and
Griselda considered her a pitiful case, and that her brothers-in-law had given
her a dowry, just to lure a husband. It was—enough. “I’m sorry,” she said
stonily, rising from her chair. “I must have forgotten—"

“Sit, please,” Sylvie said. Her voice had ten times the authority of Josie’s
former governess. “Life is, you understand, young Josephine, full of these
humiliations. Absolutely ripe with them. You must learn to swim the wave,
do you understand? Turn everything these fools are saying back on
themselves.”

Tess had obviously fallen under the enemy spell because she pulled Josie
back onto her chair. “She’s right. The whole situation could switch in the
blink of an eyelid.”

“I would wake up to find myself the most marriageable woman in
London,” Josie said, hearing the grating desolation in her voice and not
knowing how to hide it. “I find that truly hard to believe.”

“I believe that most things in life are within our control,” Sylvie said.
“Now, is there any particular man whom you would wish to marry,
Josephine?”



“You might as well call me Josie,” Josie said ungraciously. “And—well, I
just want—"

“Josie has a list,” Tess said. “Do you remember what’s on your list,
darling?”

“Why bother? There’s no question of narrowing the field of my admirers.”

“A list is an excellent idea. I myself had just such a list when I selected
Mayne,” Sylvie said.

“You did?” Josie asked. “May I ask what was on your list?”

“A great deal of money. A title, because I was born into the French nobility
and it is too late for me not to care about such things.”

“Do you sympathize with the revolutionaries?” Josie asked with some
fascination.

“My feelings are divided. In the beginning my father was young and
idealistic. We moved to Paris and he became Napoleon’s finance minister.
But then the corruption...the nepotism...We fled in the night. My mother
never shared my father’s hopes. She loathed the revolutionaries because they
killed, and so brutally, many people whom she loved. Luckily, my father saw
the direction of the wind, and brought us all here a year or so before war was
declared again. But of course, there were those people we knew who did not
survive.”

Tess made a sympathetic noise.

“The people had little to eat under the old system,” Sylvie said, with a little
Gallic shrug that said volumes. “But this is a gloomy subject, and will make
us all more miserable than we deserve to be.”

Tess grinned at that. “So there is a degree of deserving misery, then?”

“Of course! These foolish men who have spread rumors about our



Josephine, they are deserving much misery. Much. Do you know them, Mrs.
Felton?”

“You must call me Tess; after all, we are nearly sisters,” she said with a
mischievous smile. And then sobered. “The ringleader is a man named
Darlington, and I have never met him, to the best of my knowledge.
Apparently, he is a second or third son, I don’t remember which, to the Duke
of Bedrock.”

“Bedrock’s surname is Darlington?” Sylvie said. “A charming name for
such a one as this.”

“I’ve seen him,” Josie said. “He’s very good-looking, all yellow curls and
blue eyes.”

“I suppose we could have someone seduce him,” Sylvie said thoughtfully.
“Men are so amenable in the first days of love. I have noted it innumerable
times.”

“It’s a shame that Annabel is married; she would take to the task
immediately,” Josie said.

“Another sister?” Sylvie asked. “Do you realize the legendary reputation
the four of you have gained amongst the ton? I heard about you the very
moment I arrived for the season. Four exquisite Scotswomen who took
London by storm and scooped up all the available bachelors.”

“I’m afraid that our happiness in marriage may in itself have led to Josie’s
uncomfortable experience,” Tess pointed out.

“The contrast is just too great,” Josie said, striving for a careless tone.
“Between myself and my sisters, I mean.”

“You are just as beautiful,” Sylvie said. “It is simply your misfortune to
follow such remarkable successes. You must expect a certain grumpiness
amongst those Englishmen who were not chosen by your sisters.”



The door opened and Josie’s chaperone, Lady Griselda, poked her head in.
“Oh darling,” she said, “there you are! Timothy Arbuthnot has been looking
for you with a veritably desperate air.”

“I like it better here,” Josie said. In truth, it was the first time all day that
she had felt happy.

Griselda raised a delicate eyebrow. “In that case, I shall join you, if [ may.”
She smiled at Sylvie. Obviously, Josie thought rather grumpily, Mayne’s
choice of wife pleased everyone.

Well, who could not like Sylvie?

She was laughing with Griselda now. Griselda had apparently encountered
Lady Margaret Cavendish, whose hair—according to Griselda—had changed
color. “She’s yellow as a marigold,” Griselda was saying. “Actually the color
of burnt marmalade, if you know what I mean.”

“And what hair had she last week?” Sylvie wanted to know.
“Brown,” Griselda said decisively. “I can’t imagine how she did it.”

“They have all sorts of potions that will dye one’s hair,” Josie said. “Don’t
you remember how Papa used to encounter dyed horses at shows
occasionally, Tess?” She didn’t add that their own father was quite adept at
dyeing a horse black, in order to make him a more attractive candidate for
sale.

“We are discussing who should seduce this objectionable person,” Sylvie
said, “this Darlington, and now of course I know precisely who should do it.”

“Do what?” Griselda said.

“Make Darlington fall in love,” Sylvie said. “You, chérie. You are the
one.”

“What?” Griselda blinked at her future sister-in-law.



Josie almost giggled. Apparently Sylvie was not a good judge of character.
Griselda was certainly beautiful enough to seduce Darlington or anyone else,
given her pale blond curls and lush figure. But after being widowed some ten
or eleven years previous, Griselda had not indulged in even the slightest
indiscretion. Her reputation was, in her brother Mayne’s rather acid
summary, a thing of snowy wonder that made her a terrible foil to his
exploits.

“You must seduce this Darlington,” Sylvie said patiently. “We need the
man silenced, and I’m sure it won’t be difficult for you. Why, Josie reports
that he is good-looking. And yellow-haired. The two of you will be exquisite
together.”

“I don’t wish to have anything to do with that poisonous viper,” Griselda
said. “And I know precisely what he thinks of me. He told Mrs. Graham that
I was unattractively chaste.”

“Then he meant precisely the opposite,” Sylvie said. “If you were not quite
so chaste, you would be enormously attractive. And Griselda, surely you do
not need us to create some compliments for you?” She waved at the glass,
and all four women instinctively looked at Griselda’s reflection. “Guardez!”

Josie had to smile. Griselda had reached the age of thirty-two without a
single wrinkle, nor any sign that she was much over Sylvie’s age. Her hair
fell in perfect ringlets, and her figure was wound in something soft and silk
and utterly entrancing. In short, she looked like a china shepherdess, only not
nearly as hard nor as cold.

Tess leaned forward. “Though it is vastly improper of me to say it,
Griselda, I think that Sylvie has a wonderful idea. All you would have to do
is make him fall in love with you. He’s not a complete devil. You might find
him amusing. Felton says that Darlington graduated with a First, which is
remarkable for a gentleman. Likely, he’s bored.”

Sylvie was waving a fan gently before her face and nothing could be seen
but her mischievous eyes. “I think that I have seen the gentleman in question,
dear Griselda.”



“Hmmm,” Griselda said.
“You must have noticed his shoulders.”

“As Tess mentioned, this is a remarkably improper conversation,” Griselda
said, obviously remembering her role as chaperone.

“I am quite used to impropriety,” Josie said. “Not a one of my sisters found
her husband without a scandal.”

“I certainly don’t want a husband!” Griselda said.

“Of course you do,” Sylvie stated. “Every woman wants a husband; they
are so necessary to one’s comfort, like a flannel night rail in the winter.
Necessary, but tedious to acquire.”

“And you did tell Imogen that you were considering marriage,” Josie
added.

“Well, I certainly wouldn’t marry a man like Darlington.”

Sylvie’s eyes rounded into a shocked expression. “We never suggested
such a thing! Never! Of course, you will want to marry a man with a sweet
and modest disposition. Otherwise not even an optimist could see you sharing
breakfast with him after a year or so.”

“My own Willoughby was remarkably modest,” Griselda remarked. “But
my ability to watch him eat calves’ head pie for breakfast lasted precisely one
day, as I recall.”

“I expect I would have been just the same,” Sylvie said with a little
shudder. “But I mean to begin as I shall go on, and therefore I shall inform
Mayne that we shall never breakfast together. That way he will not be
disappointed by my absence.”

Josie thought that was a bit mean, but after a moment she realized that
Mayne probably didn’t care about breakfasting. She wasn’t stupid, nor naive.



What Mayne wanted was to sleep in the same room with Sylvie, not eat there.
“I suppose I could contemplate a flirtation with Darlington,” Griselda said.

“Just long enough to reduce him to a state of slavering adoration,” Sylvie
said reassuringly. “Then you can shake him from your skirts like so much
dust.”

Josie liked the sound of that.

“This is not the sort of solution that had occurred to me,” Griselda said,
looking thoughtful.

“Indeed,” Tess said with a gurgle of laughter. “Griselda and I and Josie’s
other sisters have been pursuing irreproachably correct ways of ameliorating
the situation. Really, Josie, you do have a number of admirers now.”

“Old men,” Josie said impatiently.

Sylvie raised an eyebrow. “Dearest, young men are invariably tedious. I
think you don’t realize what a sacrifice Griselda makes by even
contemplating a brief flirtation with a man not yet thirty. Without experience,
they have nothing to say.”

“Darlington always has something to say; that’s his stock in trade,” Tess
observed.

“But he is unlikely to have made many mistakes, and mistakes are what
make a man truly interesting.”

“Has Mayne made mistakes?” Josie asked with some curiosity.

Griselda laughed, but Sylvie said, “Without question. He has the look of a
man who has mistakenly found himself in far too many beds, for one thing.
He has clearly put too much value on variety. I shall insist that as my
husband, he show far more prudence.”

“But do you mean that he will...he will continue to—" Josie stopped.



There were limits to what a young unmarried woman was supposed to voice,
after all.

“Oh, undoubtedly,” Sylvie said, fanning herself. “Although he is currently
playing the role of a sentimentalist, and doing it with a great deal of relish, I
must say.”

“He told me last night that he was ravished with love for you,” Griselda
said.

“Charming,” Sylvie said, with a markedly unsentimental cheerfulness. “As
I said, a temporary wash of sentimentalism. Which will lapse with time, as it
always does. And since he is half French, I expect it will transform itself
nicely into cynicism. I think cynical men are so interesting, don’t you?”

“You should be starting a flirtation with Darlington,” Griselda pointed out.
And then added hastily, “If you weren’t affianced to my brother, of course.”

“Alas, I cannot come to Josephine’s rescue for that very reason. How long
do you think it will take you, dearest Griselda? I shouldn’t think more than a
week or so, do you?”

Griselda had a light in her eye that suggested just a hint of rivalry with her
beautiful sister-in-law, or so Josie thought.

“I expect I can make significant inroads on his affections this very night,”
she said. Then she stood up and surveyed her gown in the mirror. It had a
classical drape, winding around her breasts and making the most of her
curves. With a few deft pulls and twitches, suddenly a great deal more bosom
was showing.

“An excellent thought,” Sylvie said.

“I can manage this endeavor without instruction,” Griselda said, with the
faintest edge in her voice.

Sylvie instantly looked utterly cast down. “I didn’t mean in the faintest,



'”

smallest way to imply that you were anything other than utterly ravissante
she cried, her accent suddenly far more French. “Don’t be angry with me,
dearest Griselda. I’'m so happy to be your sister that I rushed in where I
should not have walked!”

Griselda smiled at that and turned around to give her a kiss. “You are your
own fascinating self,” she said. “And besides, I do need advice. How shall I
make an approach to him? Under the circumstances, he is unlikely to draw
near me.”

Tess’s eyes lit up. “My husband can introduce you!”
“Too obvious,” Griselda objected.

“I have read a number of novels in which young women drop various items
of clothing, thereby attracting attention of a nearby gentleman,” Josie said.
“A fan would be easiest.”

“I don’t want to drop my fan,” Griselda said, looking alarmed. “This is my
favorite and I should hate to have the sticks bent or broken.”

“Sacrifices must be made,” Sylvie observed. “In a good cause.”

“In that case,” Griselda retorted, “I’ll drop your fan. You can give me mine
back at the end of the evening.”

Sylvie showed no sign of offering up her fan. It was the same delicate pink
as her costume, and sewn over with matching seed pearls. “Are you certain
that you wouldn’t wish to drop a shoe?” she inquired. “You are wearing
ravishing slippers, if you don’t mind my saying so, Griselda. And you could
perhaps manage to show some ankle at the same time. Men are so foolish
when it comes to ankles.”

“Why is that?” Josie asked. Sylvie seemed to be the sort of person who
actually answered questions, and since her ankles were one of Josie’s best
features, she had often wondered whether she should accidentally expose
them more often.



“A woman’s ankle, slender and perfectly turned, is a thing of beauty,”
Sylvie said. “I myself wear all my skirts a trifle short, as should you, Josie
darling.”

“I need the longer skirts to balance my hips,” Josie said.
Tess groaned. “Madame Badeau told you that, didn’t she?”
“She is correct,” Josie stated.

“Madame Badeau makes excellent designs,” Sylvie said peaceably. “I
myself have a ravishing pelisse that she made for me. But I am not certain
that I entirely agree with her tactics as regards your costumes, Josie.”

“As I have repeatedly said myself,” Griselda put in.

Josie groaned inwardly. They appeared to be about to reenact a battle that
had replayed itself since she first visited Imogen’s modiste, Madame Badeau.
“It is my figure,” she pointed out, “and my costumes in question. Without
Madame Badeau’s corsets, I would swell in all directions.”

Even now Josie could feel the reassuring pressure of whalebones around
her body, holding all her extra flesh in place. True, it was uncomfortable, and
it made her feel rather like a wooden puppet at times, especially while
dancing.

“I do not agree,” Griselda said. She appealed directly to Sylvie. “Josie is
convinced that she must wear this horrendous contraption that Madame
Badeau espoused. As you can see, she barely sits with ease.”

But to Josie’s relief, Sylvie didn’t jump to Griselda’s support. “I expect that
Josie finds the garment rather comforting.”

“I do,” Josie said with emphasis. “I shall wear it whenever I am seen in
public. Can you imagine if I took it off? They would stop calling me a
Scottish sausage and say that I had swelled into—into a sausage patty!”



“They will lose interest,” Sylvie said. “Particularly after Griselda diverts
Darlington’s attention to herself.”

“I do believe that I shall drop my shoe,” Griselda said. “A fan is too
obvious, almost pedestrian. And these are very nice slippers. I’d forgotten
how much I like them.”

They all looked to the ground. Griselda’s slippers were cream silk
embroidered with pale blue, very small fleur-delis. Her stockings were the
same color, with pale blue clocks.

“I am so happy to be entering your family,” Sylvie said. “I could not bear
to be sister to a woman who did not understand the importance of shoes.”

Griselda smiled at her and dropped her skirts. Her eyes were more excited
than Josie had seen them in ages, and she had a little smile hovering on her
mouth. She took a miniature pot of color from her reticule, rubbed it on her
lips, and then made a playful pout before the mirror. “I feel quite different.
Rather wicked, I suppose.”

“But surely you have not enjoyed your widowhood entirely alone?” Sylvie
said, looking rather appalled.

“No, no,” Griselda said, “there have been small attachments here and there,
but I have never deliberately planned anything of this nature.”

Josie just stopped herself from gasping.

“Therein lies the difference between the two of us,” Sylvie said. “For you
are half French, and I am fully French. Consequently, I cannot imagine
embarking on any sort of romantic adventure without a good deal of
planning. I would owe it to myself.”

Griselda laughed. “You sound so sophisticated, Sylvie, and yet I have
observed you with my brother. The two of you are remarkably chaste, are you
not?”



“I am always chaste,” Sylvie remarked. “I have yet to see the reason why I
should allow any advance in intimacy on the part of a man. I’m afraid that
planning does tend to reduce one’s tendency to be reckless.”

Griselda paused in the door.
Sylvie grinned at her. “Avance pour vaincre!”

“I shall report on my conquest later this evening,” Griselda said. “Josie,
may I remind you that you have several dance partners waiting for you, when
you choose to emerge.”

Tess was tucking an errant curl high on her head. “I must return to the floor
as well.”

“Lucius will be looking for you,” Josie said.

“It is an excellent thing to have a husband looking for one, rather than the
other way around,” Sylvie said. “I shall emulate you.”

Tess smiled at her. “I have been remarkably lucky in that regard.”



6

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Third

I fear it will reveal my arrogance if I say that I did fulfill the command of the
duchess—shall we term her Hermia? My skills I consider to be God’s
providence and gift, for the duchess informed sometime later that God had
pricked me out for women’s pleasure...and I have devoutly followed His
directive ever since.

T hurman walked up to the Sausage as if he’d been introduced. In a way, he
felt as if they were old acquaintances. Surely if he, Thurman, actually talked
to the Sausage, Darlington would come to the Convent to hear his tale. He
could send him a message, telling him that he had a story Darlington couldn’t
miss. Thurman felt panic at the idea of not having Darlington at his side. Not
having Darlington’s witticisms and cutting observations to pass the time.

“I’m a friend of Darlington,” he said by way of invitation.

The Sausage blinked at him and then looked away, staring at the wall over
his shoulder. “I would rather not be reminded of your friend’s ill-bred
phrases.”

“Ill-bred? He ain’t ill-bred,” Thurman protested.

She still didn’t look at him. But: “Despicable Darlington,” she said
mockingly. “I vow the phrase is quite appealing.”

Thurman scowled. What he should do is dance with the piglet. That way he
could make a great story out of how she trod on his feet with her little hooves
and squealed in his ear. “Would you like to dance?”



She glanced at him for a second and then turned her entire head so she was
staring at the wall again. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not? You’re desperate, aren’t you?”

“You’re some sort of fiend,” she said. “Why on earth are you being so
impolite? To the best of my knowledge, we’ve never met.”

The disgust in her voice gave him a thrill of power. It wasn’t just
Darlington who could come up with cutting phrases. He could too. “I don’t
mind being a fiend as long as you don’t cast me into a swine,” he said.

“You are swine,” Miss Essex said, glaring at him instead of the wall.
“Oink, oink, Mr. Whatever Your Name Is. Why don’t you trot back to
whatever vulgar little pen you came from?”

Somehow his little jest hadn’t come across with the same aplomb that
Darlington achieved. She was looking at him so that he—he—felt
uncomfortably aware of his rounded stomach. Everyone knew that weight in
a man was a good thing. Made him strong and long-living.

But Thurman had the same quivering sense of failure that he used to have
when he was called before the class to do the multiplication tables. Miss
Essex had a powerfully nasty gaze. In fact, he hated her.

She wasn’t done talking. “You are the sort of man who pinches maids,” she
was saying. “I can’t imagine how you found your way into this ball.”

Thurman felt that in his gut: he was sensitive about the fact that his
family’s wealth came from running a printing press. He always laughed it off
as his grandfather’s intellectual fling, but he knew his claim to the title of
gentleman was fragile.

“You are the sort of woman who will never be so lucky as to be pinched,”
he said, tasting Darlington’s acid tones on his tongue. He could be as cutting
as Darlington. He moved a little closer. He really loathed this plump Scottish
girl. If he had his way, fat Scottish girls would never be allowed into a ton



party at all. “You’ll never be lucky enough to be tupped either,” he said.

Then he just stood there, watching her. To tell the truth, he was rather
surprised at himself for voicing such a thing in the midst of a society affair.

She got a little red in the face, so she must have known what tupping was.
“You are—filth,” she said.

Her voice was shaking. He rather liked that. She turned and darted away,
and Thurman didn’t move. He could feel rage swelling in his chest the way it
used to when the schoolmaster flogged him for not knowing his tables. It was
all tangled together in his mind: Darlington was gone, the Convent was gone,
what would he do at night? Without Darlington, people would think he was
stupid. It was all the Sausage’s fault, because Darlington didn’t drop him
until he had those thoughts of morality.

That was her fault.

The Sausage’s fault.



7

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Fifth

I fear that in telling the next episode of my life, I may endanger the reputation
of the sweetest and most virtuous lady to have come to my attention. I beg of
you not to attempt to discover her name, no matter the temptation. I shall
simply call her my darling Hippolyta. If she reads my poor offering, I would
say to her what lies buried in my heart:

I have seen only you,
I have admired only you,
I desire only you.

J osie turned away, rather blindly, and walked straight through the crowd,
heedless of anyone who might see her face without its rigid smile. That was a

horrible, disgusting swine of a man. Without warning, Mayne loomed before
her.

“Hello there,” he said, grinning at her. Then his face changed in a flash.
“What’s the matter, Josie?”

She swallowed hard and before she knew what was happening, Mayne was
leading her out onto a marble terrace that lay white and shining in the light of
the torches placed at its edges. He walked her to the broad balustrade that
lined the terrace, turned her around and then stood directly in front of her so
that no one could see the tears snaking down her face. “What happened?” he
demanded.

The torches were throwing glinting lights onto Mayne’s tumble of black
curls. His eyebrows were drawn into a perfectly straight scowl. “It was a
horrid man,” Josie said, hiccupping ungracefully, although it didn’t matter



because it was Mayne. “He said—He said—" But she couldn’t say what he
said, because Mayne was so beautiful and it was all so humiliating.

He had a large white handkerchief in his hand. “Steady on,” he said, patting
her cheeks dry. She tried to smile at him but her mouth wobbled. She turned
away and leaned over to look at the borders below. The bushes were all in
shadow.

“Who was it?” Mayne asked conversationally, but Josie heard the clash of
steel in his voice.

“Is that sweetbrier or southernwood?” she asked. “It smells enchanting.”
“Josie.”

She turned back and shook her head. “I don’t know. Some acquaintance of
Darlington’s.” She took the handkerchief from him and wiped her eyes again.
Mayne was looking thoughtful, like a man who was about to pummel half the
male population of London.

“What did he look like?”

“I hardly noticed. The room is poorly lit, and he is nondescript, really. It’s
not that important,” she said shakily. “I know what they think of me. I know
—” Her eyes filled with tears again and she groped for the handkerchief,
forgetting she had it. It fell to the ground, and without thinking she bent to
pick it up. And stopped with a small oof as her corset almost sliced her in
half.

Mayne plucked it from the ground with an easy sweep. “What on earth?”
he said, and then glanced about. “We’re far too public here.”

“Could we possibly leave the ball altogether?” Josie said. “I—I am not
having a pleasant evening.” But then she remembered his fiancée. “Yet
Sylvie will wonder where you are.”

Mayne’s whole face lit up when he smiled. “May I say how happy I am to



hear you use her first name? And of course I shall take you away. Sylvie is,
as I’m sure you recognized immediately, a singularly self-sufficient woman.
She actually came to the ball with another party. My only fear is that she has
little use for me at all, and she certainly won’t notice if I disappear.”

“That can’t be true,” Josie said. If Mayne were her fiancé—though the
thought was inconceivable, because of course he was far too old—she would
never let him out of her sight. The thought made her feel a little queer in the
stomach, so she allowed Mayne to tuck her hand under his arm and
concentrated on making her smile as rigid as her back.

They walked through the crowd at a leisurely pace. They were only stopped
once, by Lady Lorkin, who put a thin hand on Mayne’s arm and crooned
something to him.

She glanced once at Josie, but didn’t bother to greet her. Mayne bent
toward her and she breathed something in his ear. Her eyes were bright and
avid, like a child who sees a puppy running free on the lawn.

Mayne laughed a low, intimate kind of chuckle and murmured something.
Then he gently removed Lady Lorkin’s hand from his sleeve and they walked
on. After that Josie noticed the way women kept turning to look at Mayne,
their eyes dancing over him in a manner that made her acutely aware of how
prized he was. And yet Sylvie, who had won him, didn’t mind if he
disappeared for a while. It was an odd fact of life, she had to suppose.

“We should find Griselda,” Mayne said, looking about. “After all, she is
your chaperone and I must tell her that we are fleeing.”

“No!” Josie said, remembering suddenly that Griselda was presumably
carrying out Sylvie’s order that she seduce Darlington. “Absolutely not.”

“Why not?” Mayne said. “Isn’t my sister a good chaperone?”
“Of course she is. [ simply wouldn’t wish to bother her,” Josie said weakly.

“There’s a great deal that I do not understand about you, Miss Josephine



Essex,” Mayne said. “I suppose I can send her a note. A young lady should
not trot away from a ball without informing her chaperone, you know. The
chaperone might well assume the worst.”

“Not if I’'m with you,” Josie pointed out.

“While your confidence in me is touching, I can assure you that there is
many a mama in the room who would not wish her daughter to gallivant out
of a ball by my side.”

“Don’t be foolish, Mayne. I’'m the woman least able to be compromised at
this ball.”

He raised an eyebrow but scratched a note on his card and told a footman to
give it to Griselda. “Where would you like to go?” he asked once they were
seated in his carriage. It was a gorgeous little vehicle, a dark glossy red
picked out with his coat of arms on the door.

“Anywhere.”

Mayne was eyeing her in a peculiar way. “It would be thoroughly
improper, but—"

“No one will believe I’'m doing anything improper.” She said it flatly,
because it was true.

“In that case,” Mayne said with a wolfish grin, “welcome to my parlor,
young lady.” He rapped on the roof, shouting “Home, Wiggles!”

“Wiggles?” Josie said, feeling better the moment the carriage started to
move away from the ball. “Wiggles?”

Mayne grinned at her. “Presumably the son of Papa Wiggles...one day the
proud father of William Wiggles, Wilfred Wiggles, and perhaps even a
Wilhelmina Wiggles.”

Josie smiled back, rather wanly. “Your house?” she asked. “Do you live in



this vicinity?”

“All of two blocks away,” Mayne said, and even as he spoke the carriage
slowed. “You will be unchaperoned, but I assure you that my house is
absolutely awash with servants.”

“More to the point, you’re in love with Sylvie,” Josie said.

“That fact will likely curb any fiendish plans I have for your ravishment,”
Mayne agreed.

She scowled at him. “Don’t you dare make fun of me, Garret Langham.”
“I didn’t mean to.”

She stared at him a moment, eyes narrowed, but his face looked genuinely
surprised. “I know that I am not to anyone’s taste when it comes to
ravishment. There is no possible way anyone would ever think that you had
such plans—you, the man who has slept with every beautiful woman in
London—so we can dispense with worries about my reputation.”

A butler was holding the door open, and Mayne swept her up and into the
house without a word. “Ribble, we’ll have champagne in the turret. Veuve
Clicquot-Ponsardin, old and cold, if you please.”

“The lamps aren’t lit, my lord,” said the butler.
“Not a problem, Ribble. I'll see to it.”

Josie was struggling out of her pelisse. Mayne scowled at her again and
then snatched it from her shoulders, handing it to a footman.

“Do you have a turret? How lovely!” she said, trying to avoid questions
about why she was so awkward.

“Would you like something to eat?” he asked.

She shook her head.



“I’'m feeling peckish, so you’ll forgive me for eating something, I trust. I’'m
afraid that Rafe made a mistake by asking Fortnam and Mason to cater his
wedding ball. Did you see the sandwiches stamped with huge H’s for
Holbrook?”

Josie shook her head again. She never allowed herself to eat in public,
thinking it would simply fuel the talk about her waistline.

“Stamped in liver paste,” Mayne said, taking her arm and heading up the
stairs. “Looked as terrible as they tasted. Bring us something delicious for a
light supper, Ribble, if you would.”

They walked up the stairs, past the main floor and through a small door.
Mayne pulled a tinderbox from a small shelf, and so Josie saw the room in
the flickering light of a small flame. The ceiling was domed and painted deep
blue with faded gold stars. The walls were paneled, and painted with curious
winding vines on which grew an occasional rose. The only furniture in the
room was a small chaise longue, two cozy chairs, and a tea table. High on the
walls there were small windows, eight of them for each of the eight sides.
Moonlight filtered down into the room in a lazy kind of way that made the
vines on the wall look charmingly mysterious.

“Oh, this is lovely!” Josie said, clasping her hands. “It’s utterly magical.”

Mayne was lighting one of the Argand lamps attached to the wall. “You’ve
discovered its secret,” he said, laughter running through his voice.

“It must be the only turret outside the Tower in the whole of London,”
Josie said. “How on earth did it survive the great fire?”

“Oh, this house isn’t that old,” Mayne said. “My grandfather had a
daughter whom he loved very much, by the name of Cecily. Aunt Cecily was
born early, before she should have been. Apparently she was lame from birth
and had weak lungs as well. She loved nothing more than to read books. She
fancied herself a princess, you see, and this was the perfect chamber from
which to be kissed into wakefulness.”



“She was absolutely right. Was she wakened?”
“Unfortunately, Cecily died before I was born.”
“I’m so sorry.”

“There were no other children in the family for years, until finally my
father arrived. He loved her more, he said, than his own mother, because he
spent hours and hours of his boyhood here, listening to her tales of knights,
dragons, and fanciful monsters. You see, she had some of her stories painted
on the walls.”

He held up a lamp, and sure enough when Josie looked closely at the
twining vines, a small unicorn with a curious smile was dancing up the vine,
and hanging insouciantly from one hand was a small boy. “My father,”
Mayne said, touching the little imp. Josie recognized that mop of wild hair
and the aristocratic nose, even in a youthful version.

Josie longed to ask when his father died, but didn’t dare.
“He died some ten years ago,” Mayne told her.
“Oh dear,” she said, taking his arm.

“He told me many of Cecily’s stories,” he said. “And Griselda remembers
even more than I do.”

He put the lamp down rather abruptly on the small table. “Are you able to
sit down in that contraption you’re wearing?”

Josie felt a flood of pink coming up her neck. “Yes, of course,” she said,
striving for a casual tone. But she could hardly mention the word corset in
front of him.

“Is it a corset?” he asked.

“That’s none of your business!” she snapped, sitting on the edge of her
seat. She couldn’t sit back; the corset was let in with clever little grommets



around her bottom so that she had just enough space to sit elegantly, as long
as she kept her legs close together.

Mayne threw himself into the chair opposite her. He was all broad
shoulders and strong legs, and he looked utterly comfortable. “How can you
stand that?” he asked with some curiosity. Before she could answer, there
was a scratch at the door and he shouted, “Enter!”

Josie bit her tongue as footmen brought in champagne and a tray of food. In
fact, she waited until she had a glass of cool, apple-bitter champagne in her
hand to give her courage, and then she said, with just the right air of
sophistication, “Ladies never discuss their undergarments with gentlemen,
Mayne.”

“But you and I are friends.”
“We are not friends!”

“Yes, we are.” He was grinning at her, and there was something in his eyes
that was very hard to resist. “I assure you that you are the only lady of my
acquaintance ever to ask me to take part in a farce like that you arranged in
Scotland. You must be a friend, because I’d be afraid to make you my
enemy.”

“You mean when Annabel’s horse bucked?”

He threw back his head and laughed. “Annabel’s horse didn’t just buck,
you little witch! You put something under that poor nag’s saddle to make it
dance in the air.”

“It was in a good cause,” Josie protested, feeling a smile curl her lips. “I
merely thought that if Ardmore was scared for Annabel’s life, he might
realize that he was in love with her.”

“He had realized that all on his own,” Mayne said. “A man comes to that
sort of insight slowly, believe me.”



Josie felt the champagne slide down her throat. It was reckless, delicious,
sitting here in a gorgeous little jewel-box of a room with one of the most
desired men in London for company. It made her feel sophisticated. As if she,
Josephine Essex, weren’t the least desirable debutante on the market. She
pushed the thought away and drank more champagne. “How did you realize
you were in love with Sylvie?” she asked boldly.

His face changed the moment she said Sylvie’s name. Naturally, she felt a
fierce pang of envy; who wouldn’t? To tame a man of Mayne’s reputation,
and to tame him so thoroughly that his eyes almost changed color when one’s
name was mentioned...what a feat.

“I walked into a ball in Terence Square,” he said. “I had no intention of
going, to be truthful. Lucius was out of town, and Rafe was rusticating in the
country. I had just returned from our trip to Scotland—and if my sister lost
her breakfast one more time in my company, I had vowed to disown the
family and flee to Moscovy. At any rate, I came straight to London, and of
course there were a hundred invitations. I’d lived so long in those benighted
rags that Rafe calls clothes that I felt like being splendid. Do you know what
[ mean?”

Josie shook her head. For her, going to a ball was an agonizingly tedious
process of strapping and lacing and wiggling into clothes that felt too small.
Being worried that she would sweat in them, that she would have to bend
over, that she wouldn’t be able to survive without a trip to the privy.

She could feel Mayne eyeing her corset again, but thankfully he didn’t say
anything.

“As it happened, the Queen was receiving that afternoon. So I went to the
Drawing Room. There was the usual flock of debutantes waiting to be
received, and there, just in the middle, was an exquisite woman. I knew
immediately that she was French, of course. It wasn’t her voice, but the way
she carried herself. There’s nothing common about a Frenchwoman, do you
know what I mean, Josie?”

Josie had probably read a few too many French romances for her own



good. “Do you mean that Frenchwomen aren’t loose?” she asked dubiously.

“Oh, they misbehave with true joie de vivre. But they never look at a man
with an invitation in their eyes,” he said, stretching his feet out. His legs went
so far across the small floor that his feet almost touched her slippers. “They
wait for a man to approach them, or they shrug them off. Do you see the
difference?”

Josie thought about the eager way that Lady Lorkin’s eyes had skated over
Mayne’s face. She took another swallow of champagne. It was a vastly
improper thing to say, but: “Lady Lorkin, one must assume, is not of Gallic
origin.”

She was rewarded by a snort of laughter. “Not a bit of it.”

“Are you carrying on an dffaire with her?”

The laughter died in his eyes immediately. “I am affianced to Sylvie.”
“I didn’t mean to imply—"

But he wasn’t angry anymore. “I did have a tryst with her, some three years
ago now. I’m afraid that she may have built it into a treasured memory.”

“Yes, I can see that.”

He looked faintly embarrassed. “I feel like an ass even saying such a thing
in front of a young lady.”

“I may be young, but I’'m not stupid. And if you remember, one of my
sisters was engaged to you, so I’m fully aware of your scandalous
background.”

His eyes fell and he was studying his boots again. “I should never have
stood up Tess at the altar—”

“Not only that but you almost had an affaire with my other sister,” Josie
interrupted. She was feeling blissful, for the first time since the season began.



She grinned at him. “You spell nothing but trouble for the Essex sisters. We
shall all be very glad when Sylvie ties you up nice and tight at the altar.”

“Unfair!” he protested. “All the Essexes have married without a protest
from me. And I did not have an affaire with Imogen.”

“I know that,” Josie said smugly. “Though not for lack of trying on her
part.”

He looked startled at this but said nothing.

“Why didn’t you allow her to seduce you?” Josie asked, holding out her
glass so he could fill it again. “Imogen is very beautiful. She was widowed,
so there wasn’t a husband to worry about. What on earth stopped you?”

“Do you think that I just gallivant around London, sleeping with any
woman who throws me a lure?”

Josie thought about it for a moment. “Yes.”
“Well, I don’t.”
“If you’d had world enough and time...” she said mischievously.

“No, you little devil, that scrap of poetry won’t work. Marvell says his lady
might remain coy if they had world enough and time—"

“The coy Mayne,” Josie said, interrupting him again. “Ah Mayne, how the
ton has misjudged you! Why, you’ll hardly credit it—" she opened her eyes
wide—“but they seem to think you are the greatest seducer of women ever to
grace the ton.”

“Well, I’'m not,” Mayne said sharply, draining his glass and filling it again.

He seemed a bit peevish, so Josie dropped the subject. There was nothing
worse than being nagged about one’s bad traits. It was so much more pleasant
to pretend they didn’t exist. Like overeating. She was going to eat one of
those delicious sandwich squares, even given that she had sworn that very



morning never to eat again.

She leaned forward from the waist, carefully, reached out for a sandwich
and bumped Mayne’s hand. He was smiling at her, and suddenly Josie knew
to the bottom of her toes why all those L.ondon ladies made fools of
themselves over him. He must be well over thirty years old, but his eyes had
a devilish smile in them that made her feel—

She dropped the sandwich as if it stung her.

Mayne was already sprawled back in his chair, but he bent forward and
picked it up for her. “I’m afraid of what would happen if you tried to lean
farther forward,” he remarked.

She scowled at him and edged back in her chair.

“So are you going to tell me what you’re wearing?” he asked, eating half
the small sandwich in one bite.

It was all so easy for him. Women falling at his feet, and not a bit of guilt
no matter what he ate. It just wasn’t fair. “No, I am not going to talk about
my undergarments.”

“You look absurdly uncomfortable,” Mayne cheerfully observed.

Josie ate a bite of her sandwich. It was wonderful, a burst of salmon flavor
with a touch of cucumber. “Your chef is marvelous,” she said when she
finished.

Mayne leaned forward, grabbed two more for himself and one for her.
“Don’t forget your champagne,” he said. “Champagne was designed by God
to go with smoked salmon.”

There was a moment’s reverent silence while they both ate. Then Mayne
emptied the last of the champagne bottle into Josie’s glass. “Have we drunk
all that?” she asked, slightly alarmed.



“No, it was half empty when opened,” he said sarcastically. “If you won’t
talk to me about your undergarments, will you talk to Sylvie about them?”

“Certainly not!” Josie squeaked, picturing his slender fiancée.
“One of your sisters, then?”

“Naturally, Imogen took me to her very own modiste, a Frenchwoman,”
she added pointedly. “Madame Badeau. I have entirely new clothing for the
season, and while you may not approve, I assure you that Madame Badeau is
the very best modiste in London.”

Mayne’s eyes narrowed and he was staring at her again. Josie would have
straightened, except she couldn’t be any straighter than she was. She drank
her champagne and then broke the silence. “I might as well say what I’'m sure
you’re thinking,” she said, putting her glass down on the table with a little
click. “The only thing that gets me into this gown at all is my corset. It works
miracles. I love it.” She finished the last sentence bravely.

Mayne wasn’t looking at her anymore; he was cutting the string around the
cork of a bottle of champagne that Josie hadn’t seen before.

“Are we going to drink more?” she asked, with a little gasp.

He shrugged. “Why not? At this point, we’ve missed most of the party. I
shouldn’t like to return you to Rafe’s until we are quite certain the crowds are
gone and no one will see us. I don’t suppose you’ve drunk much champagne
in the past?”

“I had a glass once before,” Josie said, looking lovingly at the bubbles in
the bottle. “It’s much more interesting than I thought.”

“Don’t develop a passion for it,” he advised her. “Look at Rafe and how
long it took him to become sober.”

“Oh, I won’t.”



He lifted his glass and held it up to hers. “To the future, Josie?”

“Why do you call me Josie, and I call you Mayne?” she asked, taking a
deep draught of champagne. It was making her feel brave and reckless.

“You can call me whatever you like,” he said with a shrug.

“Then I’ll call you Garret. We are friends, after all, and I think that a
gentleman who has the gall to question a lady about her undergarments
should be on intimate terms with her, don’t you think?” A thought struck her
and she plunged straight into another question. “Do all those women whom
you slept with address you as Garret, or Mayne?”

He was grinning at her, a lazy, beautiful grin with a touch of the devil in it.
He looked like nothing in the world so much as a slightly wicked Bacchus
crafted by a master sculptor. It made her feel audacious. After all, it wasn’t
Lady Lorkin in this chair. It was she, Josie, the most scorned debutante of the
year. “I love champagne!” she added.

“I begin to think I should ring for a sobering cup of tea,” Mayne said. And
then: “No, you little witch, I have never asked the women with whom I had
dffaires to address me by my first name. It isn’t done.”

“Why not? If I were going to—to unclothe myself in front of a person, I
would certainly wish to be familiar enough to call him by his first name!”

He laughed at that. “There’s more intimacy involved than unclothing,” he
pointed out. And then looked a bit appalled at himself. “I shouldn’t have said
that.”

“We’re talking about bedding,” Josie said impatiently. “You can pretend
I’m your younger brother, if you wish.”

He eyed her. “I don’t wish.”

“Well, my point is that if I were ever to take my clothing off before
someone, I certainly wouldn’t do so in an atmosphere of such formality.”



Mayne was staring at the bubbles in his champagne, turning the glass so the
golden wine caught the light. “Most ladies undress with the help of their
maids and then slip under the covers.”

Josie thought about that. It sounded like a very good plan to her. That way
one’s husband would never be unnerved by the sight of one’s flesh. “Where
does the gentleman undress?”

“Of course, ladies and gentlemen never share a bedchamber,” he said,
looking through his glass at her now. “No one could imagine such a thing;
that sort of intimacy is left for the lower classes. No, the squire strides into
his wife’s bedchamber, admirably covered in a striped dressing gown of
sturdy linsey-woolsey. Then he drops his dressing gown...”

Josie had a sudden vivid image of what Mayne would look like without a
dressing gown, or anything else.

“...but not before he turns down the lamp,” Mayne finished. “No
promiscuous looking among the aristocracy. Absolutely not.”

“And she never uses his first name?” Josie said, wrenching her mind away
from the gutter.

“Never. In fact, she says little, in my experience.” Mayne rested his head
on the back of his chair and gazed at the ceiling. “And this is truly something
you should never repeat to your intimates,” he said. “I should not tell you, but
I will anyway. The truth is that I can’t imagine why women go to such
lengths to anger their husbands by having affaires, when most of them don’t
particularly enjoy the intimacies themselves.”

“Then you,” Josie said, thrilling with the daring of this desperately
improper conversation, “must not be very good at bedding women. Perhaps
Imogen had a lucky escape.” She grinned at the low growl that came from his
throat. “Tess and Annabel gave Imogen a wedding night talk,” she told him.
“And this time they finally allowed me to stay because I was supposed to be
getting married this season.”



Mayne’s jaw clenched. “And they said something about me?” There was
stark disbelief in his voice.

“Why on earth would they be interested in you? You should be careful that
all this adoration from foolish women like Letitia Lorkin doesn’t go to your
head.”

“Josie, you witch”—and it didn’t sound like an endearment anymore—*“can
you kindly inform me precisely how my name came up during this oh-so-
delicate conversation?”

“As I said, you didn’t come up. But the fact that many men are unable to
make women happy in bed did.”

“Don’t tell me your sisters were worried about Rafe.” He sounded
horrified; it was likely a question of insult my friend, insult me.

“No. But—" Josie stopped. It was one thing to be indiscreet with Mayne,
and it was another to reveal that Imogen’s first marriage had not been entirely
satisfactory in that respect.

He didn’t say anything, just stared at his glass. “I seem to have no problem
providing a suitable experience.”

Josie sipped her glass a bit more cautiously. She was feeling definitely
tipsy. It was agreeable, but a native cautionary streak was advising her to stop
drinking.

“Bravo for you,” she said.

He looked at her, and she felt the impact of his wild black eyes to the
bottom of her toes. “’Twas I who found it unsatisfactory,” he said to her.
“And I can’t tell you in what respect, because it’s not the kind of thing you
talk about with virgins.” Saying the word seemed to startle him and he
snatched up the bottle. “Damn it. I’m three sheets to the wind,” he growled.
His voice had darkened to a champagne-drenched growl. Josie thought it was
the most sensual thing she’d heard in her life.



“Why’d you keep doing it, then?” she asked, watching him through her
lashes so he wouldn’t know how curious she was.

But he didn’t even glance at her. “I haven’t,” he said. “Haven’t had a
woman, if you’ll excuse the vulgarity, since Lady Godwin, and—" He
stopped.

Josie knew who Lady Godwin was. She was a brilliant musician who wrote
waltzes with her husband. Lady Godwin had created that bewitching waltz
that she had danced around and around Rafe’s ballroom, in the days before
this horrible season started. Now Josie couldn’t dance a waltz because she
didn’t want anyone putting a hand on her corset. A man could feel every
spike through the thin silk of her gowns.

“You mean,” she said carefully, “the countess?” Was that misery in
Mayne’s eyes?

“The very one. If you’ll believe the foolishness of this, I fancied myself in
love with her. Hell, I was in love with her.”

“How dare she reject you?” Josie cried. “I shall never think well of her
again.”

He grinned at that. “She stayed with her husband, you little witch. She
loved him, more than she loved me, and since she didn’t love me even an
iota, that was easily done.”

“Sylvie is far more beautiful,” Josie said stoutly.

“Yes.” And, after a while: “Sylvie is a painter, did I tell you that? Both of
them artists.”

“I wish I had a talent for something like that.”
“What do you have a talent for?”

Josie shrugged. “Nothing ladylike, nor artistic either. I can’t even



embroider, and all I really like to do is read.”
“Reading is an estimable pursuit.”

“Not what I read,” Josie said with a burst of reckless honesty. “I like to
read books published by the Minerva Press.”

He laughed at that.
“They’re really very good.”

“Adventures, escapes, damsels in peril—why Josie, I hardly know you!
Aren’t you the one who’s afraid of riding, even though you love horses?”

“It’s impolite of you to mention it.”

“Well, I’'m about to get even more impolite,” he said, with just the faintest
slur in his words. “You need to take off that blasted corset. Don’t slay me,
but you never looked like that before.”

“Like what before?”
“Now you sound like my mother,” he told her. “My mother could—"

“What did I not look like before?” she interrupted. “You might as well
finish. I am ready for a grossly uncomplimentary remark.” She wasn’t, really,
but it sounded courageous.

“When we were on the way to Scotland, I noticed several times that you
had developed a really lovely figure,” he said, waving his glass in the air.

“Oh,” she said, taken aback.

“When I first met all four Essex sisters, you understand, you had a perfectly
charming little figure for a girl of your age—damn it all, what is your age?”

“I was fifteen when you first met me,” Josie said with dignity.



“Bit lumpy, back then,” Mayne said, “but all girls are. On the way to
Scotland, I remember telling myself several times that you were developing
the kind of figure that was going to break men’s hearts and make them grovel
in your wake. You didn’t quite have it yet, and you certainly didn’t know
how to walk.”

“Then I got fatter.”

“No! Then you showed up wearing this contraption that makes you look—
you look—well, you look stuffed.”

“Like a stuffed sausage.”
“Take the damned thing off.”
“What are you talking about?” Her blood was pounding through her veins.

“Take it off,” he said. He stood up, and to his credit, he wasn’t even
unsteady. “I’ll help.”

“You must be drunk,” she said with horror. His face didn’t appear to have
the cruel ravishing power of the heroes in her favorite novels, but how would
she know? He was standing before her looking helpful and just slightly
drunk.

“For God’s sake, Josie,” he roared, “I don’t want to seduce you! How can
you think such a thing. I’'m thirty-four, in God’s name. Thirty-five in two
days. And you’re what? Eighteen?”

“Almost nineteen,” she said, tight-lipped.

“Well I am almost thirty-five. And in the course of my long and misspent
life, I have never yet taken up cradle-robbing. Finally, as I think you are quite
aware, I am in love with Sylvie!”

“Then what—what do you want?”

“If you won'’t talk to Sylvie, and your own sisters colluded in stuffing you



into this despicable garment, then I’ll have to show you myself.”
“Show me what?”

“Show you how to walk so that you make a man slaver at your feet, of
course. Isn’t that what you want?”

“Of course that’s what I want!” she cried. “But I can’t—I can’t unclothe
myself.”

“Not all the way,” he said, pained. “You just need to take off that cravat
thing and put your gown back on.”

“It’s not a cravat, it’s a corset! And you’re drunk.”

“So are you,” he said, laughing a little now. “We are both drunk in the
starlight room. That’s what my aunt used to call this: the starlight room.
When she was very ill, toward the end of her life, she would lie on this couch
all night and watch the stars on the ceiling, and the stars through the window.
Sometimes my father would stay with her through the night.”

“It must have broken his heart when she died,” Josie whispered.

“He always said that without her, he wouldn’t have known how to love. My
grandparents were as stiff as if they’d been carved from wood.”

Josie’s eyes filled with tears. “That’s so lovely. My sisters taught me how
to love, because my mother died before I was born.”

His eyebrow shot up. “Before?”

“Well, on the same day. But she never even held me, so I think of it as if
she was gone before I arrived.”

“I suspect that Lady Godwin taught me how to love,” Mayne said.
“Damned annoying that is.”

“Annoying why?”



“Because she dismissed me without a second’s thought. But I couldn’t stop
thinking of her.” He shrugged.

“You love your sister,” Josie pointed out.

“Of course I do. But I meant a truly passionate love.” He shook himself and
suddenly his eyes snapped into focus, staring down at her, and before she
knew what had happened, he’d pulled her to her feet and nimbly turned her
about. Then he was unbuttoning her gown down the back.

Josie felt as if the champagne had dulled her responses. This particular
impropriety had never been covered by her governess, Miss Flecknoe. Mayne
didn’t want to seduce her. He thought she looked like a stuffed sausage. So
did it matter that he was about to see her corset?

“God almighty,” he whispered as the dress fell open.
He’d seen her corset.

“What in the hell is this thing?” He sounded almost angry. “It looks like the
underpinning of a ship.”

“It’s a special corset they sell in Paris for larger ladies,” Josie explained,
feeling a burning flush rise up her neck. “Would you please button my gown
back up?”

But he was pulling at the strings.

“You can’t just pull at me,” Josie said, breathless. “You have to unhook at
the top and bottom. And then you can start to unlace, but you have to do it
slowly. Very slowly.”

“Why?” he asked, and she heard the sound of a little hook being torn apart.

“Don’t do that!” she cried, agonized. And then: “Because I might faint if it
opens too quickly.”

“Damn.” He said it flatly.



She didn’t faint, even though the pressure released so quickly that she
swayed forward. He grabbed her, large hands holding her shoulders. He
steadied her, and then pushed her gown forward over her arms. As it fell to
the floor, the corset followed. Of course it didn’t fall with a gentle swish, the
way her gown did. It clanked because the whalebones were capped with
special little tips of lead, so they wouldn’t dig into her skin.

The tighter, the better, Madame Badeau had said, showing her how her
maid should brace herself against the bed and force the lacings closed. And
then she’d said the magic words: You won’t be able to eat while wearing this,
of course.

In Josie’s mind, that had been the moment when The Corset, as she thought
of it, moved to sacred status. The Corset would give her a successful season.
The Corset would stop her from eating, and give her a slender, refined shape,
and give her a husband.

It hadn’t worked out that way. And besides, Josie found herself perfectly
able to eat while wearing it.

Mayne was staring at the ground, where the corset had fallen. “It looks like
a bizarre kind of chrysalis that hatched a butterfly,” he said, picking it up by
one of its many straps. “What in the devil were you wearing this for, Josie?”

He wasn’t even looking at her, but Josie slung her arms across her thin
chemise and tried not to think about all her unbounded flesh. “It made me
thinner,” she snapped.

“You don’t need to be thinner,” he said. Then he glanced at her. “Are you
cold? Put your gown back on.”

There was a moment’s silence and then Josie said in a stern little voice, “I
can’t, not without the corset. It won’t fit.” That was one of the gifts of The
Corset. She was able to wear gowns that were almost—not quite—the same
measurements as those worn by Imogen.



Mayne tossed the corset to the side, where it fell with a dull clang and a
tinkling of lead-covered tips. “I’ll get you something to put on,” he said.
Before she knew what happened, he was out the door.

Josie spread her arms. It was...glorious to have the corset off. Glorious.

She was wearing a chemise of the lightest lawn. It felt like air, billowing
around her.



8

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Sixth

For some time my Hippolyta made me the happiest of men, and though her
interest turned to another, I still dream of the luscious fruits of our friendship.
I think I may say that we were both at the Countess of Y—’s garden party in
’07. You will recall the fashion for omelettes eaten in the garden that raged
that year. Well...

G riselda’s first husband had been handed to her on a platter by her father.
“I’ve had an offer for your hand in marriage,” he had said.

“Who?” she had gasped, thinking of Lord Cogley, with whom she’d danced
the night before.

“Willoughby,” Papa had said, impatient as always. “I accepted him. Decent
family, very nice settlement, you’re not likely to do better.”

“But—" she had cried. And cried.
It was over.

Ever since poor Willoughby had died, facedown in a plate of jellied fowl,
Griselda had looked to men for an occasional, discreet amusement. Only
twice, if the truth were known. And neither of those petites affaires lasted
over one night. She considered those two a judicious distraction from the
round of visits, balls, and events that made up her life.

One more flirtation...and then she would put her mind seriously to the
question of matrimony. She was frightfully aged: almost thirty-three,



although she would rather expire than admit it. And she didn’t look that age.

Finally she saw him. Darlington was on the other side of the room, talking
to Mrs. Hotson and her daughter. Griselda paused thoughtfully for a moment.
Mrs. Hotson was, of course, famed for the large amount of money her
husband had made investing in some sort of machinery that produced lace, of
a crude nature and fit only for undergarments. Not Griselda’s undergarments,
naturally; she prided herself on wearing chemises as beautiful as her
outerwear. Just because there was no one but a maid to see did not mean that
a woman should relax into slobbery.

Darlington was quite handsome. He had those tossed curls that all the men
were affecting these days, from the Bishop of London (who should have
known better than to have curls peeking out from under his hat) to her own
brother Mayne. Mayne’s were, at least, natural, and Darlington’s appeared to
be as well. There was nothing more unappetizing than the thought of a man
patiently waiting while a servant crimped his hair. Darlington was lean and
tall, and beautifully dressed, for all she knew that he didn’t have a penny to
his name. Well, perhaps he had a penny or two. One had to think that the
Duke of Bedrock wouldn’t toss off his youngest son to live in the gutter.

But Darlington needed to marry well. He was obviously trying to interest
himself in Letty Hotson. Letty was standing next to him, her mouth slightly
ajar, listening closely as he bent his head to tell her something. Even from
across the room she could see the trace of self-loathing in his face, almost
hear the detached sound of his voice. Dear me, Griselda thought, I shall be
doing the man a favor by extracting him from that company. If there was one
thing she knew about, it was marriage between incompatible persons. He and
Letty would never share an intelligent conversation.

A moment later she was standing beside Mrs. Hotson, complimenting her
on her daughter’s dress; Letty was swathed in lace from head to toe. And two
minutes after that, Griselda was strolling away with Darlington’s hand under
her arm, having cut him from the herd.

“Aren’t you going to regale me with a clever phrase about Letty’s lace?”



she asked a moment later. “Lacy Letty?”

“I am too busy trying to ascertain why you wish to speak to me, Lady
Griselda,” he said. “I fear that my sins have come home to roost.”

“Calling Josie a sausage was indeed a sin,” Griselda said, and her voice
came out harder than she meant it to be.

“I vow never to do so again.”
She turned to look at him in surprise.
“I’ve been an ass, and I’m sorry.”

He had queer gray-green eyes with thick eyelashes. The odd thing was that
he actually did look rueful. Why on earth hadn’t she thought of speaking to
him before? Perhaps she could have cut off poor Josie’s miseries after the
very first ball in which they heard giggles about the Scottish Sausage.
“You’ve made her season a horrendous trial,” Griselda observed. Again her
voice was more critical than she meant it to be, given that she was supposed
to coax him into a flirtation and then extract a promise of better behavior.

It was a trifle disappointing to realize that she could simply walk away
right now and consider their flirtation at an end.

“If you had asked me to close my mouth, I would have.”

“Why?” she asked, and then: “Not that there should be any reason for
stopping behavior so cruel and—" She stopped.

“Ill-bred?” he put in, with an odd twist of his lips.

Griselda felt like saying the truth, so she did. “Aye, ill-bred. It is ill-bred to
mock those who are less fortunate than you.”

“You’re right in every particular.”

“Although,” she added, “obviously you are not truly ill-bred.”



“One would hope not,” he said, but there was something sardonic in his
voice that suggested that he, at least, felt that a father’s title as duke did not
necessarily constitute good breeding. “May I ask you to dance with me?”

Griselda knew she probably should go back and report victory. If she
hurried, she might even find Sylvie, Tess, and Josie still in the ladies’ retiring
room. Rather oddly, Sylvie seemed to enjoy herself far more in seclusion
than she did circling the ballroom floor. Earlier, Griselda had seen her
circling the floor with Mayne, and Sylvie had looked almost—almost—
bored.

But Griselda was never bored on the dance floor. “I shall dance with you,
but only if you treat me to a taste of this oh-so-precious wit that I hear about.

»

He shook his head. “I’ve decided to stop making my reputation at the
expense of others.”

“It’s all very well to eschew unpleasant comments about defenseless girls,”
she said tartly, “but surely you’re not planning to enter a monastery?”

The strains of a waltz began, and he smiled down at her as she put a hand
high in his. “I thought perhaps I would become a truly boring person now.
One of the ones whom everyone looks up to.”

He was a beautiful dancer. “I see precisely what you mean. There is
something about you of the Puritan. I suppose you have a sweet and modest
disposition, and you’ve merely been pretending to be wicked these past few
years.”

“Precisely. I have had to put away my ardent desire to become a bishop,
but perhaps I shall still give up the world and its vanities.”

“I shall have to test you,” she said, giggling a little. “You know all good
men go through some sort of temptation.” His arm was warm and strong
around her waist as they danced.

“In the desert, I believe,” he said, looking around in a way that made her



break into laughter. She caught the startled eyes of a friend, Lady Felicia
Saville. Felicia had never quite recovered from a bout of lovesickness she
suffered over Mayne, and Griselda tried to avoid her as much as possible. But
now she gave her a laughing smile. She was dancing with one of the
handsomest, most intelligent young men in the ton, and she was enjoying
herself.

“There’s no desert in England,” Griselda observed.
“That’s a good thing.”
“Why?))

“Because I’ve heard tell that people go quite unclothed in the desert.” His
eyes danced with laughter. For a moment she thought he was trying to seduce
her, but that was ridiculous. “Consider Lady Stutterfield in that state, for
instance.” He nodded toward a rawboned woman who moved by in a stately
fashion, clothed in great quantities of starched taffeta.

“Perhaps it is just as well that England has no desert,” Griselda agreed.

“One never knows, of course, when the earth’s magnetic poles will change
their position and turn this country into a sandy wasteland,” he observed. “I
learned very little in school, but I do remember that.”

“I’m quite certain that I’ve heard it said that you took a First.”

“Firsts are so easy to obtain these days,” he said. “Especially if one is
partial to gossip, as I am. History is nothing more than a large collection of
such tales, and my First is in that subject, which should qualify me in your
esteem.”

“History is made up of gossip? I thought it was made up of grand events
and grander people. And dates. My governess quite despaired of my ability to
keep dates in my head. I could never see the point of it.”

“Neither can I,” he said companionably, and she could tell he meant



precisely what he said. “But think about gossip. What do you most prefer to
gossip about?”

“People, I suppose.”

“Yes, but people doing things. I think that there are three truly interesting
sources of gossip. One is eccentrics, and another is financial failures. One can
practically sum up the history of the world in those terms. Alexander the
Great? An eccentric, and then a financial failure. Napoleon, Charlemagne,
our own English Henry IV...all make interesting history, and each of them is
either an eccentric, a financial failure, or both.”

“You haven’t told me the third category,” Griselda observed.
“Shouldn’t you like to guess?”

She thought for a moment. “Adultery...or possibly murder. But on the
whole adultery is so much more interesting to discuss; murders have a dreary
similarity at the base.”

“One could argue the same of adultery, but I won’t,” he said, laughing.
“You see, Lady Griselda, you would have had a top First, if only the
universities weren’t such fools about allowing women to attend.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t want one.”
“Why on earth not?”

“So that I could predict at what year England would turn into a desert? And
pray, sir, what possible use would that news be to me?”

“You could prepare the ton for the eventuality of waltzing with no clothes,”
he said.

He was flirting with her. Really, she thought that as a woman who was ten
years older than he, she would have to carry this conversation all by herself.
But he was surprising her. First he swore to cease his talk of sausages, and



now he was engaging in a flirtation.

“I’m afraid,” she said in a melancholy type of way, “that I would have to
leave the ton if that became the normal way of things.”

“Couldn’t stomach it?” he said sympathetically. “Whenever I have to
visualize something of an unpleasant nature, I think about muffins.”

“Muffins?”

He twirled her around the bottom of the room and their legs brushed
together. “Muffins are very helpful in these situations,” he said gravely. “For
example, if I think of Lady Stutterfield without her support garments, not to
mention all that taffeta, I might feel faint. So I think of a hot, buttered muffin
and I feel much better. On the reverse side, if I think of you, Lady Griselda,
without your garments, I also feel faint, though for different reasons.”

“So you think of muffins?” she asked, her eyes caught by his intent ones.
“Dry, horrid muffins,” he said.

“I think you show a remarkable attachment to nursery food.” She drew
back as the music came to a close, and curtsied.

“Will I see you tomorrow in the park?” he asked.
“Shall you be there, pursuing a marriageable young miss?” she teased.
“Yes,” he said baldly.

She was a bit surprised, but then realized that Darlington was presumably
the sort who could flirt with a willing, presumably available widow and
blatantly pursue a wife at the same time. She kept smiling and withdrew her
hand. “Perhaps I shall see you there,” she said.

“Lady Griselda—" he began.

But she turned away with a dismissive flutter and a polite smile. While he



was a most enjoyable man to share a waltz with, she had no particular desire
to watch him hook poor Letty Hotson and her dowry of lace.
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Sixth

There we were, with our omelettes quite besmiring our garments—Dear
Reader, remember your promise to me that you will make no attempt to
discover the identity of my Hippolyta—and she said to me, in the prettiest
manner imaginable, “Dearest Sir, will you not aid me in removing this
unsavory breakfast from my person?” Reader, may I say that it was a meal I
shall never forget?

T’ he door opened, and Josie slapped her arms back in front of her breasts.
They were far too large; she couldn’t say how it happened, but in the last
year, her breasts had grown enormously. At least you don’t gain in your legs,
Imogen had told her when they were looking at her reflection without The
Corset. That was true. Her ankles and legs were fairly slim, compared to the
rest of her. It was her hips and breasts that were vulgarly rounded.

Mayne handed her a gorgeous flowered dressing gown, keeping his eyes on
the far wall. She slipped her arms through the sleeves. It was a sensual
delight: smooth, sleek silk in a dark violet color, covered with arabesques and
wild curls of Indian leaves. “This is so beautiful,” she said, tying the sash.
“Have you traveled to India?”

“Good lord, no.”
“Clothes matter a great deal to you, don’t they?”

“Absolutely.” He turned around. “You look better in that robe than you do
in a gown that doesn’t fit you.”



“My gown does fit me,” she said with dignity. “With the corset.”

He handed her glass of champagne back. “Now. You sit down and I’'ll give
you a lesson in how to walk.”

“So as to make a man slaver,” she prompted, sinking into a chair. It felt
wonderful to be out of the corset. She crossed her legs and relished the
sensation of being able to curve her back. The champagne slipped down her
throat in a now familiar rush of apple bubbles. A queer rush of affection
bubbled with it, for this exquisite dandy of a gentleman who was taking such
time to show her how to succeed on the marriage market.

“Precisely.” Mayne reached down and grabbed her discarded dress. He
gave it a speculative shake.

“What on earth are you doing?” she asked. He was wrenching off his coat.
“Why are you undressing?” She might have been naive, but even she could
tell that this was no scene of seduction, in which he managed to take off her
clothes under a ruse, only to strip himself naked.

“I think I could show you best if I put the dress on,” he said, frowning in an
adorable fashion. “Thank goodness, it has short sleeves. I’'m afraid my arms
are unfashionably burly from working with horses.”

And before she could say anything, he stripped off his shirt as well. He
wasn’t even looking at her, so Josie just sat, transfixed. He would never be
able to put her dress on, any more than she could. He was all smooth, sharp-
cut muscle, beautifully defined. She thought men had mats of hair on their
chest; she’d seen hair curling from the shirts of men working in her father’s
stables. But Mayne was smooth, smooth except for the muscles standing out
under his skin.

Now he looked utterly unfamiliar. The sleek, exquisitely groomed Mayne,
in the moonlight filtering through those small overhead windows, looked
wild, like Bacchus, the god of wine. He would be perfectly at home in a
shadowy wood, vines wound in that mop of curls, a sleek mat of hair
beginning at his waist.



Without noticing, Josie had frozen in her chair, not making a sound, as if a
wild animal stalked her chamber without seeing her. She felt a blend of
attraction and fear, of amazement and shock.

A second later the attraction turned to helpless laughter.

Mayne picked up her pink dress and in one swift movement ripped it down
the back. Then, before she could utter a protest—one of Madame Badeau’s
special creations! Made of the finest silk, with an overskirt of rose gauze and
trimmed everywhere in tiny white glass beads!—he pulled the sleeves briskly
up his arms. She could hear a faint ripping sound, but really, did it matter at
this point?

“Now,” he said, stopping to have a swallow of wine. “Here I am.”

“There you are,” she said, laughing helplessly. His muscled arms stuck out
of her little pink cap sleeves with all the incongruity of a tiger wearing an
apron.

“Pay attention,” he said severely. “As I said, here I am. Miss Lucy
Debutante.”

Josie leaped to her feet and dropped into a curtsy. “What a pleasure to meet
you, Miss Lucy.” She couldn’t help noticing how much easier it was to curtsy
when you were wearing a dressing gown, and had no corset to poke you in
the back of the legs.

Mayne dropped a very credible curtsy as well. Then he strode to the side of
the room. “All right,” he said. “Now watch me carefully. Lucy is young and
unknowing, but she’s been a coquette from birth. That means that she
instinctively knows that men wish to see a woman’s hips sway when she
walks. Do you understand?”

“No,” Josie said. “My governess, Miss Flecknoe, taught me to walk with a
book on my head.” She put on Miss Flecknoe’s mincing voice. “Ladies must
walk upright, without unnecessary wiggling of the torso.”



“Miss Flecknoe is an idiot,” Mayne said. “Wiggling is precisely what you
do, in a refined manner, you understand.” He put a hand on his pink-clothed
hip and began to walk across the room toward her. Somehow, like magic, his
walk took on the sleek stroll of a female predator, a woman so confident of
her appeal that her hips swayed like a ship encountering a swell of water.

He turned around and giggles burst from her mouth. Of course her poor
dress came nowhere near meeting in the back. In between the gaping seams
was a broad expanse of smooth skin.

“Stop chortling, witch,” he said over his shoulder. “It’s your turn.”
“My turn?”

Somehow Josie found herself next to him. “Let your hips sway,” he said.
“You have lovely hips; I could see them even when you turned yourself into
a sausage.”

“I don’t—" Josie said, but weakly. Perhaps the corset would have to go.

She walked beside him, across the room, but it didn’t work. She didn’t feel
like a coquette, for all she put a hand on her hips and swayed. She was trying
not to think about how wide her hips would look, going back and forth like
that. And then she realized that what she’d really like would be Mayne’s
body in a female form, because his hips were absolutely flat and of course
that was why he looked so sensual when he pretended to be a woman.

He stopped short with a little exclamation. “You’re not giving this your
attention, Josie!”

“I am,” she protested. “I really am. I’ll try again.” And she ran back to the
wall and, under his gaze, walked toward him, trying to waddle from side to
side. Because that’s how she felt about it: as if she were waddling. If
waddling would make men slaver, or even ask her for a dance that hadn’t
been arranged by one of her sisters, she was eager to do it.

Mayne’s eyes narrowed and she could read failure there.



“Maybe I simply...” her voice trailed away.
“You’re not feeling it. Have you ever kissed anyone, Josie?”

“Of course I have!” And then she realized what he meant. “You mean, kiss
a boy?”

“I was thinking more along the lines of kissing a man,” he answered,
amused.

She shook her head. Who would want to kiss her? Was he blind? He must
have read that in her face.

“There’s the problem. You don’t have any sense of yourself because you—
you don’t have any sense of yourself. Have you—" But he checked himself.
Whatever that question was, it clearly couldn’t be asked, even under the
influence of far too much champagne and moonlight.

Then he was there, in front of her. He was wearing a pink dress with cap
sleeves. The glass beads painstakingly sewn on by Madame Badeau’s
seamstresses glittered in the moonlight. He should have looked absurd, but
instead, Josie felt as if Bacchus himself had indeed wandered into this strange
little turret room and was there, with a deep wild invitation in his eyes.

Although what he was saying didn’t sound inviting.

“I’m going to kiss you,” he said briskly. “Someone has to do it the first
time, and it might as well be me because I’m very good at it. But Josie—" He
caught her around the shoulders.

“Yes?” She knew her eyes were round.
“I’m in love with Sylvie, you know that.”

She scowled at him. “I take it you think I might fall in love with you
because of a kiss.”

His smile was crooked.



“Don’t worry. Since we are being frank, I shall tell you that I have no
intention of falling in love with anyone who is as old as you are.” His smile
disappeared. “My sisters have done nothing but throw men of your age at me
since the season began, and while it was most kind of them to dance with me,
I...”

Her voice trailed off. He actually looked a little hurt, but perhaps that was
just her imagination, because he said easily, “You want to marry someone
your own age, which is absolutely appropriate. Although I would recommend
that you look for someone who has actually reached their majority.”

“I have a list,” she told him.
He grinned at that. “What’s on your list?”

“I shan’t tell you all of it, as it’s private. But I did decide that twenty-five
was quite old enough, after Imogen pointed out that Rafe fit nearly every
item I had written down.”

“Someday, I would love to see that list,” he said, his eyes gleaming with
amusement. “But now the night grows toward dawn and your sisters will be
wondering where I’ve taken you.”

Josie shrugged. Her skin was prickling all over and she was acutely aware
that the two of them were alone, both half-clothed. “Imogen has presumably
left with Rafe on their wedding trip,” she said. “Tess has gone home with
Felton, and Annabel had already left the ball when I encountered you. She
has a new baby and she misses him after a mere half hour, or so she says.”

“Motherhood takes some women like that,” he said. “Like an illness.”

He took a step closer and tipped up her chin. “You have beautiful skin,
Josie, did you know that?”

“It’s my best feature,” she muttered, mesmerized by his eyes. They were
looking at her in such a way, as if...as if...



His hand cupped the back of her neck and fingers curled into her hair.
“Your hair is beautiful too.”

“Brown,” she said, trying to break the spell of his liquid voice.

“Bronzed in the sunlight,” he corrected her. “There was one afternoon on
the way to Scotland when you sat in the carriage window and the sun played
with your hair for hours: it was all bronzed deep tones, bewitching and soft.”

Josie knew she would never feel the same about her hair.

Then he bent closer. This is it, Josie thought. She knew what to expect, of
course. She’d seen Lucius Felton brush kisses onto Tess’s mouth. She’d seen
the Earl of Ardmore drop kisses onto Annabel’s hair, and her shoulder, and
wherever the poor deluded man could drop a kiss. She’d even come around
the corner of the corridor once and seen Imogen in Rafe’s arms, and he was
kissing her, and their bodies were touching.

But it wasn’t at all what she thought.

Mayne’s mouth didn’t brush her adoringly, the way Felton’s had Tess.
Instead his mouth came down on her like a crushing weight, hard and
demanding. She had no idea what was being demanded, and had to stop
herself from struggling. No wonder Mayne’s affairs lasted only two weeks,
she thought dimly. The man doesn’t know how to kiss!

He was probably as bad at the whole of bedding as he was at this.

But it would never do to make him feel bad, not when he’d been so kind as
to try to—whatever it was he was trying to do. Give her her first kiss so that
she could walk better, and if that wasn’t a stupid notion, she’d never heard
one.

The hand he had in her hair did feel rather nice, as if he was coaxing her to
do something, to do what? His tongue too...he was running his tongue along
her lips. A strange thing to do. Josie filed it away in her mind as yet another
substantial reason why the Earl of Mayne had remained unmarried until the



ancient age of thirty-five.
And then suddenly it all changed.
How or why, Josie didn’t know.

All of a sudden, she could smell him. He smelled wonderful, a spicy male
soapy smell. She looked up at him and his eyes were heavy, and suddenly she
could feel his thumb rubbing against her neck, and it all felt very queer. As if
—As if she’d just taken off her corset.

“That’s my girl,” he said against her mouth. His voice was dark as the
room, dark as a wine god’s own purr. She opened her lips to answer him.
And that was the biggest surprise of all. Because in one smooth movement he
pulled her up and against his body, and at the same moment his tongue came
into her mouth.

She went rigid with surprise. It wasn’t clean. It wasn’t hygienic. Surely it
wasn’t—

But she lost the thought in a haze of sensual feelings, because somehow her
arms were around his neck and curled in his hair. And those breasts that she
so despised were pressed against his chest and it felt exquisite, like torture
and pleasure at once. And he was in her mouth, speaking to her without
words, his hands holding her tight so that she couldn’t move back. Except she
didn’t want to. All she wanted was to be crushed against his big, solid body,
feeling small and sensual, and all the things she never felt.

Which was exactly what he meant her to feel.

As if the thought and the truth of it came in the same moment, a pulse of
liquid flame swept over her body, weakening her knees, making her feel as if
she couldn’t stand without him. He was driving into her mouth, fierce,
demanding strokes, and she knew why women wept when he left them.

As if he could read her thoughts, he pulled back and stared at her. His eyes
had darkened, or perhaps the room had darkened. They didn’t look blue



anymore but black, and for a second she thought she heard the breath rasp in
his chest.

“Well,” he said finally. “Josephine Essex, that was your first kiss.”

She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She just stared at him, arms
around his neck, her mind a dark, muddled place of desire—aye, she was not
so stupid as to not recognize it. Then she took her arms down, and fought to
regain her mind as well.

There was something odd in his eyes. “Was it acceptable?” That growling
purr was gone from his voice now.

“Absolutely,” she said, her hands trembling as they tightened the knot of
his dressing gown at her waist. “Will”—she cleared her throat—“Will I be
able to walk correctly now?”

“I hope so, Josie.” He said it almost as if it were a prayer. “I-I believe so.”

She managed a little smile at that. “You have a lot of faith in your powers
of seduction, Lord Mayne. I suppose it comes from years of practice.”

“One is always capable of being surprised,” he said, rather obscurely. And
then backed away. “Let’s see if I’ve made an ass of myself, shall we?”

So she turned away from him and walked to the opposite wall. He hadn’t
made an ass of himself. She could feel it in every movement of her legs, in
the brush of her breasts against his dressing gown. When she turned around
to walk to him, she was ready.

She stopped for a moment, in the pleasure of performance. Smiled at him,
at the beauty of his eyes, and the way his hair, even now, looked as if it had
come from the hands of a master. He looked a bit pole-axed, so she smiled
again.

These smiles were a world away from the grimaces she’d used as masks in
the last weeks of the season. She could feel the plumpness of her bottom lip,



the smile in her eyes, as if she were seeing herself from the outside.

And then she started to walk toward him. Plump full hips curved naturally,
beautifully, to a waist marked by a man’s silk sash. Her breasts swelled
above, and for the first time in her life she knew that they were right for her
body: balancing her hips, carrying themselves proudly, beautiful in their
generosity.

“Not quite,” he said. “Watch me again.”

She thought she saw what he meant this time. Even in the absurdity of that
muscled body, and the frail pink gown, she could see that he was slightly
rolling from the hips. Rather than walking the way she normally did, by
putting one leg briskly in front of the other, Mayne was swaying forward.
There was a swing in his gait, a promise, a ridiculous promise given the
bursting fabric—but she saw what he meant.

He was on the other side of the little turret room. “Again,” he commanded.

She walked toward him slowly, listening to her body, walking almost on
tiptoes because it felt right and because her legs were still trembling a little
from the kiss. She walked to just before him, and paused.

“Garret,” she said. And raised an eyebrow.

“I think—you have mastered the art,” he said. His voice was strangled,
dark, and she loved that.

So she tightened the cord around her waist even tighter, and sure enough,
his eyes dropped to her breasts.

“Josie!” he said sharply.

She grinned at him. “You did say that men would slaver at my feet, didn’t
you?”

“Not old men like myself,” he said, with a reluctant bark of laughter.



“I believe I shall stop being doctrinaire about age. L.ook how much I have
learned from you.”

“Nothing that you couldn’t have seen in the eyes of men of any age,” he
said. His voice had that low rumble again.

She smiled at him, a little crooked smile. “We’ll see whether I’m able to
bamboozle these men with my new walk.”

“And no corset.”
“No corset,” she said, sighing.

“None of which has anything to do with the beauty of your face,” he said,
turning up her chin with his hand.

“It’s too full,” she whispered.

He rubbed a slow thumb down her cheek. “Not all women were designed to
be angular. Your cheek has the slightly sulky, round beauty of a Madonna.”

“Annabel said that too,” she said, feeling a little breathless.

“Your eyelashes are sinfully thick,” he went on. “And your mouth—" He
stopped. “I’ll leave your mouth to the tremulous twenty-year-olds whom you
desire so much.”

Josie digested this while looking at him. Of course he’d swept through the
ton like fire through straw. Thinking of the discontented, skittish faces of
most of the matrons whom she’d met in the endless round of debutante balls
comprising the season, she would have been surprised if there was one
among them who didn’t fall on her back at his approach. It gave her a
peculiar sinking feeling, as if she were in danger of committing some sort of
folly that she hadn’t thought possible.

“Garret,” she whispered.

His straight black brows snapped together and he dropped her chin. “Better



not call me that in public, little witch,” he said, turning away. She watched
him quickly pulling the pink dress forward. His skin was brown and the
curved muscled shape of it made her feel queer. In danger. So she flashed
back: “I hope you’re not afraid that people will think I’'m hankering after
you?”

He pulled on his shirt, and to her faint—but quite obvious—pulse of
disappointment, a flutter of elegant white linen fell to his waist.

“God no,” he said, turning and giving her a wry smile. “I’m afraid they’ll
think I’m hankering after you.”

Josie’s heart beat loudly in her ears. “Well, that would never happen.” His
jawline was just faintly shadowed with beard. He looked like a black-browed
pirate, although even as she watched, he tamed the shirt, cramming it into the
waist of his trousers.

“Don’t watch me,” he muttered to her, pushing the shirt down so it didn’t
leave a bulge in his knit pantaloons.

I’d like to do that, Josie thought to herself. But she was sure the thought
didn’t show in her eyes. “It’s interesting,” she told him. “Who knew that it
was so hard to control a shirt?” He wrenched on a jacket. It sat perfectly
across his shoulders, turning him in an instant from a bold, derisive pirate to a
sleek earl whose midnight blue jacket echoed his insolent blue eyes.
Suddenly, instead of radiating a dangerous sensuality, he looked like an
assured member of the world’s greatest aristocracy.

Josie sighed. It was a painful transition to watch, the more so because of
her vivid knowledge of all the women who had seen Mayne turn from private
to public, from hers to no one’s, and that in the turn of a coat.

“Well,” he said, “I’d better sneak you back into your house. Shouldn’t be
too difficult.”

Not for someone with his experience sneaking in and out of houses, Josie
thought. But she kept it to herself.



Her hair was down her shoulders and tumbling down her neck. She bent to
pick up the corset, but he laughed and snatched it away, tossing it against the
wall. “You’re not wearing that again. You go out tomorrow and buy yourself
gowns that celebrate the body God gave you, rather than shaping you into a
different one, do you hear?”

Even pale with exhaustion and champagne, hair tousled, jaw shadowed, he
was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. “I will,” she said, filing the
memory away. She walked past him.

“Go to that modiste Griselda uses,” he said, catching her hand.

She looked up at him inquiringly. “Don’t call you Garret. Don’t use my
corset. Do use Griselda’s modiste. Do walk as if I were a man in skirts. Do
consider men over thirty, but allow the younger ones to slaver at will.”

Mayne stood looking at her, feeling as if he’d been knocked off balance.
Josie was so beautiful, with that cloud of witchy hair around her shoulders,
her beautiful curved, laughing mouth and her intelligent eyes. “Christ, you’re
breathtaking,” he said.

He could see in her eyes that she didn’t believe him. There was no
question, though, that a decent gown would take care of that. If she would
only prance into a ballroom wearing his dressing gown, the male part of the
room would fall to their knees. He kept having to make himself stop looking
at the way her breasts swelled seductively under the heavy silk.

“Will you be coming to the Mucklowe ball at the end of the week?” she
asked him.

What was there about Josie that made a lump rise in his throat every time
she looked anxious? “Mucking around with the Mucklowes,” he said, putting
a hand on her back to lead her down the stairs. “I suppose I'll be there, if
Sylvie wishes to go. She has eclectic tastes when it comes to the ton.”

Josie reached the bottom of the stairs and waited for him. “It would be
wonderful if you could be there.”



“If you want me to, I’ll be there.”

Her face eased into a smile. Those crimson lips of hers were dangerous.
And he was a man in love with another woman.

“Sylvie and I wouldn’t miss it,” he assured her. And then took her back to
her house. It was amazing how easy it was to return her to her room without
being seen.

All those dffaires of his had taught him something, he thought as he
wandered back down the street toward his house, having sent his carriage
trundling off before him. There was a thick fog settling as dawn came up, and
he felt like walking. The trees looked blurred and furry, as the fog drifted in,
until he found himself moving along in a small room walled by cloud.

It was a remarkably lonely feeling, as if he carried a small patch of ground
with him, and all the rest of the world was unpeopled.
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Sixth

I told her that I would like to pass all my Nights with her, and she responded
that she had only Days to give. I taxed her with being ungrateful to never
have lent me a single one of her nights, but wasted them in the solitude of her
bedchamber. She said...

G riselda took the news that Josie intended to visit her modiste that very
morning and order an entirely new suite of clothing extremely cheerfully,
although she had to miss a promise to ride in Hyde Park. Josie noticed that
she was extremely vague about who she had promised to meet.

“I’d much rather come with you,” she said. “You know I’ve loathed that
corset contraption that Madame Badeau fashioned for you. Yes, the corset
forced you into gowns that were approximately the same measurements as
Imogen. But neither one of us, darling, has Imogen’s body. And frankly,
although I have never said so quite so openly, I believe that the two of us are
blessed.”

“How can you say that?” Josie asked, more amused than anything else.
This morning she seemed to have a new acceptance of her figure. It wasn’t
perfect, but it no longer felt repulsive.

Griselda was wearing a fetching morning gown of light lawn scattered with
posies. It came a little short, in the French style, and showed an enticing pair
of slippers. She looked beautiful.

But of course, Josie reminded herself, Griselda’s figure wasn’t as plumpy
as her own. There was nothing stout about Griselda. She was—



“You and I have precisely the same figure,” Griselda was saying. “And
Josie, as I have told you from the moment you entered this house, our figure
is one adored by men.”

“So much so that they’ve called me everything from a piglet to a sausage,”
Josie pointed out.

“Crogan was an unpleasant fool, forced into courting you by his brother.
And I do believe that Darlington was responding more to your corset than to
your figure. You had no figure with that corset.”

Josie was starting to think the same herself. “Do you think it’s too late?”
she said, her voice growing rather thin as she said it.

“Absolutely not.”

“Wait a moment!” Josie said. “What happened with you and Darlington?
Last night?”

A smug little smile danced on Griselda’s lips.
“You did it,” Josie breathed. “You seduced him!”

“Well, not in the strictest meaning of the word,” Griselda said, a frown
creasing her brow. “I certainly hope that you didn’t form the opinion that I
am in any way easy, Josie. That was a most improper conversation. I’'m
afraid that Sylvie is French, you know.”

“T know that.”

“The French like nothing better than to talk of naughty subjects,” and that
was obviously all Griselda was going to say of it, because she was gathering
her reticule and her shawl. “We must go now. Madame Rocque grows more
sought after every season. We shall have to pay her at least double to give
you a gown on the spot. But I ordered an evening gown from her three weeks
ago. If she has it ready, she can simply adjust it for you.”



“I’ll never fit into your gown,” Josie protested.

“Of course you will. Oh, you’re a little slimmer in the waist,” Griselda said,
“though who could tell when you were all sewed up in that corset?”

“I’m not—" Josie said, but found herself talking to the wind.

Madame Rocque’s establishment was at number 112, Bond Street. Josie
had never seen anything quite like it. The antechamber was made up with all
the intimacy of a lady’s boudoir. Everything, from the silk-covered walls to
the delicate chairs, was buttercup yellow. A dressing table hung with yellow
silk stood to one side, and laid reverently over a chair was an exquisite gown,
the kind Josie would never dare to wear. It had no seams, and Madame
Badeau had said that seams were essential for someone like her.

She wandered over to gaze at the gown. It was just a swath of ruby-colored
net, sewn with the smallest glittering beads that Josie had ever seen. It looked
outrageously expensive, and supremely comfortable. Why shouldn’t it be?
The bodice was nothing more than a wide vee that appeared to plunge to the
waist.

“You would be splendid in that gown,” Griselda said, appearing at her
shoulder. “Isn’t it wonderful the way Madame has a few gowns made up so
that one can actually see them? I personally find looking at a costume far
more inspiring than choosing one from an illustration.”

“Do you mean that she had the gown made up solely so that we could see
it?” Josie asked.

“Likely she has a regular customer to whom she offers a lower price if they
allow their garment to be viewed for a time before delivery,” Griselda said. “I
do believe that I shall try on that costume. Unfortunately, it is not appropriate
for a debutante.”

“You will?” Josie asked, fascinated. Griselda wore gowns that enhanced her
lush figure. But in the years she’d known her, Josie had never seen Griselda
put on a gown that was transparently seductive.



Madame Rocque swept into the room like an admiral’s ship leading a small
flotilla of clucking attendants. “Ah, my dearest Lady Griselda,” she cried,
dropping into a deep curtsy.

“Madame Rocque,” Griselda said, returning the courtesy.

Seeing that, Josie sank into a curtsy worthy of a queen. Madame Rocque’s
sharp black eyes darted around her body. “Ah!” she said with a sharp intake
of breath.

Josie braced herself. Now Madame Rocque would start talking of seams
and corsets.

“Finally, I have a young lady whom I can make look more like a woman
and less like an insipid fairy,” Madame Rocque crooned. “Although, she is a
very young lady.”

“Her first season,” Griselda said. “And I’m afraid it has not started on a
salutary note, Madame. Thus, we turn to you.”

“You should have come to me immediately,” Madame said severely. She
clapped her hands and sent several of her attendants running off in all
directions.

Then she led Griselda and Josie into a smaller room that had the same
sense of being a gentlewoman’s private boudoir. “May I bring you a glass of
champagne?” she asked. “Sometimes, to make a change of this nature, some
Dutch courage is helpful.”

Josie was wearing one of her gowns from last year, since none of Madame
Badeau’s seamed constructions fit without the corset. And she had left the
corset in Mayne’s turret. Suddenly she realized that both women were
looking inquiringly at her, and Madame Rocque was holding out a glass of
something that looked like champagne. “Oh no,” she said hastily. “I couldn’t
possibly. I would be most grateful for a cup of tea, Madame, if it wouldn’t be
too much trouble.”



Madame nodded to one of the girls who trotted away. Then she began
prowling around Josie, around and around, running a line down the center of
her back, touching her shoulders, her neck. “Miss Essex,” she said after a
moment, “I must see you in your chemise, if you please. No gown.”

Josie was resigned. Madame Badeau had also examined her figure in a
chemise only. Whatever Madame Rocquet said, it couldn’t be worse than the
clucks and cries of the distressed Madame Badeau on seeing her uncorseted.
A moment later she stood before Madame Rocquet, clothed only in a chemise
of the finest lawn. Every line of her body was visible, Josie knew, although
with practiced ease she avoided glancing into the three-way glass to one side
of the room.

Madame Rocquet prowled around and around, not saying a word. Then
suddenly she started speaking to Griselda. “Deep colors would be best, of
course, but in the first year...no.”

“I thought the same thing,” Griselda said, sipping a glass of champagne
while she sat in one of the comfortable chairs to the side. “That crimson
gown in the antechamber would be lovely.”

“Too bold, too sophisticated,” Madame Rocquet muttered, touching Josie
again on both shoulders. She seemed to be measuring her without a tape,
rattling numbers to a girl who stood ready to jot them down. “Now for you,
Lady Griselda, that dress would be exquisite. But I have made no fortune
selling you sophisticated clothing either. For you, the costume of a
chaperone, albeit, since I make them, one of the most exquisitely gowned
chaperones in London.”

“I have been a chaperone for the past few years,” Griselda said, “but as it
happens, I did think that gown might suit me, Madame.”

Madame looked over and met Griselda’s eyes. A small, knowing smile
curled her mouth. “Indeed?” she said, returning to those quick, brief touches
by which she was measuring Josie. “I am most happy to hear that. Now this
young lady cannot wear crimson, but I think we might choose violet. Violet
and periwinkle. No pink, no white.”



“White makes me look like a bleached elephant,” Josie said. Of course, she
had bought a number of white gowns from Madame Badeau, but they were
for wearing with the corset.

“Nothing I design will make you appear to be a circus animal,” Madame
said. “I do not think white for you, because your skin is of a lovely sort, the
cream of the dairy, this. We accent it, we do not Kkill it. Now...” and she fired
out a rapid list of instructions to one of the girls. “I have a gown that we
might try. When would you like to appear as your new self?”

“The Mucklowe ball,” Josie said before Griselda could open her mouth.
“Would that be possible, Madame? It’s the end of this week.”

“I shall manage, I shall manage,” Madame muttered. “I shall create
something exquisite.”

“I want to look slender,” Josie said, feeling a wave of bravery.

“Poor Josephine has had a difficult time this season,” Griselda said to
Madame.

Madame stopped in her flutter of measurements. “Not—the Scottish
Sausage?”

Josie swallowed. It seemed that everyone in the world knew.

“There was a mention of it in a gossip column,” Madame said, “but no
description. I promise you that once you appear in one of my creations, no
one will ever think of sausages again in your presence. You do not wish to
appear slender, Miss Essex. No indeed.”

Josie chewed her lip. This was just what Annabel, and Griselda, and
finally, Mayne, had told her.

“You want,” Madame said, pausing impressively, “to appear seductive, not
like a dried-up little stick from a tree!”



Griselda was nodding and clapping.

Then Madame’s attendant came in with a gown and she snatched it up.
“For you,” she said to Josie, “I would make this up in a deep blue-violet. Just
young enough, the color, to pass for debutante, and yet not so insipid.”

Josie stared at the gown. It was made of soft gathered swaths of silk, so
slight they looked almost like net. They came across both shoulders and then
crossed under the breasts. “You see,” Madame said, whipping the gown
around, “in the back this darker color becomes long sashes that fall almost to
your feet.”

“I can imagine it in a tawny yellow color,” Griselda said.

“Perhaps,” Madame said. She threw the gown over Josie’s head. “This is
only a sample that I made up for my own satisfaction. I prefer to work with
cloth rather than on paper, if you understand.”

The gown seemed to fit. It felt sinuously comfortable, luxurious and
sensual.

“You must look,” Griselda said, smiling at her from the side of the room.

Josie swallowed, turned, and looked in the large glass to the side of the
room.

“Yellow is not what I would choose,” Madame was saying. Clearly there
was no going against her opinion, even in the smallest details. “As I said
before, [—”

But Josie wasn’t listening. The glass showed a young woman whose
rounded body breathed sensuality, whose hips and breasts were in perfect
proportion—and both looked as if they were made to be fondled.

“They’ll be at your feet,” Griselda observed.

“You were right,” Josie said in a stifled voice. “You were right all along,



and I didn’t listen to you.”

“You were infatuated by that corset,” Griselda said rather smugly. “Now,
Madame, we need at least four evening gowns, and of course an assortment
of morning and promenade gowns. Have you other gowns to show us, or
perhaps sketches of those that aren’t made up?”
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Eighth

And so began, Dear Reader, a new period in my misbegotten life. It was the
first time that I had entangled with an actress; I shall protect her name by
calling her Titania, after the immortal Shakespeare’s creation. She was truly a
queen of love; and she expressed herself in prose as well as kisses. One letter
that I will always treasure was sent to me after, dare I say it, we spent an
entirety of three days and nights without leaving our bed...

L ord Charles Darlington went to Hyde Park driving the little phaeton that
his father had given him for his birthday.

“If you’d gone into the Church as I told you to,” his father had said, his jaw
working furiously, “the Church would have taken care of you.”

Charles had snorted. “Just think how much fun I would have had, riding in
all those funeral processions for free.”

“You’ll be the death of me.” Since that was usually the end of any given
conversation with his father, Charles had turned to leave, but his father had
one parting shot. “For God’s sake, get yourself a wife and stop infuriating
every person who matters.”

Driving up and down the paths in Hyde Park, and around and around the
great walk looking for an exquisite little cream-pot of a widow who wouldn’t
consider marrying him wasn’t the way to find a wife. But it did give him time
to realize just how many young girls first blushed when he glanced at them
and then shot panic-stricken looks at their mothers.



It was becoming bitterly clear to him that he’d turned into a toothy bastard
when he wasn’t looking. It would have been nice to blame it on bad
company. He caught sight of Thurman waving furiously at him from a racing
vehicle twice, but both times he cut sharply in the opposite direction. But the
truth was that he’d done it himself, out of the bottomless pool of anger and
venom he seemed to carry around with him.

And if that wasn’t a precise confirmation of his father’s many summings up
of his character, he didn’t know what was. He’d taken all his rage and
directed it against young girls whose only fault was to be born to a wool
merchant or eat a few more Scottish pasties than the rest.

At least, he thought to himself, self-loathing is a break from making
cynical, supposedly witty remarks.

Lady Griselda was nowhere to be found. Obviously, she didn’t mean it
when she said she would see him in Hyde Park. In fact, now that he thought
about it, it was obvious that Lady Griselda—who was, after all, Miss Essex’s
chaperone—had only flirted with him so he would stop calling Miss Essex
such unpleasant names.

Why he didn’t see that last night, he didn’t know. But somehow it hurt
more than it should have after a ten-minute banter. He drove home in a
furious mood and dashed off a note to Lady Griselda Willoughby. He used
stationery that was as luscious and expensive as she was.

She used him; he’d use her. He’d threaten her.
I feel my newfound ethics slipping away. Encourage me tomorrow evening.

He paused. If he were truly daring, he would simply fix an appointment at a
hotel. But she would never come. Never. Of course she wouldn’t. A lady of
her reputation and stature likely had never entered a hotel. Well, the hell with
that.

Ten o’clock at Grillon’s Hotel, he wrote, and signed it, Darling.



Then he looked at his portfolio and pulled a one hundred pound note from
the payment he’d just received from his publisher. If he needed to, he could
always join the Church and learn to go on his knees for a living. He’d rather
go on his knees before Griselda, he thought.

There was something about her that turned him into a raging bundle of lust.
She was all cheerful, delicate femininity. She smelled like clean living and
faint perfume, like women who spent their mornings relaxing and their nights
dancing. Who never screamed at their children, nor their spouses.

Thank God, Willoughby, whoever he had been, was long gone. She would
never sleep with him if her husband had been alive; he knew that with a
bone-deep knowledge. She wasn’t a woman to play false.

But she might...she just might be a woman who would have an dffaire.
Who would be enticed by a mixture of bribery and desire—for she liked him
too; he had seen it in her eyes—and might be enticed into something rash.

He sealed the pounds in an envelope and sent over a servant to Grillon’s
with a request for their very best bedchamber for the following night. To the
best of his knowledge, there was nothing happening except a soirée given by
the Smalepeeces, which couldn’t be anything other than tedious, and Mrs.
Bedingfield’s musical evening. Griselda would never go to that, if only
because she was chaperoning Miss Essex. No one would go to a musical
evening unless they attended in the mad hope that a single gentleman would
accidentally find his way there. Lady Griselda was far too experienced in the
ways of the ton to consider the possibility.

Darlington was not the only man riding in Hyde Park that day who wished
for acquaintances who didn’t appear. Harry Grone had grown old, somehow.
These days he liked nothing better than to warm his toes at his fireplace and
think about the glory days. But here he was, trundling around the park,
gaping at the sparks and dandies.

Because out of the clear blue sky, the glory days were back. They needed
him. The Tatler, them as had pensioned him off and said they weren’t doing
his sort of journalism any longer. But now, out of the blue, they needed his



sort of expertise.

The job came with a nice budget, so Grone had decided to take a carriage
into Hyde Park and see what was what. He always called it surveillance in the
old days. Now he’d lost his touch, he’d be the first to admit that. He couldn’t
put a name to many a young man’s face he saw.

But it was all in the brains. And his brains told him that it wasn’t book-
learning that would tell him who Hellgate was. If there were a clue in that
book, someone else would have found it. Jessopp, more like. If there was
anything known about the ton that Jessopp didn’t know...

No, it was going to take his special brand of journalism.

In the end, he had to ask someone to point out the man he sought. But once
Grone found him, he couldn’t stop a grin of pure satisfaction. There was a
face as foolish as a turnip. Took after his father, you could see that in a
moment, from the puce waistcoat to the high-perch racing carriage that was
absolutely improper for the park. An idiot. Just what he hoped for.

Grone rapped on the roof of the hackney and directed the driver to return
him to his lodgings. That was enough of a trip for a man of his age. Once
home, he got out of the carriage and tossed the driver a coin, biting back a
curse as his right knee twinged. Early to bed tonight...because tomorrow he
was taking out a bag of gold sovereigns and going to start what he did best.

Sweetening the pot.



12

From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Eighth

My Titania sent me this letter written on blush paper, in a delicate purple ink:

Carry me off into the blue skies of your love, roll me in dark clouds, trample
me with your thunderstorms...but love me, love me.

S ylvie de la Broderie found that races, racehorses, and racetracks were
productive of two things only: boredom and dust. She didn’t like either. Dust
she could tolerate under the right circumstances, although she couldn’t bring
those circumstances to mind at the moment. A picnic, perhaps. She wasn’t
very interested in the out-of-doors, but picnics could be quite agreeable. And
to tell the truth, she’d had something of a picnic in mind when she agreed to
allow Mayne to accompany her to the races.

But Epsom Downs racetrack was a great distance from a charming linen
tablecloth spread under a gracious willow tree, perhaps next to the Seine...
Sylvie stifled a sigh. It was cruel to think that such a beautiful life as she
anticipated in Paris had been interrupted. Frenchmen were so much more
understanding of one’s inclinations than were Englishmen. The English had
no imagination. If he had had even a scrap of imagination, her fiancé must
have known instantly that the racetrack was no place for her.

Instead, Mayne was briskly pointing out all the benefits of their position.
They had seats in a box belonging to his friend, the Duke of Holbrook. Sylvie
approved of that; she thought that dukes were good friends to have, and
Holbrook had easy ways that spoke of an ancient title. Sylvie was a snob
when it came to families: the older the better.



She had that from poor Maman. Once again Sylvie thought how pleased
she was that Maman had been carried away by that terrible cold just before
Papa made such a drastic decision as to move them all to England. True, Papa
had been absolutely right. She and her sister Marguerite might well have
suffered the same fate as so many of their dear friends, crowded into the
Bastille—but Sylvie wrenched her mind away from that thought. She could
not, she literally could not, contemplate what had happened to all the gay,
exquisite people her papa had known. Albeit she had not yet debuted when
they lived in Paris, but her maman had always discussed the goings-on of
society with great freedom, so she felt that she did know them.

When Papa wrenched them away from France and settled Marguerite and
her in this rainy cold spot, she had been only ten. Poor little Marguerite was
merely a year, and far too young to know what she had lost.

The racetrack was extremely noisy. One had to assume that such things
existed in Paris as well, but as far as she remembered, her maman had never
mentioned such a thing. She could ask her father, but he was at their estate in
Southwick, occupied with the dogs. Papa seemed to spend most of his day
letting dogs in and out of the house. It was no way for a French aristocrat to
behave, particularly one with a houseful of servants.

Sylvie sighed. The only enjoyable thing about the racecourse was that
English gentlewomen were taking the opportunity to dress themselves with
élégance. In the box next to hers, Lady Feddrington was wearing a bonnet
that looked like nothing so much as an entire meringue, tied up with a ribbon.
It wasn’t entirely successful, but it had a notable streak of originality about it.
And she was waving a fan with a sweet little amber fringe; Sylvie decided
that she would quite like to know where it came from. She glanced to her
right. Mayne was scowling down at a book they’d given him on entering.

“When does your animal run?” she asked, to be gracious. She had to ask it
twice, but he was quite apologetic once she got his attention. That was one
thing she liked about her future husband. He was invariably polite.

“I am running two horses,” he said, “an elegant little filly named Sharon



and the lazy sorrel gelding who just trotted in last.”

“Oh dear,” Sylvie said, “you should have told me that your horse was
running by us, Mayne. I would have paid attention.”

“I told you he ran in the fourth race.”

Apparently he thought that she was counting these tiresome rounds? Sylvie
noticed that Lady Feddrington was wearing diamonds as large as daisies in
her ears. Rather gauche, or could one put it down to flare? It was so hard,
sometimes, to decide between the two. Certainly Lady Feddrington had an
adorable visage, with her pouting lips and wide set-apart eyes.

“I might go to the stables and see how my jockey is doing,” Mayne said. “It
can be quite dispiriting to lose so badly, and I want him to keep his heart up
for Sharon’s race. Would you like to accompany me?”

“To the barn?”
“If you would be interested.”

There was no question of that. Mayne had a great deal to learn about ladies,
obviously. “I shall pay a small visit to Lady Feddrington,” Sylvie said, giving
him a gently corrective smile. In time, he would learn the appropriate places
to invite his wife. An enclosure designed for animals was not one of them.

She stood up and waited while he collected her pelisse, her reticule, and her
fan. She carried her parasol herself, as she was determined that not even one
ray of sunlight would strike her face.

“Lady Feddrington,” she said, as Mayne opened the small door between
their boxes, “I trust I do not intrude. We met two nights ago at the Mountjoy
fete.”

“Miss Broderie,” Lady Feddrington said with just the right amount of
appreciation to soothe Sylvie’s slightly disturbed spirits, “I am enchanted to
see you. Please do come and relieve the tedium of this afternoon.”



That was precisely the right thing to have said in front of Mayne; it meant
that she did not have to point out the same herself. So Mayne took himself
off, and Sylvie plumped down next to Lady Feddrington. Within a few
minutes they were bosom friends, speaking on the intimate level that Sylvie
most enjoyed and which she constantly strove to achieve. In fact, Lady
Feddrington—or Lucy, as it turned out—was such good company that Sylvie
quite forgot that she was in such an objectionable place as the racetrack.

“I feel just the same,” Lucy confided sometime later. “Of course, I do my
best to support Feddrington in moments like these. He has a large stable and
works himself into a disagreeable state of anxiety over large races. In fact, I
have to insist that he leave me in the box by myself, because I find that I do
not enjoy close proximity with a man in a lather of anxiety, if you’ll excuse
my frankness. But you will never suffer as I do, dearest Sylvie. One cannot
imagine Mayne in a lather over anything!”

Sylvie agreed. One of her primary reasons for choosing Mayne had been
his impeccable appearance at every moment. He was almost French that way.
Well, considering that his mother was French, his elegance must have been
inherited from his mother. Although given that his mother had retired to a
nunnery, Sylvie found her elegance slightly hard to imagine.

The important thing was that Mayne’s attendance at her side had not been
all it could be. “He was distraught,” she told Lucy. “I prefer an escort who is
more attentive. Mayne actually showed a slight surliness when I did not
notice that his horse had lost a race.”

“They’re always like that,” Lucy said comfortingly. “I have been married
for three years now, and I am, perforce, an expert on the subject. And darling,
you will be the same, for I believe that Mayne’s stables are even larger than
Feddrington’s. They grow increasingly agitated in the weeks before a large
race, such as the Ascot. Feddrington even wakes up in the middle of the night
at times, if you can countenance it.”

“You don’t!” Sylvie said with horror, before she caught the words back.

Lucy giggled. “Do you mean share a bedchamber?” And, at Sylvie’s little



nod, “Of course not!”

“You must forgive me,” Sylvie said, flustered. “It’s just that I have many
things still to learn about English nobility.”

“I feel as if I’ve known you forever,” Lucy said, bending her head closer,
“so I shall tell you something truly indiscreet, hmm?”

Sylvie loved indiscretions.

“When Feddrington is nervous and can’t sleep in the night, he visits my
chambers,” Lucy confided.

“He has the temerity to wake you up?” Sylvie said, blinking at her. Her
father would never, under any circumstances, have woken her maman.
Maman’s chambers were sacred to her sleep, and even her maid knew better
than to enter the room until eleven of the clock, and then only if she carried
une tasse de chocolat.

“I have yet to break him of the habit,” Lucy said, sighing. “I have
impressed upon him that my sleep is more important than his horses, but I
don’t seem to be able to convince him. Men are invariably selfish in these
matters, you know. I have found it best for the happiness of the household if I
simply acquiesce. Of course, I have made it clear that such things will be
tolerated only if the race is truly one of the largest, such as the Ascot.”

Sylvie was appalled. She tended to avoid thinking about the issue of marital
intimacies; her maman had unfortunately passed away before clarifying these
things. But Sylvie knew instinctively that this was not an aspect of marriage
that would please her. Under no circumstances would she engage in
something so distasteful in the middle of the night. Perhaps...one evening a
month. She had decided that would surely be enough to satisfy Mayne. After
all, she had chosen a man with a reputation for finding his own pleasures;
while she was rather looking forward to the idea of having enfants, she did
not consider marriage to be a contract ensuring that she provide all the
entertainment.



“Mayne is so in love with you,” Lucy said, giggling again. “He must be
positively ardent.”

“He behaves precisely as he ought.” Now she thought about it, Mayne
would never be so impolite as to try to wake her at night. Never. Her poor
friend Lucy’s husband was obviously incommodious and, though it pained
her to think it, ill-bred.

“Oh!” Lucy cried. “Here is my dear friend Lady Gemima. I asked her to
join me this afternoon.”

Coming toward them was a woman wearing an exquisite promenade gown
of periwinkle blue. “She has the most lovely costumes,” Lucy sighed. “She’s
not married, you know, but she’s enormously rich so she just does precisely
as she pleases.” She lowered her voice. Lady Gemima was greeting Mrs.
Homily, a red-faced matron who had been trotting up and down in front of
the boxes like a terrier smelling a rat. “She was engaged four years ago, but
then the gentleman died. I do believe he was a marquis. She put on mourning
for a year, and then declared that she would never marry. She is the only
daughter of a younger brother of the Duke of Smittleton. He was a colonel in
the army, stationed in Canada, and as I understand it, he made a positive
fortune in shipping. So of course then he was given his own title. One would
think that she would be bad ton, unmarried as she is, and raised in Canada.
But she’s not.”

Sylvie could see that for herself. Lady Gemima wasn’t precisely beautiful.
Her face was a trifle long, and her mouth too coolly intelligent. But her hair
was an extraordinary striped, tortoiseshell color, and as she came into the box
and curtsied to Sylvie and Lucy, Sylvie saw that her eyes were green and
fringed with thick lashes of the same color as her hair. Her clothes were
obviously French. Sylvie rose with the sense of having at last met someone
who was, as her papa would say of boxers, at her weight.

A few moments later she confirmed that opinion. Lady Gemima was
uproariously funny. She no sooner sat down than she had them in stitches,
telling them exaggerated tales of the kind of exploits that an unmarried



woman obviously shouldn’t know about.

“Am I horrifying you?” she asked Sylvie at one point. “I believe you’re
engaged to the Earl of Mayne, so I thought you were probably unshockable.
If not, you soon will be.”

“I am,” Sylvie said, although it was quite untrue. She was rewarded with
one of Lady Gemima’s warm smiles.

“I didn’t think you were one of those tiresome debutante types,” she said.
“Lord, but I'm tired of young women. Men are so much more interesting.”

“I don’t agree,” Lucy said.

“Neither do I,” Sylvie said. “I find men of all things tiring and inevitably
troublesome. There is nothing more pleasant than spending the afternoon in
this way.”

“Well, of course, amongst ourselves,” Gemima said. “But I am bored by
endless conversations about reticules. You can’t even discuss a petticoat
without it being a bit too risqué for someone.”

“I heard the funniest thing about petticoats the other day,” Lucy said,
giggling again. “Lady Woodliffe told me that she ordered all her petticoats in
pale gray silk so that they would suit whatever garment she wore. She intends
to stay in half-mourning for her darling Percy the rest of her life.”

“Ridiculous,” Gemima said. “Considering that the man died in the arms of
a strumpet, by all accounts. You’d think she’d be wearing pink ruffles.” Her
lifted eyebrow was so funny that Sylvie kept laughing. “But you do know,
don’t you, that the oh-so-righteous Lady Woodliffe was seen coming out of
Grillon’s Hotel last spring?”

“No!” Lucy gasped.

“Indeed. I heard it from Judith Falkender, who’s a very reliable source. Of
course, she may have been trying to catch her husband in the act.”



Sylvie wrinkled her nose. “Why would she bother? And what is this place,
Grillon’s?”

“Oh, it’s the only hotel in London worth visiting,” Gemima told her. “All
the ambassadors stay there. I stayed there for a fortnight a year ago, just to
see if I would like it, but even though I took a whole floor, there really wasn’t
enough room for all the people it takes to put myself together. You’d like it,
Lucy. Are you still interested in all things Egyptian?”

“No,” Lucy said. “I stripped the ballroom of all those odd statues and
things. Feddrington is quite displeased because they cost so much, but I gave
them all to the British Museum and now he’s happy because they’re going to
name a room after him.”

“The Room of Feddrington Monstrosities,” Gemima said, laughing. “I
thought it was a bit much when you had those death gods overlooking the
ballroom.”

“They added atmosphere,” Lucy said, shrugging off her criticism. “And
look how well it turned out. The director of the museum almost fainted when
I showed him Humpty and Dumpty. That’s what I called them,” she told
Sylvie. “They were great monstrous things, around ten feet tall.”

“I’d love to go to Egypt,” Gemima said lazily. “I’'m thinking of starting to
travel, you know.”

“Alone?” Sylvie asked.

“Well, since I dislike the idea of taking a husband merely as an umbrella
stand,” Gemima said, “I expect I shall travel alone. Although to be quite
honest, that would be merely a figure of speech.”

Lucy laughed. “You don’t know Gemima yet, Sylvie. She has the largest
household of anyone I know. How many personal maids do you have at the
moment, Gemima?”

“Three,” Gemima said, “but only because I’m so very difficult. If one poor



woman had to deal with me, I’d have to give her a hardship allowance.”

They all laughed, and for a moment the pale English sunshine turned the
whole racetrack into a delightful place, full of women with brains,
temperament, and beauty. “I am enjoying England!” Sylvie said, delighted.

Mayne was dodging around crowds of chattering men to return to Sylvie
when he caught a glimpse of her laughing in Lady Feddrington’s box and
sighed with relief. Thank God, that little French face of hers wasn’t looking
at him with an expression of gentle disappointment. She was laughing harder
than he’d ever seen her laugh, so hard that her parasol had actually slipped to
the side. Then Lady Gemima turned her head so that Mayne caught her
profile, and he saw the reason. Everyone he knew adored Gemina, except for
a few carping Puritans. He could leave Sylvie with Lucy Feddrington for at
least another half hour.

He turned around and headed back toward the long, low stables where
Sharon was waiting for her race. There was something odd about Sharon this
morning, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on, but that didn’t feel
right. His jockey had sworn up and down that Sharon was absolutely herself.

“Mayhap a little spooked by the crowds,” Billy, his stablemaster, had said.

But Mayne wondered. He started plowing back through the crowds, head
down, when he heard someone call his name. He looked up and there was his
sister, Griselda, and next to her, Josie. She looked none the worse for all that
champagne; it must be her youth. He had a distinctly heavy head himself.

“Darling,” Griselda said lavishly. She seemed to be in extraordinarily high
spirits. “We want to see your horses, of course. We were on the way to the
box, but now you can take us to the stables.”

Josie was smiling at him without a trace of shyness. Shouldn’t she be the
least bit shy after last night? Well, why should she?

“I’m not sure you should come to the stables,” he told Griselda. “There’s so
many ruffles on that costume that you might frighten the horses.”



“Nonsense,” Griselda said, waving her parasol about in a manner
guaranteed to strike fear into the heart of a skittish thoroughbred.

Mayne tucked Griselda under one arm and Josie under the other. Josie
wasn’t wearing the corset. In fact, she was showing a rather delectable figure,
although her costume was rather oddly designed, with seams leading here and
there that hardly accentuated her better features.

She looked up at him and said something he couldn’t hear, so he bent his
head to her.

“We went to Griselda’s modiste this morning,” she whispered in his ear.

“I trust that you bankrupted Rafe,” he said back, loving the way her eyes
were shining with excitement.

“I expect so,” she said impishly. “We didn’t inquire into such pedestrian
details.”

He gave a mock groan. “It’s a good thing he’s on his wedding trip. You
could—" But he bit it back. What on earth was he thinking, about to suggest
that she charge her clothing to him?

She looked up at him, eyebrow raised, but now they were in front of
Sharon’s box. The filly looked very small for such a large box.

Griselda was perfectly happy to peep over the top, and made clucking
noises at Sharon, rather as if the filly were a kitten who might be coaxed into
purring. Sharon ignored her. But Josie opened the box and went straight in.

“Don’t mess your slippers,” Griselda cried. “You know that animal likely
—” She waved her parasol to illustrate her point.

Billy gave a snort that expressed precisely what he thought about a lady
who didn’t know that he cleaned the stall the moment one of his horses did
something of that nature. Josie ignored her, going to Sharon’s side. She was
saying something to Sharon in that dark little voice she had, and of course



Sharon started arching her nose into Josie’s arm and making little snorting
noises. Mayne leaned against the wall of the stall, raising his hand when Billy
thought to take Sharon’s head.

Josie had stripped off her glove and was running her hand here and there on
Sharon’s side. Billy moved forward again but Mayne shook his head.

She raised her eyes and looked at him, and Mayne knew. “Feel here,” she
said quietly. His fingers came after hers, nibbling down Sharon’s shining
side, just to the left of her backbone. She had been beautifully groomed; Billy
must have worked on her for hours.

Josie’s fingers stilled and then moved to the side so he could feel. There
were hard little nubbins under the skin. They rolled under his fingers. “What
the devil is that?” he asked.

“It’s not serious,” Josie told him. “My father’s groom used to call it—" She
hesitated.

Billy was there now, his dirty blunt-tipped fingers in the same place, his
face dark. “The devil’s nuts, that is,” he said. “I missed it until this young
lady found it. I should throw in my job, I should.”

Josie shook her head at him. “’Tis all I did, as a child. My father’s stables
were very large, and he put me in charge of minding the horses’ health from
the time I was twelve.”

“What do we do for these nuts?” Mayne asked. It didn’t seem to bother
Sharon terribly when he touched them. A tiny ripple crossed her skin, as if a
breeze passed over the shining surface of a lake.

“She can’t race with it—" Josie began, but Billy interrupted her.

“You knew it too, me lord. You axed me just an hour ago was Sharon all
that she could be, and I said yes. And she’s not, is she?”

“You’ll want to check the other horses,” Josie said. “It can spread through a



stable like wildfire.” She nodded toward the horse blanket hanging to the
side. It was a splendid throw, embroidered with the earl’s crescent and the
words COEUR VAILLANT.

“It’s spread through blankets?” Mayne asked.

“You might want to stop embroidering the blankets with your crest and put
the horse’s name on instead. It stops the spread. But it can jump from horse to
horse on a curry brush as well.”

Mayne nodded, seeing in his mind’s eye the way his gelding loped to the
finish line this morning. “Damn it, I should have known about this.”

“There’s only the five horses of ours in London,” Billy was saying to
himself. “And this is only a week or two old, because I would have seen that,
I would have.”

“I’m sure you would have,” Josie said soothingly. “It’s only because I
don’t know Sharon at all that I could see she was in a bit of discomfort.”

“I am sorry, Garret,” his sister said from the aisle outside the box. “You
must be very disappointed not to be able to race her.”

“Not as disappointed as the punters will be. Sharon’s odds were three to
one. I’d better escort you back to the boxes; Sylvie will be wondering what
became of me. Billy, will you take care of scratching Sharon from the race,
please?”

Billy nodded. “I’m that sorry I missed it, yer lordship.”
“We both missed it,” Mayne said.

Josie gave Sharon a last pat on the nose. “We were never able to come up
with anything that takes the nuts away; it seems they simply have to run their
course. But I do have a comfrey bath that seems to give some comfort. I’ll
send you the recipe, Mayne.”



Billy closed the gate behind them, thinking that he was a lucky sod to have
a master like that, and no one would know from the way Mayne looked that
his heart was set on Sharon winning the race. And she would have, if she’d
been fit to run.

“I just wanted you to win so much I didn’t see them devilish nuts,” he
muttered to Sharon. “It’s the devil’s own luck.”

“There’ll be another race for Sharon,” the young lady said, leaning over the
gate and giving Sharon a last scratch. “She’s a beauty, and she wants to race,
you can tell that. I expect that’s why you didn’t notice her condition. She’s
such a game one that she would have run her heart out, whether they vexed
her or not.”

“Aye, and she would have done that,” Billy said, cheering up a little. He
watched the young lady as she went. She was hanging onto the master’s arm
and talking up at him. By the time they turned the corner at the end of the
aisle, she had him laughing.

It wasn’t every young lady who knew what nuts were, and had a recipe for
a horse bath. Of course, men being what they were, the master probably
didn’t recognize that.

Josie was scandalizing Griselda by telling her how much she missed
spending time in the barn.

“A barn!” Griselda screetched, clutching Mayne’s arm and generally acting
as if she might be kicked by a bull at any moment. “I can’t imagine why
you’d wish to be in a barn.”

“They have a peaceful sort of smell,” Josie said, “as if nothing bad could
happen in the world.”

Mayne found himself nodding. “It’s harness dressing: grain and axle
grease.”

“And new rope,” Josie said to him. “New rope has a wonderful smell. But



mostly it’s hay. Well, hay and tired horses.”

“You have always spent far too much time in the barn,” Griselda told
Mayne. “I remember mama being quite worried that you would end up
looking like a stable boy.” She smiled at Josie. “Our mother was terribly
happy when Garret suddenly developed an interest in his clothing.”

Mayne thought about the great red barn on his estate, that same barn he’d
spent so many hours in as a child. He hadn’t spent an afternoon there in two
years, likely. He was always in London, and even during the autumn and
winter, he went to Rafe’s or another friend’s estate. His stables, for him, were
a matter of buying horses, sending them off to his estate for training, and then
having them shipped to the racetrack in question. Not that he didn’t visit,
because he did so often. But he wasn’t part of the life of the barn, the way he
had been when he was a boy.

“Time was,” he said wryly, “when the black cat couldn’t have another set
of kittens without my knowing precisely the number.”

Josie grinned. “Kittens, pshaw! I knew the number of mice that our little
tiger was catching. She always wished to show me their carcasses before she
ate them.”

Griselda shuddered. “You might keep that detail to yourself, if you please.”
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Eighth

Dear Reader, you have not forgotten your promise to resist the impulse to
identify the names of the dear women who were kind enough to share their
company with me, have you? There is no need to tax your memory by
investigating beautiful actresses who have played Titania in the past
century...I will clasp her name to my bosom until death do us part.

All of us.

G riselda plucked the note off the salver Brinkley offered her. A smile
spread over her face. She discounted the feeble attempt at bribery
immediately. She had read genuine shame in Darlington’s eyes when he
promised not to mock Josie again. But this invitation...

It deserved consideration.

She sat down and stared at the rose-colored walls of her bedchamber. If she
did this—this horrendous, delicious, tempting thing—it would be for the last
time. While she had two small little trysts in the ten years since her husband
died, she had allowed each man precisely one night. But they had been older
than she, cheerful bachelors who understood the rules and abided by them.
She had remained the best of friends with both gentlemen. But Darlington
was young. Terrifyingly young.

And she had made up her mind to—

“Grissie!” Annabel popped her head into the bedchamber. “Would you like
to come upstairs and keep me company while I see to Samuel? He’s due to
wake from his nap any moment, and you said you’d like to be there.”



“And when did I give you permission to call me by that revolting
nickname?” Griselda said with a mock scowl.

“You didn’t,” Annabel retorted. “But now that I’'m a married lady, and
you’re no longer my chaperone, I’'m taking the liberty.”

Griselda hopped up, hastily thrusting Darlington’s note into her sleeve.
“How did Samuel sleep last night?” she asked as they walked to the nursery.

“Like a dream. He really is a splendid child.”

Griselda agreed, with all her heart. At this advanced age, she had suddenly
been struck by an acute longing for a baby. And she was willing to take a
husband to attain one.

So...But she shook the thought away because Master Samuel crowed with
delight to see them coming.

“Go ahead,” Annabel said, laughing. “You pick up the little rascal.” He
was kicking his chubby knees and smiling with a madcap grin that was
designed to make everyone in the vicinity love him...and it was manifestly
successful.

Griselda scooped him up, never feeling the note slip from her sleeve. She
was too busy cuddling Samuel, and tickling him, and generally making it
clear to him that she was a very, very important person.

So it wasn’t until Samuel began making squawking noises that indicated, in
all likelihood, that while he liked her, she wasn’t the person who produced
milk, that she turned around. And found Annabel seated in a comfortable
rocking chair and grinning at her. This was an entirely different kind of grin
from that on her son’s face.

“Griseldaaaa!” she sang, waving a little slip of paper in her hand.

Griselda plumped Samuel into Annabel’s lap and snatched at her note.
“Give me that!”



“Grillon’s Hotel,” Annabel said, laughing aloud. “The place where my
reputation died a painful death. Why, if I remember you correctly, no lady
ever enters Grillon’s Hotel. ‘I’ve never entered such a place!’” she said,
imitating Griselda’s voice.

“And I never did enter such a place until your sister Imogen constrained me
to do so,” Griselda said, ripping the note and tossing it into the fireplace.

Annabel pointed commandingly at the seat across from her. “Sit down this
minute, you wild widow, and regale me with the tale of who on earth is
asking you to Grillon’s. Who is Darling—" But the words faltered on her
tongue. “It’s Darlington!”

Griselda fell into the chair with rather less than her usual grace. “It is
indeed.”

“But no one meant that you should trade your virtue for cessation of his
nasty talk,” Annabel said. “Oh, Griselda, you didn’t think that was what
Sylvie meant when she directed you to seduce him, did you? Because she
only meant it in the sense that you should flirt with the man, and entice him
into changing his mind.”

Griselda had to smile; Annabel looked so horrified. “I know that,” she said.
“It’s just that Darlington...”

“He’s blackmailing you. The scoundrel!” Annabel’s eyes narrowed. “He’s
not blackmailing just you, Griselda, he’s blackmailing all of us. That’s what
he means by his ‘morality slipping,” doesn’t it? He actually thinks to
blackmail you into entering Grillon’s Hotel and carrying on an affaire with
him. Rafe may be away on his wedding trip, but my husband will beat
Darlington into smithereens, and Tess’s husband will ruin him financially.”
She looked as if she were about to leap out of the chair, nursing baby or not,
and send Darlington to his doom.

“So I gather you think that I shouldn’t go to Grillon’s?”

Annabel gasped. “You can’t possibly be considering it! Absolutely not,



Griselda. That’s a sacrifice that not one of us would ever wish you to make,
including Josie. In fact, it would probably make Josie ill just to hear of this.
That horrid, impudent little mushroom of a man.”

“But I don’t think he’s little,” Griselda said. “He’s at least as tall as Rafe.”

“I didn’t mean—" Annabel snapped. And stopped. “Griselda Willoughby,”
she said slowly, “you tell me what is happening here.”

“Well, you are a married woman,” Griselda observed.

“Manifestly so,” Annabel said, dropping a kiss on the fuzzy head of her
son. “And as such, Griselda?” She paused, eyebrow raised.

Griselda looked down at her ankles rather than meet Annabel’s gaze. Her
stockings were really quite beautiful. “Don’t you think these are exquisite?”
she asked, pulling up her skirts a tad and swinging her ankle in the air. The
silk was so thin that they gave her legs a golden sheen, like canary wine.

“Griselda,” Annabel threatened.

“I’m thinking of having a tryst with the man,” Griselda said, watching
Annabel carefully under her eyelashes to see if she looked horrified at the
thought.

But she didn’t. In fact, she just looked fascinated. “It’s nothing to do with
Josie, then?”

Griselda shook her head. “Darlington promised to say nothing of Josie in
the future, and I believe him. He had the air of a man who has finally realized
he made himself loathsome.”

“Well, why on earth would you wish to have an affaire with someone who
is loathsome?”

Griselda laughed. “It seems that marriage has left you unaccountably naive,
dearest.”



“I have never been naive,” Annabel said, deftly switching Samuel to her
other breast. “I gather that Darlington has some attributes that are...
enticing?”

Griselda smiled.

“In that case,” Annabel said, “I shall entertain Josie while you frolic in
Grillon’s Hotel.”

“I am rather old for him.”
“Robbing the cradle?” Annabel said cheerfully. “And why not?”
“He can’t be more than twenty-four.”

“That’s nothing. Look at how many marriages have a twenty-year gap in
favor of the man.”

“It would be my last such indiscretion,” Griselda said.

“I know, darling,” Annabel said. “Because you should marry now, and
have yourself a little Samuel.” Samuel let out a great burp, so she stood up
and plopped him into Griselda’s arms.

“I suppose...” Griselda said.

“You’re a born mother. Of course you suppose. Is Darlington a
possibility?”

“Certainly not! I just told you that he’s less than thirty. One doesn’t marry
men of that age. One might dance with them—"

“Or meet them in a hotel,” Annabel put in. She curled back in the chair,
watching as Griselda snuggled a sleepy Samuel.

“I can’t go to a hotel,” Griselda half whispered, looking appalled.

“Where did you meet your other indiscretions?”



“I was living in my own town house, of course.”
“Has chaperoning us put a damper on your personal life?”

“Oh, no! It’s been wonderful. Before you girls appeared, and Rafe asked
me to chaperone you, my life was...quite silly, I’'m afraid. It has been eye-
opening, to say the least, to see three of you fall in love. And I’m quite sure
Josie will find the right person as well.”

“Do you have anyone in mind to marry?”

Griselda shook her head. “I fully intend to take the matter seriously in
hand, after...” Her voice trailed off.

“After one last unmarried indiscretion!” Annabel said, giggling madly.
“Hush! You make me feel like the veriest light-skirt,” Griselda said.

“Wait! I think I know who Darlington is! Does he have blond hair and
hollowed cheekbones—a rather madly dissolute look? Griselda!” Griselda
was looking distinctly guilty, so Annabel laughed so hard she almost choked.
“You’re right. The man is utterly delicious—and completely off-bounds. Just
the person to meet in Grillon’s Hotel.”
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From The Earl of Hellgate,
Chapter the Fourteenth

By now, Dear Reader, my limbs were yet young, but my sensual appetites
were growing tired and old. I began to thirst for something I could find in no
place, a tenderer and sweeter emotion than I had known so far. But alas, I
was not to find it...instead, a young lady whom I shall term Helena...have
you discovered my foibles yet, Dear Reader? Do you know why I name these
ladies as I do?

E liot Governor Thurman had been having a difficult week. Neither
Darlington, Wisley, nor Berwick had appeared at the Convent, though he
waited there until two in the morning. In one blow, he’d lost all three of the
people he counted his friends.

There’d been others at the Convent whom he had believed to be friends,
but when Darlington didn’t appear, they gave him their shoulder. By
midnight he was well aware that without Darlington’s comments, and
Berwick’s wit, and Wisley’s acid little nods, he was worthless. To these
supposed friends, he’d been nothing more than an open purse.

With all his heart he hoped that Darlington wouldn’t find a wife. Who’d
want him? Penniless and sharp-tongued as they come.

He was wandering disconsolately around his rooms, wondering if
invitations would stop, once it was clear that he was no longer part of the
entourage surrounding Darlington. He couldn’t give up the life of the ton
now. A ball would have no flavor if he was not around Darlington. Part of the
most exciting gossip in the room.



He kept drifting from room to room, wondering what to do with himself. It
had been miserable at the Convent. He wasn’t a man who hungered for
silence or private thought. He wanted to roar with laughter, thump the table,
and order another round that he would gladly pay for.

Finally he decided that he had to go to Lady Mucklowe’s ball on the
morrow. Darlington would be there. He couldn’t stay at home and have
Darlington think that his feelings were hurt. No, he would go to Mucklowe’s
ball and—he fingered his cravat in the mirror over his mantelpiece—he
would go to Mucklowe’s ball and he would find the Scottish Sausage.

She was the reason why Darlington had dropped him. She was the reason
Darlington had started thinking about morality and didn’t want the comfort of
the Convent anymore.

He wouldn’t do it so as to tell Darlington later either. He’d do it for
himself, because he was just as clever as Darlington ever was. In fact, maybe
he’d do something really witty, like make the Sausage think that he was
courting her. As if he would ever do such a revolting thing. But he could trick
her into it with a few compliments. Maybe he’d even kiss her, so that she
would look at him with stars in her eyes, thinking that a man of substance had
finally decided to court her. And then he’d spurn her. And finally he’d go to
the Convent and gather his own group of friends, tell them what he’d done
and how funny it was.

He could see her plump cheeks right now, quivering with the pleasure of
his kiss.

Perhaps he could find her in Hyde Park, and start his courtship now.
“Cooper!” he howled.
His man came running out of his bedchamber.

“I’m going to the park. Order my carriage; I’ll wear the puce waistcoat.
With the sage-colored costume.”



Cooper opened his mouth but caught his master’s eye. Thurman was in no
mood to be told what colors did and didn’t go together. Darlington dressed
with a casual flair and often put together colors that weren’t as conservative
as Cooper’s choices. Now that he, Thurman, was going to be a leader of the
ton, he must needs develop a style of his own.

It wasn’t until Thurman was knotting a cravat with a casual violence that
crushed most of the starch that he realized precisely what he meant to do.

He meant to be the new Darlington.

Darlington had retired, suffered a change of heart, turned pansy, weak-
kneed, however one wanted to say it.

He, Thurman, hadn’t lost his nerve, and he never would. He’d been
standing in Darlington’s shadow so long that people didn’t realize that he
could be just as clever, if he wished. That was clear at the Convent last night.
They thought no one but Darlington had a witty comment to make.

They were wrong.

Either he’d use the Sausage or he’d find some other thing to be clever
about. It was that simple.
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From The Earl of Hellgate,
Chapter the Fourteenth

I know you are literate, you are well-read, you are all that is admirable...I
have endowed each of my all-precious ones by the names of characters in the
incomparable Shakespeare’s most beloved play...a work that, like this
memoir, is about dreaming and beautiful women...If the incomparable Bard
wrote A Midsummer Night’s Dream, then I, poor I, am writing of Midsummer
Nights’ Affaires...

T he best suite at Grillon’s Hotel had a large bed and a number of charming
seating arrangements. There wasn’t a hard-backed chair in the place.
Darlington wandered about, touching the marble mantel to make sure there
was no dust. The hotel was the opposite of the Bedrock estate, where he was
raised. Bedrock Manor was made of a pinky-golden stone, and stood on a
hill, so that in the summer the grass all around burned brown, and it took on
an almost Italian aspect, like a Tuscan house dreaming in the sunshine. It hurt
to think about those days, running about in the vale with his two brothers,
never knowing that there was nothing for him, that it was all for his brother
Michael.

They don’t tell you, when you’re sprouting, that you’re nothing more than
a spare in case the eldest doesn’t make it. They let you run free around the
estate, in and out of stables, up and out of trees that would never belong to
you. Because not even one tree would belong to you. They give you only two
choices: go into the army and kill people; go into the church and bury them.
Well, three choices. You could fix on a way to support yourself that disgraces
the family honor, at least from the family point-of-view.



It’s my failure that I didn’t find a respectable third way, Darlington thought
to himself. Instead I sank into a rage that apparently lasted for years. Father
would never have considered raising me to a business, and yet no one—but
no one—seemed to have noticed that doing nothing leads to no income.

He shook the thought away.

An appropriate third way was obvious, always had been. Prostitution.
Marry for money, marry well, marry a dowry.

To kill, to bury, or to screw.
Really, there wasn’t any choice about it at all.

She was just late enough so that he thought she wasn’t coming, and that the
suite was to be wasted. It was after eleven when he heard the discreet knock
on his door. He was sprawled in a chair, but he leaped up as a footman
ushered in a heavily veiled female form and then left.

His heart bounded, and he walked over to her, laughing. “Is there anyone
under these veils?”

“Oh no,” came a demurely smiling voice. “There’s no one here but I.”

“And you are the Ghost of the Lady of Shallot, I suppose,” he said, lifting
off one veil only to discover another.

“Was the Lady of Shallot the woman who dashed about on her horse
wearing no clothing?” Griselda demanded when he had tossed aside her third
veil.

“That’s Lady Godiva,” he said, grinning down at her. He was clutching her
hands with all the enthusiasm of a vicar greeting a sinner come to mass. “If
you’d like to put on a performance, I’ll be happy to be your steed.”

He saw the moment the jest made sense to her, because her eyes widened.
Then a naughty chuckle erupted from her throat. “I’ll have you know that I



am a very proper widow,” she said severely, “and no one speaks in such a
manner to me.”

“You aren’t a widow tonight,” he said. She had turned and was wandering
about the room, so he came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her.

“I’m not?” Her hair was the sulky yellow of a peach, and tied up in elegant
ladylike ringlets that hadn’t even been disturbed by her veils.

He nipped her in the ear. “You’re not,” he breathed in her ear. “I think
you’re actually Lady Godiva, and you wandered into my room by accident.”

Her body was still, and he couldn’t tell if she were the sort who would
welcome imagination, or whether she was a woman of rigid common sense.

“And what am I doing, wandering into a gentleman’s bedchamber?” she
asked. His heart began to pound in his ears, because her voice was inquiring.

He ran his hands from her shoulders down the front of her pelisse, and then
quick as a wink undid the twists that held it together. As he drew it off her
shoulders, he said, “Well, you lost your clothing, of course.”

She turned around and smiled at him, and it was as if a perfect Dresden
shepherdess leapt into vivid life, wrinkling her nose at him. “How did that
happen?” She sauntered over to the table where the champagne stood,
wrapped in a cold wet towel. “I should tell you, Darlington, that I rarely lose
my clothing.”

He was there, pouring champagne. “I somehow know that,” he said,
handing her a glass.

“This will be my third such encounter,” she said, waiting until he had a
glass as well. “And my last.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“I’ve made up my mind to marry.”



These weren’t flirtatious smiles, but the rueful sort shared by campaigners
on the eve of leaving for a battle. “I as well.”

“You do need to marry,” Griselda said, sipping her champagne. She looked
delightfully concerned for him.

He leaned over and dropped a kiss on her lips. “So do you.”
“I?” she asked, and one perfectly arched brow flew into the air.

“Surely Willoughby has been dead ten years,” he said. “And Lady Godiva
has only found herself wandering three times?”

“For one night only in each case,” she told him. “An inflexible rule. I
always think it is so helpful for everyone if we are quite clear from the
beginning.”

“One night,” Darlington said, feeling a pang of regret that nearly felled him
to his knees. He only had one night before he must begin his marriage
campaign. But none of that mattered in the face of the ravenous desire he felt
for Griselda.

She glanced around the room, and he decided to lay down a rule of his
own. “I have never married, but I’ve heard that such encounters take place
under the sheets.”

“Indisputably,” Griselda said, her face not revealing a thing about her
marital relations.

“And I imagine that affairs among the nobility often have the same lack of
vivaciousness.”

“If one considers setting vital to...vivaciousness.”

“One does,” he said simply. “Tonight Lady Godiva rides in the open.” And
just to give her an idea of what he meant, he pulled off his jacket and threw it
to the side, pulled off his shirt and sent it flying in the same direction.



He knew he was desirable to women. True, he’d made love to very few. He
had no stomach to make love to a sour-smelling lass who’d give herself for
free in a tavern, little money to pay one who might smell better, and no heart
to flirt with a maiden to whom he couldn’t offer marriage. But that didn’t
mean he hadn’t seen their eyes follow him, seen a certain interest in her face
when a woman surveyed his chest or glimpsed his forearm.

Griselda’s eyes rested on his chest, but he couldn’t tell what she was
thinking.

“If we only have one night,” he said softly, “then I think that Lady Godiva
should begin her ride, don’t you?”

But she was not a woman to be hurried.

He took down her hair, pin by pin, and made a delicious discovery. Those
ringlets, the lady’s claim to propriety and beauty, were only for show. Down
tumbled her hair, and it was thick as silk and straight, until it reached the end
where it formed perfect little ringlets.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said, pulling them and admiring how
they curled back into a perfect spiral.

“My maid puts in the curl,” Griselda said.

“How does she do that?” He was entranced, wanting to know every detail.
“Do you stand there, naked, flushed, warm from the bath?”

She laughed at him. “I sit, respectably clothed in my dressing gown, and
she wields a hot iron behind my shoulders.”

“I’m your maid for the night.” He took his time removing her gown,
unlacing her corset, finally pulling off her chemise.

Surely she would insist on the lamp being turned down?

But she didn’t. She didn’t even glance at the light. Under all that clothing,



she was as ripe and delicious as a peach, her breasts falling into his hands
with an abandon that made his laughter catch in his throat, laughter that
couldn’t make its way to the open air because he was in the grip of a lust so
fierce that he’d never felt the like.

He was intoxicated by her long sweep of corn silk hair, with its little
jubilant twists at the ends. He brought it over her breasts, and then pulled her
in front of the mirror. They stood there together, she a study in creamy skin
and silky hair, and he a harder, golden version of the same. “We look—" he
said, and cleared his throat.

Griselda tipped her head back against his shoulder and watched him.

“I thought ladies were terrified by nakedness.” He was kissing her neck and
talking between kisses.

“I’ve always liked looking at myself,” she said, watching his hands on her
body in the mirror. “I like looking at you as well.”

He ran a hand down the curves of her side. She loved the intent look on his
face.

“Willoughby was not fond of mirrors.”

“Hmmm,” he said, obviously only vaguely listening. It was half a caress,
his touch, and half a shaping.

“Our wedding night was something of a fiasco.”
He raised his eyes.

“Neither of us had any experience in the area,” she said, laughing. She’d
never told a soul about the night. It felt enormously freeing.

“Poor Willoughby,” Darlington said. “None at all?”

She shook her head. “Not that I know of.”



“What happened?”

“We couldn’t make it work. Not really. His belly was in the way, and it
was mortifying for both of us, and so he kept losing his—his interest, as it
were.”

“Poor sod!” Darlington said, horror in his voice.

“We tried again a few days later and it was more successful.” Darlington
was beautiful: a muscled, young stallion of a man. Her two previous lovers
had been cautious men in their forties, men who slid gently under the
bedcovers and expertly, charmingly, made her as comfortable as they
themselves were.

Darlington was another matter. She turned around so she could see him
better, and found herself fascinated by the hollows in his hips, by the tight
arch of his behind, by the golden sheen of his skin.

“Are you always like this?” she finally asked.
“Like what?”
“Naked. When you’re with a woman.”

His eyebrow shot up. “Have you seen me wandering through ballrooms
without my waistcoat?”

“No, foolish one. I meant when you’re engaged in intimate activities.”

“Well, as to that,” he said. And pulled her against him, a shock of skin to
skin. “I haven’t found myself in many intimate situations, and that’s the
truth.”

“You haven’t?” She blinked up at him, wondering.

He shook his head. His hands slid down the planes of her back, making her
feel deliciously smooth...feminine.



“Why not?”

His hands dropped away. He turned and picked up his glass. “No money to
pay for the privilege, no living to back up the indiscretion...how could I?”

It seemed he had a code of honor, this man whom half of London
considered despicable.

“How did you afford this room?” Griselda asked.

He turned. “Mad use of funds,” he said. “Every person deserves a last
madness before they settle into domestic slavery, don’t you think?”

“Domestic slavery?”
He drained his champagne. “How else could one describe marriage?”

“Companionship,” she said. And thinking of Annabel’s, Tess’s, and
Imogen’s marriages, “Passion, friendship, love.” She added, “Children.”

“You’re an optimist,” he said. “I see marriage as a fiduciary transaction. I
will bring to the marriage little more than my skills in bed. My father made
that clear to me at an early age. Under those circumstances, I’ve always
found it hard to indulge an impulse to dally with a woman.”

“Because it took on the flavor of practicing your marriage-bound skills,”
she said, sipping her wine and trying not to ogle the long line of his thigh.

“The taint thereof,” he corrected her. “But I do believe that I'm finally old
enough to face my fate, coward that I am.”

She walked toward him, feeling her hair soft on her back. He had his back
turned to her, so she ran her hands, palms flat, up the strong planes of his
back. He shivered, but said nothing.

“’Tis a dismal way of looking at marriage,” she said, curving her hands
around the muscles of his shoulders.



“Reality so often is disappointing.”

“Not tonight.” Then she came squarely up against him and felt his intake of
breath through her body as well as his.

“I believe that we are in an altogether different realm than marriage.”
“I maintain, sir, that a marriage can be passionate.”
“I beg you to relinquish such unpleasant thoughts.” He turned around.

And what he was doing with his hands...well, it was enough to make every
thought in Griselda’s head fly away.

An hour or so later Griselda was boneless, weak, satiated. “It’s time to
leave,” she said, battling her own inclination to sink back into the bed. She
bent over to pick up his dressing gown, but Darlington made a noise like a
growl, a deep urgent noise in his throat, and she hesitated. And then he was
wrapping his arms around her again.

She could feel his arousal, and her own blood sped into a throbbing melody
in response. Some dazed part of her mind was measuring this evening against
her other experiences and finding them to have no correlation. No other man
had shown interest in more than one polite, cheerful coming together in
which both parties were mutually satisfied.

“I don’t—" she gasped.

“Lady Godiva,” he breathed into her ear, “ride me.” He picked her up as
easily as one might swing a child in the air, carried her across the room, and
then he was sinking back into one of the large armchairs, his face alive with
laughter and wicked pleasure, a sinful pleasure that had everything to do with
her body and his, and nothing to do with beds.

“Shouldn’t we return to the bed?” she asked.

“Bed?” He was laughing aloud now. “I’d like to make love to you in the
outdoors.”



She felt herself blushing, and he was pulling her forward, lowering her. It
was an odd way of proceeding. He stopped, hand between her legs. “I like to
watch you,” he said silkily. “Your eyes almost close, but not quite, did you
know that? And when you breathe so quickly, your breasts move. Your
cheeks are pink, you know.” And all the time his clever, clever fingers were
dancing between her legs.

“Charles,” she sobbed, and finally, finally, he let her fall forward, onto him.
And then he stopped talking and made a hoarse noise in his throat.

She knew instinctively how to ride. It must be a skill that comes to Lady
Godivas in time of need, because she found herself throwing her hair back so
that it fell to his knees, arching her back and laughing.

He wasn’t laughing anymore. His face was rigid, his teeth clenched. “Ah,
God, you’re so—” But the words disappeared somewhere and he just
concentrated on shaping her breasts with his hands until he really couldn’t
take it anymore, so he ran a thumb across her rosy nipples. Her eyes drooped
and suddenly he was helping in the race, thrusting upwards with all his force.

And then she was crying out, falling forward into his arms, and he was
clutching her tight, that lovely damp back, as tight as he could, wrapping his
own lady in his arms so she couldn’t ride away from him.
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From The Earl of Hellgate,
Chapter the Fourteenth

At the time I met Helena—in the ballroom at Almack’s, Dear Reader—I
thought I had sipped the cup of passion to the dregs. In short, I thought to
marry. For surely marriage is the counterpart to the inertia of old passions,
the weariness that comes from seeing one’s former lovers in all four parts of
the ballroom.

Yes! Such was the extent of my depravity...

L ady Mucklowe knew exactly what it took to make a ball into a tremendous
success: a single stroke of genius. A few years ago she had created the most
talked-about event of the season by inviting Lord Byron to read aloud his
favorite love poem. That had ensured the presence of every wanton woman in
London, as she later boasted to her sister. Wanton women cheer everyone up:
gentlemen in the hope that such a woman might do them a favor, and
gentlewomen in the realization that they had someone interesting to talk
about.

Tonight she was confident that her place as the reigning queen of the
interesting party would be confirmed. “I’m not sure I understand, Henrietta,”
her husband said fretfully. Henrietta Mucklowe told herself for the fortieth
time that if she had been lucky enough to have a more interesting spouse, she
wouldn’t have such imaginative parties. Because if Freddie weren’t Freddie,
they might actually have something to talk about at home, and she wouldn’t
spend most of her time dreaming about fantastic entertainments.

“Masks, dear,” she repeated. “The footmen will be giving one to everyone



as they come in. And they must wear them; it’s a requirement of entrance.”

Freddie looked nonplussed, so she explained, “Like wearing knee britches
into Almack’s. You can’t get in without them.”

“What about York, eh?” Freddie asked. Occasionally he did have a
pertinent point. “You can’t just tell a royal duke that he’s got to wear a mask
or be done with it.”

“Perhaps he won’t come.”

“Saw him today.” Freddie grunted as he readjusted the garters on his
stockings. “He told me he wouldn’t miss it after that other ball you gave.’

5

“Byron was a very good idea,” Henrietta said, with a nod of self-
congratulation.

“Not that, the pheasant last year. Cook’s a genius.”

“That too,” Henrietta said. If one had to snare a royal duke by food, she
was willing to do it. “You have to wear a mask, Freddie.”

“A what?”
“A mask!”
“Oh. All right.”

Another marital disaster averted, Henrietta made a brief tour of the
downstairs. Hundreds of masks, all stitched from black silk (for men) or rosy
silk (for women) waited at the entranceway. Candles were lit and footmen
stood ready to replenish them. Three hundred bottles of champagne lay
waiting, stuck haphazardly in pails of cold water. All ready. The house
hummed gently, an empty tidewater pool about to be filled to the brim.

And then, abruptly, it all began. She heard the high, excited tones of
Countess Mitford at the door. Within an hour there was a snarl of carriages
that stretched for blocks in every direction. The butler was holding up



marvelously, not allowing anyone in without a mask firmly attached to his
face. In truth, as soon as people entered the house and saw that everyone was
wearing masks, and gained a sense of the possibilities, there was no
complaining.

Chaperones grew rigid with alarm, but it was too late. Daughters strained
forward like young whippets eager to race. Mothers clutched their arms,
whispering instructions, but every girl in the room knew that the rules were
off for the night. Anyone might dance a waltz if she were masked. Any girl
might dance with the worst rake in the room, if they were both masked. How
could she know who she danced with? How could she be responsible for her
actions? And yet, each person had the prickling sense that the most important
person would surely find him.

Wives held their heads high and glanced roguishly to the left and right,
looking for their lovers. Husbands trotted off to the card room, knowing that
for once their expression wouldn’t betray their hand, or moved in a slow
prowl toward one of the two ballrooms, searching for a memory, a girl they
once loved, a youthful evening.

There was no one who greeted the masks with more joy than Miss
Josephine Essex, formerly known as the Scottish Sausage.

She handed her pelisse to the footman without blinking an eye. In the past
month she had almost had to wrench her sheltering, comforting pelisse from
her body, so uncomfortable was she with her figure. But that very afternoon
Madame Rocque had delivered the first of her evening gowns, and Josie was
wearing it. Rather than being seamed to follow the lines of a corset, this
gown was wrapped to fit Josie’s own body. It was a kind of indigo violet, far
too dark for a debutante, but Josie didn’t care.

“My goodness!” Griselda had said that afternoon. Which was enough.
Josie dressed more happily than she had in her life.

True, when she looked at herself in the mirror, wearing only the smallest
corset designed to support her breasts, she had an agonizing pulse of anxiety.
She could actually feel silk swishing around her unbounded hips. Surely she



looked too large, too undisciplined, too bulky?

But then she took a deep breath and walked toward the glass, walking the
way that Mayne had taught her. Even thinking of his lithe muscled body
wearing the rags of her pink dress made her giggle. And watching the way
the dress gave her a woman’s shape—a shape she’d had all along—made her
eyes narrow.

He was right.

Mayne was the veteran of a hundred daffaires, if all the stories were true.
How had Imogen described him once? As having a Lucifer-like exhaustion.
Josie couldn’t help grinning at herself. His mouth had lost that dissolute
droop when he was bound up in sparkling pink silk and undulating across the
floor toward her.

Now she adjusted her rosy mask—Iuckily, a color that went perfectly with
her gown—and glanced around for Griselda.

Griselda was wearing the daring crimson gown that Madame Rocque
delivered for her. Actually, in some ways Josie hardly recognized her
chaperone. When they first met, several years ago, Griselda was the
quintessential pretty, English gentlewoman. She dressed with the exquisite
propriety of a widow interested in two kinds of reputation: that of sexual
propriety, and that of good taste. She was a merry, adorable person who
showed little interest in the opposite sex, other than a fervent wish to discuss
their foibles. In point of fact, while she generally had a beau or two hanging
in her train, they were often foolish young men, good for nothing but bleating
poetry and providing an arm on the way into supper.

But somehow, in the last few months, Griselda had changed. Josie couldn’t
quite put her finger on it. Yet as she glanced back, she was fully aware that
her chaperone would be the least chaperonelike woman in the room. Madame
Rocque’s crimson dress was fashioned in such a way that swaths of dark
crimson came over the shoulders and crossed—but they didn’t actually meet
until almost Griselda’s waist. Now that was a gown that a debutante could
not wear.



But, of course, Griselda was a widow. “I will certainly not wear a pink
mask,” she was saying. “I’ll take one of the black ones, if you please.”

The footman seemed to be bleating something about Lady Mucklowe’s
instructions, but it was of no use. Josie could have told him that. Within two
seconds Griselda was happily tying a black band around her eyes.

“You look wonderful,” Josie whispered to her. “That black makes your hair
look positively silver.”

“Silver!” Griselda squealed.

Josie laughed. “I didn’t mean it that way. It looks like moonlight. I do like
the fact you didn’t put ringlets in your hair tonight. They wouldn’t suit the
gown.”

“I thought it was time for a change,” Griselda said with some satisfaction.
“Now, darling, just because we are wearing masks is no reason for
improprieties.”

Josie opened her mouth but Griselda held up her hand. “Josephine, I am not
a fool. I am as aware as you are that many a marriage is made under the threat
of a lost reputation, and likely a few fathers will burst out of these doors
demanding that some reprobate offer marriage by the morrow. But you, my
dear, have no need to resort to subterfuge. Just wait and see.”

“I don’t mean to engage in subterfuge—" Josie began.

But Griselda interrupted again. “Only once has one of your sisters
knowingly done such a thing, and that was in the case of Imogen’s first
marriage. I’d ask you to think about that marriage carefully, Josie. Were
Imogen and Maitland happy?”

“Obviously not.”

“I rest my case,” Griselda said magnificently. She twitched her shawl so it



fell to her elbows and provided a frame for her gown. “Shall we enter?”

They paused for a moment on the threshold of the first of Lady
Mucklowe’s two ballrooms. A footman sprang forward and offered them
glasses of champagne. Before Josie could even stretch out her hand, three
gentlemen bowed before them.

“I am,” one of them said magnificently, “the Prince of Purpalooseton.”

In the flurry of laughter that followed the revelation that Lady Mucklowe
had decreed that no one was to use his proper name, Josie became aware of
one important thing. Those three gentlemen had not sprung to their side only
because of Griselda and her crimson bodice. Within a moment they were
joined by two more gentlemen, and for the first time in her life—and with a
feeling of dizzy pleasure that was all the more intense for being so new—
Josephine Essex found herself flirting simultaneously with four men.
Griselda waltzed off in the arms of the Prince of Purpalooseton, but she
herself was too happy to dance.

Plus, she knew quite well she was a terrible dancer.

Sometime later she found herself in an animated circle, discussing the most
sought-after book in London, Hellgate’s Memoirs. “I may not know who
wrote it,” said a gentleman in an orange waistcoat, his mask sitting rather
rakishly on his large nose. “But there’s no question whose memoirs we’re
reading. The moment I read the chapter about the woman he met at
Almack’s.” He lowered his voice. “’Tis Lady Lorkin and Mayne, obviously.”

“Absolutely not,” said a tall, willowlike man with a fair mustache. “The
memoirs are a disgrace, but that chapter could not possibly refer to Lady
Lorkin. I thought the pertinent point was the water spaniel.”

“How so, sir?” Josie asked.

“Water spaniels,” he said. “Don’t know a woman who can abide the breed.
Always in the water, aren’t they, and then they shake themselves, and then
hey! Presto! The lady is wet. Splattered with water. Wet.”



“An obscure point,” the orange waistcoat said. “What’s that got to do with
Mayne or Lady Lorkin?”

Another gentleman strolled up to the circle and joined them. Josie glanced,
and then looked again. There was no mistaking those shadowed cheekbones
and straight eyebrows, mask or no mask. Nor, for that matter, his clothing.
Mayne was wearing a garnet-colored jacket that fit his muscled body as if it
had been sewn on that evening.

She gave him a huge grin. For a moment she had forgotten her
transformation, but then his eyes raked her body swiftly. He had an eyebrow
arched, and it didn’t take women’s intuition to know he approved of her
current gown as much as he loathed her former corset.

“Must be a woman who loves dogs,” the willowy man was burbling on.
“Even wet ones. I say that Hellgate is Charles Burdiddle. Mind you, we
shouldn’t be discussing such a risqué subject.”

Josie had no idea who Charles Burdiddle was. She glanced at Mayne.
“We’re discussing an infamous piece of literature, sir,” she said to him. “The
Earl of Hellgate’s Memoirs. Unfortunately I have not had an opportunity to
read them, but I have heard enough about them from my sisters to understand
that Hellgate appears to have considered intimacy a challenge rather than
something to be defended against.”

“Intimacy outside the bounds of marriage is always a challenge, not a
defense,” Mayne said. His voice had all the liquid, Luciferian exhaustion of a
man who is tired of saying the proper thing.

“But women so rarely think so,” Josie pointed out. “In fact, it strikes me as
a thoroughly male point of view. Did no one consider the idea that perhaps
the memoirs are utterly false, and written by a woman?”

“That would be a remarkable deception. I believe there are ladies hoping
desperately to be the next mistake that Hellgate commits,” the willowy
gentleman said with a sarcastic edge to his voice. “Particularly if he would
consent to do so in a three folio sequel, handsomely bound in leather.”



The orange waistcoat drew in his breath and said, “There is a young lady
present, sir!”

“She doesn’t appear to be shocked,” Mayne observed.

“In the case of a less-than-fascinating man,” Josie said, “a woman should
always defend against intimacy.”

“A woman should defend her virtue in every instance,” the orange
waistcoat said. “Once a woman succumbs to the kind of disreputable
behavior depicted in Hellgate’s memoirs...well, she is nothing more than a
thing unworthy. Stained! The woman described under the nom de plume
Helena, for example. Shameful!”

“Tsk tsk,” Mayne said. “You speak, sir, as if one’s past were irredeemable.
As if one could never compensate for mistakes of the heart.”

“One cannot. Scandals of that nature dishonor the soul. There is no
recovering from them. Whoever Helena may be, she will never regain the
true heart of womanhood: her sanctity and purity. She is stained.”

“He doesn’t seem to agree that stains come out in the wash,” Mayne said
aside to Josie. “Perhaps Helena was his wife. Will you dance?”

“Of course.” And she turned toward him with the new, lithe freedom that
came with wearing no corset, with a confidence bred from the hundred
admiring glances thrown her direction in the last half hour.

“You wouldn’t dance with me,” pouted the willowy man.

“Count yourself lucky,” Mayne said. “I know what a terrible dancer she is,
and so I’ve already braced myself—and my toes.”

“No one who moves with such grace, such elegance, could be a poor
dancer,” the orange waistcoat said mournfully, as Josie left on Mayne’s arm.

Which she was pinching as hard as she could. “How dare you say such a



thing? Now no one will wish to dance with me!”

“In that dress, they would dance with you if you were using a cane. In fact,
I’m only worried that you’ll be stolen from me as we dance.”

Josie giggled. It was wonderful to feel seductive and beautiful, and be here,
laughing on the arm of the man whom she thought (privately) to be the most
handsome man in the ton.

“Mind you,” he said a moment later, after she trod on his foot again, “you
do have two left feet. What’s the matter? Didn’t you pay any attention to that
dancing master Ewan lured up to the north country?”

She blushed a little. “I can’t help it. I’'m horribly awkward, in truth. I don’t
enjoy dancing very much.”

“I’ll come find you later, when they’ve turned to waltzes,” Mayne said,
dancing her out of the circle and off the dance floor. “You might want to just
stand about and allow your suitors to ogle your bosom rather than dance with
them. At least until the waltzes start.”

“I’m even worse at waltzing.”

“Well, you’ll have to merely accept admiration,” Mayne said cheerfully. “I
should probably try to find Sylvie, although I suspect that I know her
location.”

“Where?” Josie asked, glancing around. “What’s she wearing?”
“Yellow,” he said. “And a black mask.”
“Griselda demanded a black mask as well.”

A tall man with appreciative eyes and a lock of brown hair falling over his
forehead paused beside them. “Skevington,” Mayne said, “may I entrust you
with Miss Essex? I thought I’d poke about and find my fiancée, and of course
Miss Essex’s chaperone is lost in the crowd.”



Skevington had a quite charming smile. “Nothing would give me more
pleasure,” he said, bowing.

“Skevington over-dresses,” Mayne said, waving at the man’s embroidered
waistcoat. “But it’s not a mortal sin.”

Josie smiled up at her new companion. “’Tis far worse to be over-
opinionated.”

“To be over-enthusiastic is surely a mortal sin,” Skevington said. He
showed no pique at the slur to his waistcoat, and Josie liked him the better for
it. “At the risk of showing great over-enthusiasm, Miss Essex, may I request
a dance?”

“In truth, I would prefer to walk from this room,” she said.

Skevington had a lean, intelligent face with kind eyes. They left Mayne,
and Josie did not glance back, just walked with her new sultry sway and
hoped he was watching.

Then she couldn’t bear it and turned her head.

He was gone.
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From The Earl of Hellgate, Chapter the Fifteenth

I asked Helena to marry me, Dear Reader. She refused. She called me her
pearl, her golden one, her cherished dream, and yet she rejected my hand.

T hurman thought masks were a rotten idea. How could he build a reputation
if no one knew who he was?

He’d caught sight of Darlington; his features were unmistakable.
Darlington was leaning against the wall of the ballroom, and by concentrated
attention, Thurman was able to see that he was watching Lady Griselda
Willoughby dance with Mr. Riffle. He had to grin at that. Darlington was
losing his twig if he thought that Lady Griselda would marry him. True, she
had one of the neatest estates on this side of Hampshire, but she would never
interest herself in a loose screw like Darlington.

Wasting his time, Thurman thought. But he had no time for Darlington.
Darlington was yesterday’s news, and he was bursting with the ambition to
make himself into Darlington’s successor. He was already in a good way to
doing it. Last night he’d gone to the Covent Garden Theater and
surreptitiously written down a number of clever remarks. Then this morning
he’d gone to St. Paul’s and hung around the middle aisle, where all the clever
inns of court men came to gossip, and he’d picked up even better scraps and
fragments. He had them all snugly written down, and he’d already used two
to great effect.

Of course, no one knew who he was, so he’d have to think of tonight as
something of a practice run. But that was all right. It took timing to get a jest
right. When he first came in, he’d told Lady Mucklowe that the only happy



marriages these days were to be found among the servants. That line garnered
laughter in the theater the previous night, but somehow it didn’t work with
Lady Mucklowe, who stared at him, and said, “Young man, I am relieved that
I do not know who you are; I should dislike having to reproach myself for
inviting you.”

Thurman was relieved by her ignorance as well. But after that, two jests
that he’d heard in St. Paul’s had gone over very well to little groups, and one
of the men had said, “By Jove, that’s quite clever!”

He had an excellent line to do with courtship in mind, and so he prowled
around until he found a large circle of people standing just inside the
windows leading to the garden. Thurman didn’t really approve of that; his
mother had been adamant that night air might give her darling son a chill of
the lungs, and he had always listened to his mother. But driven by an
ambition stronger than self-preservation, he strolled up to the circle.

With the mask, it was all very easy. He simply walked up as if he belonged
there. He found that the circle was clustered around a young lady who was
sitting on the library table in such a way that her ankle was perfectly visible.

It was a nice ankle, Thurman saw with a glance, but it stood to reason that
the young lady was not all that she could be. Manners are a lady’s best
defense against impropriety, his mother used to say, shutting her lips tight.

Likely this young lady wouldn’t mind a racy joke or two. Thurman took in
the ravishing nature of her dress, her vivid chestnut hair, luminous white skin,
and lips the color of spring raspberries. She was laughing with a deep, husky
chuckle that made it clear she was no chaste maiden.

They were all talking about some Shakespeare play being put on at the
Hyde Park Theater. “I shouldn’t want to see it,” Thurman put in. “The very
name Shakespeare sends shivers down my spine. Memories of Rugby, you
know.”

“I was frightfully idle when I was at school,” Skevington said (for Thurman
recognized him due to his height). “I’m afraid I couldn’t recite more than a



line or two to save my life.”

Of course, Skevington went to Eton. “Gentlemen know whatever they need
without books,” Thurman said, “and if one’s not a gentleman, then whatever
one learns is bad for him.”

The girl turned her head and looked at him. She had large eyes, thickly
fringed with lashes. Christ, she’s beautiful even with a mask on, Thurman
thought, though normally he wasn’t one who paid much attention to these
things. A bit too fleshy for his taste. He let himself eye her rather boldly,
because after all, she was clearly not a lady.

“I think I’d like to go into the garden,” she said, sliding off the table
without waiting for a gentleman to extend his hand. Another sign of her lack
of training.

So they all drifted into the garden, she carrying them along like the petals
of a flower. Thurman was thinking that he really ought to go find another
group to practice his lines on; he had a good one saved up about a mother’s
love, when Skevington said something that made him stiffen all over.

He had the girl’s arm, and he was walking just in front of them. A couple
of the fellows had drifted off, and only three of them were trailing after.
“Miss Essex,” Skevington said, perfectly clearly, “would you like to return to
the...”

But Thurman didn’t hear the rest over the roaring in his ears. It was the
Sausage: it was. She’d done something to herself. She’d changed herself.

She’d stopped being a sausage and become this—this ravishingly
insouciant girl whose curves were practically making Skevington kiss her
toes.

He stopped short and watched Skevington draw her back to the house. All
of a sudden the frustrations of the last few days crashed into his mind again.
The Scottish Sausage was about to become the toast of the season; he could
see that.



She was still the Sausage, though. Now that he looked at her, she was as
plump as ever—plumper even. Disgusting. Mother always said that women
should eat like birds; they didn’t need the same strength that men do.

Someone should tell her that she couldn’t just swan around like that,
thinking that no one would notice that she was even fatter than before.

He might even be the very person to do it.
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From The Earl of Hellgate,
Chapter the Fifteenth

She mocked me by taking me in the private gardens behind the town house of
the Duchess of P . No, not the formal gardens, Dear Reader, the
Duchess’s private walled kitchen garden. She took me there and it’s with a
heavy heart and a sense of sin that I recount to you that she danced in her
folly...danced on the flagstone paths...danced without her gown, without her
chemise...as bold under God’s sky as any sparrow.

W ithin ten minutes Griselda had lost Josie. And that was annoying, not
because she felt any particular urge to chaperone Josie too closely, but
because Josie was wearing a dazzling gown, delivered that very afternoon by
Madame Rocque, and Griselda would have loved to judge its reaction.

Josie’s eyes had shone like stars when she realized that the ball was an
impromptu masquerade. “No one will know I’m the Sausage,” she had
breathed in Griselda’s ear.

“No one would ever think such a thing in that gown,” Griselda had said
back. Josie was all curves and beauty and youth. Her seductiveness struck
one in the face, at least if one were quite as tired as Griselda felt. She was
conscious of muscles that she didn’t know she owned, and they were all
twinging.

By two hours later she was even more tired. Josie was a tremendous
success, and Griselda had every belief that most of her newfound suitors
would hotly pursue her on the morrow, mask or no mask.



“Superb planning,” the Duke of York boomed as he passed Griselda in the
corridor, his hand plumply encased in that of an actress from the Adelphi
Theater. She knew who he was, of course; the duke was wearing his
commander-in-chief uniform, fringe and gold braid everywhere, with his
ceremonial sword dangling at his side. Apparently he thought she was his
hostess, Lady Mucklowe.

Far be it from her to correct him. “I’m gratified to hear it, Your Royal
Highness,” she murmured, curtsying so deeply that her knee almost touched
the ground. York hastened off after the actress, his stays visibly creaking as
he trotted along. Behind him billowed a cloak with yards of deep gold fringe,
gold frogs, and a red taffeta lining.

“Do you suppose that he has the Order of the Bath embroidered on his
undergarments?” came a husky voice at her ear.

Her mouth curved into a welcome smile without conscious volition, and
her heart started beating quickly.

“One has to assume that someone is making those garments,” he said, his
hand warm on her back. She was walking with him before she realized what
she was doing. “Smalls, by order of His Highness.”

She gave a gurgle of laughter.

“I know what you’re thinking,” he said into her ear. “Smalls that aren’t so
small, eh?”

“You, sir, should be out looking for a wife.”

“I could say the same to you of a husband. Alas, I can’t tell one heiress
from the next.”

“You managed to find me without any trouble.”

“I saw your hair the moment I entered the door.”



Her heart was beating quickly. “This is not what we planned!”

“Life is full of tempting surprises. You look ravishing, enticing, and a wee
bit fatigued.”

Griselda bit her lip. It was because she was all of thirty-two.

“God knows I am,” Darlington continued. “Muscles ache in areas that I
don’t generally think about.” He whispered in her ear, “My ass. Who knew
that was so exercised by our activities last night?”

“I did,” she murmured back, unable to resist. She could feel herself turning
pink.

Now she knew where they were going. After all, she’d been to Lady
Mucklowe’s parties before. Slowly but steadily, he was steering her through
the second ballroom and toward the French doors, and then (she would guess)
out into the garden. “I’m not going into the garden with you,” she said,
digging in her heels.

“I wasn’t asking you to,” he said, unperturbed.

“I’m not going anywhere in private,” she said, panicking. He was too
luscious, and she was too weak, or perhaps it was the other way around. She
had to look for a spouse, and so did he. “I saw Cecily Severy,” she hissed at
him. “She’s wearing dark lavender.”

“An old maid pressed in dark lavender,” he sang, dreadfully off-key but
perfectly audible.

“Hush!” she said, choking back a laugh.

“Was surprised to marry someone not of her gender. I’ve never seen such a
thing!”

Griselda was giggling hopelessly.

“Here, take back your ring!” he caroled. And then, putting on a



commanding voice: “I won’t, her groom cried, you must surrender!”

They were in the corridor, and before she could tell him that ditties were
supposed to rhyme and actually be funny, he pulled her against him.

“Oh,” she said, and the laughter died. He was kissing her desperately, and
yet the taste of laughter was in his mouth, because it always was.

“Surrender,” he growled at her.

“No!” she said, her breath coming in quick gasps. “I’m a chaperone—I
have to see what Josie’s—I have to—"

“She’s fine,” Darlington said, his tongue curling a burning line on her
throat.

But Griselda took a deep breath and pushed him away. She straightened her
mask with unsteady fingers. “I do not kiss at balls, ever,” she told him. “I do
not engage in this kind of behavior. I'm sorry, but our...our tryst is over.”

She turned to leave, but he stopped her. “Take me to my fate.”
“Who shall it be?”
He shrugged. “You choose.”

“Cecily Severy,” she said after a moment. “’Tis markedly improper of me
to say so, but she’s a very kind woman, and a lovely one.”

“She lisps.”
“We discussed that already.”

He pulled her close again, but not too close. “She’s scrawny,” he
whispered. “Do you know I haven’t been able to think of anything but you all
day? I can’t go from your body to one of those scrawny debutantes.”

“The first thing you are going to do,” Griselda said, pretending she didn’t



hear him, but actually filing away the words as memories she could treasure
later, “is bring my Josephine into fashion.”

“I owe you that,” he said.
“You owe her that. And yourself,” she added.

She led the way into the first ballroom and stopped in the door. It was a
welter of ruby and saffron and peacock blue silks, dotted as if with pepper by
black masks.

“Christ,” Darlington muttered, just low enough so that she could hear it,
“this is enough to persuade me to take up Brummell’s mode of dress.”

Griselda had just glimpsed Josie in the corner. “I want you to meet Miss
Essex.” She thought Darlington uttered a little groan, but she wasn’t sure. No
one likes to be presented with his crimes.

And as they came up to Josie, she couldn’t help grinning. Griselda had no
idea how or why the transformation had happened, but when Josie decided to
accept the nature of her God-given body, she had done so with a vengeance.
Rather than wear her hair down, like so many debutantes, she had scooped it
all on her head, great curlicues of shining hair held in their place by diamond
clips given to her by Tess. The dress delivered by Madame Rocque was
really too risqué for a debutante, Griselda thought. She should have put her
foot down.

It wrapped Josie’s body like a kiss, all dusky violet with a low neck marked
by the smallest ruffle standing up around the bodice. Rather than attempt to
give her the sticklike figure that the current fashion demanded, Madame
Rocque had clothed her in a way that showcased her woman’s body. Next to
her, all the floating gowns caught up with ribbons under tiny pert breasts
looked boring.

Josie looked sultry, dangerous, erotic—and at the same time, young, fresh,
and beautiful. She was like sin packaged and made young again.



“Christ,” Darlington said, stopping dead.

Griselda had a sudden pang. What was she doing, introducing Darlington to
Josie? Of course, he would—he would—But he didn’t look like a man
transfixed by lust. Instead, he was frowning down at her.

“What in the hell did you do to that girl?” he whispered.

Josie was flirting with four gentlemen at once, handling them with the
aplomb of a woman who’d been on the market for several years, and who had
spent her entire life being feted for her beauty.

“Nothing,” Griselda whispered back. “Behold the lovely girl whom you
labeled a sausage!”

“Not fair,” he said. “You’re not playing fair, Lady Godiva, and I’ll have to
take a forfeit.” His voice darkened, and she squirmed away.

“None of that!”
“There’s something different about her. She’s not stuffed any longer.”
Griselda bit her lip.

Darlington shook his head. “I’m no good at this sort of female thing. But
you can’t blame me for not seeing that,” he said in her ear. “If she’d looked
like this in the first month of the season, I could have called her a sausage, a
cow, or the entire herd, and not a man would have paid attention to me.”

“Now I want you to dance with her,” Griselda said, beating down an
impulse to drag him in the opposite direction.

He glanced over. Josie was playfully rapping one of the gentlemen on the
knuckles. “I don’t want to. She’s in fashion, Griselda. That’s Skevington at
her right. Hell, maybe she’ll marry him. He’s got a sweet little estate, and a
title coming when his uncle cocks up his toes.”

Griselda blinked.



“You don’t want me to take her away from Skevington. He looks
entranced.”

“Josie doesn’t,” Griselda remarked.

“A problem of a different nature. But she will not be entranced by me
either.” And he pulled Griselda gently but firmly in the other direction.

“Why wouldn’t she be entranced by you?” Griselda asked, feeling queer as
she asked it. But she might as well be straightforward. “Josephine has a very
large dowry.”

“My father informed me of that before the season began,” he said, making
swiftly for the door to the ballroom. “In fact, he was under the distinct
impression that I would be able to get even more money out of Felton than
has been offered. It is unfortunate that I have a low tolerance for boredom.”

“Josie is not boring! She is one of the cleverest, most witty young women I
know.”

“They’re the worst kind,” Darlington said. “It’s exhausting to have to reply
to pert comments made by a woman in her early years. They expect so
much.”

“But you, of all people,” Griselda protested, “should be able to snap back a
reply.”

“In that respect I am rather an amateur,” Darlington said. He slowed down
now that they were in the hallway.

“Where on earth are we going?” Griselda asked. She was trying to think of
a clever remark to make, and she couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

“A place I discovered the last time I was in Lady Mucklowe’s house, for
the Byron reading, ages ago.”

“I missed the reading,” Griselda said. There was something terribly



exciting about holding hands in the middle of a crowded party. Of course, no
one would possibly know who she was. Not only did she have the mask, but
her hair was not in its usual ringlets, and she was wearing a thoroughly
scandalous gown. She didn’t even feel like herself.

Everyone would know who Darlington was, though. There was no
disguising those curls and his lean, lithe figure.

They were half running down a corridor now, obviously a passageway
reserved for servants. “Charles,” Griselda said, trying not to pant. Only old
women panted. “Where are we going?”

“The kitchens, of course,” he said. And there they were, in a low-ceilinged
kitchen, paved in flagstones. It was full of servants, darting to and fro,
preparing for the supper that would be put on at two in the morning. No one
even glanced at them.

“Come on,” Darlington said, and pulled her between a chef, two cooks, and
four scullery maids. “The back door.”

They were outside. It was oddly quiet, with just a muffled roar from behind
the closed door, as if the ocean were contained on that side.

“How very, very lovely,” Griselda said. It was an old garden, with high
brick walls separating it from the larger formal gardens that stretched behind
the house. The old red brick was overhung with white burnet roses that could
be dimly seen from the light pouring from the kitchen windows.

Griselda began to pick her way down the uneven little walk between beds
of early carrots, lettuce, and some bluish-purple leaf that she couldn’t
identify.

Darlington followed her. “An enormous crop of horseradish,” he said,
glancing to the right.

A large red cat gave them the arrogant, slant-eyed glance of a born mouser,
jumped the wall and disappeared.



They walked all the way to the end of the garden where the roses hung,
their stems tangled into a mat as heavy as horse blankets on prize
thoroughbreds. In the very back there was a little wooden bench.

“This garden seems so familiar,” Griselda said slowly. “I know! Didn’t
Hellgate have a tryst in a kitchen garden? Oh, Darlington, was it you? I have
been beginning to believe Hellgate is modeled on my brother.”

“Absolutely not!” Darlington said. “I have never done anything indiscreet
in a kitchen garden. You called me Charles a moment ago.”

“A momentary indiscretion,” she said, “should never be followed up by
more of the same.”

“But I want more of the same.”
“Life is full of wants.”

He was cupping her face in his long fingers. “Hush,” he said, and his face
came toward hers in that one moment before she closed her eyes and gave in.
Thoughts were flying around in her mind like trapped birds: She shouldn’t!
They shouldn’t! They might be seen!

“I’m going to take off your mask,” he murmured against her mouth. There
was something almost angry in the way he was kissing her. It was an
insistent, possessive kiss, the kind a man gives when he wants to say
something without words.

Griselda broke away, gasping.

But without saying a word, he drew her back, slowly, giving her time to say
no. But she couldn’t. All she did was raise her face to his, and open her
mouth to his, and say “Charles.” That was enough, though. Somehow they
found their way onto the little wooden bench.

“We can’t—" she gasped.



“We won’t,” he said, eyes gleaming. “It’s not dark enough. But I’'m going
to kiss you senseless, Lady Godiva.” He bent his head and said it against her
lips. “I’'m going to kiss you until you forget that little plan you have to find
yourself a husband tonight.”

“I—" she gasped, but his hand closed on her breast.

Griselda was the kind of woman who never found herself at a loss for
words. She had a reputation justly deserved, for words of kindness at the right
moment, suitably spiced gossip in appropriate circumstances, and a chuckling
laugh that covered most other eventualities. Now she couldn’t seem to bring a
rational phrase to her mind.

“You must stop,” she said finally. She was arching herself into his hand
like a wanton cat, and yet an itchy, almost tearful feeling was coming over
her at the same time.

He let his lips drift to her forehead, and kissed her there, and on her
eyebrows, and on her nose.

“Why are you so affectionate?” she asked. “I don’t even know you.”

She felt the shock of what she’d said go through his body. “I feel,” he said
a moment later, “as if I know you very well. Last night—"

“Gentlemen have these sorts of small trysts all the 