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Chapter 1
~OC -~

The London Season, 1881

With a sigh of resignation, Sophia Wilson realized
she had unwittingly hurled herself not only
across an ocean to London, but from a sizzling-hot fry-
ing pan into a fierce and fiery blaze. She was about to
enter the Marriage Mart.

She moved with her mother into the crowded Lon-
don drawing room, elegantly adorned with silk tapes-
tries and bouquets of roses tied with ribbons, and a
host of other useless knickknacks skillfully arranged to
make perfect idleness the only option. Squeezing her
fan tightly in her gloved fist, she prepared herself—
after a month of intense English etiquette training—for
the introduction to the earl and countess of something-
or-other, then dutifully smiled her best smile.

“That wasn’t so terrible, was it?” her mother whis-
pered afterward, assessing the room as she spoke.

1
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Sophia could almost hear her mother’s thoughts aloud
as she formulated the evening’s strategy: An earl
here . .. a marquess there . . .

The weight of Sophia’s responsibility hung over her
then, like an iron chandelier dangling from a single
screw, ready to drop at any moment. She was an Amer-
ican heiress, and she was here in London to ensure her
family’s acceptance into high society back home and
ultimately change their lives forever. She was here to
marry an English lord.

At least, that was what she had promised her
mother when escape had become her only hope. For
Sophia had turned down four proposals in the past
year—very good ones, in her mother’s frequently pro-
fessed opinion—and her mother had begun to bang
her head against the wall. The last gentleman had been
a Peabody, and good gracious, a Wilson marrying a
Peabody would have been a coup like no other. It
would have secured an invitation to the Patriarch’s
Balls. Mrs. Astor—the Mrs. Astor—might even have
paid the bourgeois Wilsons a call. The high-society
matriarch would have hated it, of course.

All this marital desperation because Sophia’s family
was one of many new families to try to break into the
impenetrable old New York society. Arrivistes, they
were called. The nouveaux riches. They knew what
they were, and they all wanted in.

Sophia gazed despondently at the hordes of strangers
in the room, listened distractedly to the cool, reserved
English laughter, if one could call it laughter. Her sisters
certainly wouldn’t.

She sighed, reminding herself how important it was
to find a man she could love before the end of the Sea-
son. She had made a deal with her mother so the poor
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woman wouldn’t make herself ill again. The only way
her mother would let Sophia off the hook regarding the
Peabody proposal—without having an “episode” and
calling the doctor again—was with the promise of a
bigger fish. Since bigger fish were found exclusively in
London—bigger fish with titles, no less—here they were.

Sophia only hoped she could find a romantic fish, a
handsome fish, a fish who would love her for herself,
not her money.

“Allow me to present my daughter, Miss Sophia
Wilson,” her mother said as she introduced her to a
group of ladies, each with daughters of their own by
their sides.

For a moment, the Englishwomen were silent as
they took in her appearance—her Worth gown, her
emerald-cut diamond pendant, her diamond-cluster
drop earrings. None of the English girls wore such ex-
travagant jewels, and they gazed at her with envious
looks on their faces. Sophia felt suddenly like a fish
herself—very much out of her familiar waters.

“You’re from America?” one of the women said at
last, flicking open her fan and fluttering it in front of
her face, waiting somewhat impatiently for Sophia’s
reply.

“Yes, from New York. We’re guests of the Countess
of Lansdowne.”

The countess, as it happened, was also American,
and in New York, she was known as one of the very
best “social godmothers.” She had married the Earl of
Lansdowne three years previous and had somehow
managed to fit into London society as if she had been
born and raised here. The Wilsons had known Florence
in New York before she had married the earl. Florence,
too, had been on the outside looking in, had received
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the cold shoulder one too many times, and now took
great pleasure in thumbing her nose back at those same
high-nosed Knickerbockers. She secured her revenge
by assisting the so-called upstarts, like Sophia and her
mother, up the long and often slippery social ladder,
and sending the families home to New York with im-
pressive English titles in their bursting beaded reticules.

“Yes, we’re familiar with the countess,” the taciturn
Englishwoman replied, exchanging a knowing nod
with her companions.

No more was said, and Sophia did her best to smile,
the evening suddenly stretching before her like a long,
monotonous road with carriages halted and lined up
for miles.

At that moment, a hush fell over the room, followed
by a few scattered whispers: It’s the duke . . . Is it the
duke? . .. My word, it is the duke. All heads turned to-
ward the door.

The majordomo’s deep, booming voice announced,
“His Grace, the Duke of Wentworth.”

As Sophia waited for the duke’s entrance, her Amer-
ican opinions about equality bucked in her head. Duke
or ditch digger, be’s still just a man.

She rose up on her toes to see over people’s heads
and get a peek at the highest-ranking peer in the room,
but leaned back when one of the young English girls in
her group whispered in her ear: “Avoid him if you can,
unless you want to marry into a nightmare.”

Sophia faced the girl, who paled and took a step
back, discouraging any further conversation.

Shaken by the girl’s comment and more than a little
curious about it, Sophia turned her attention back to
the door. Women were curtsying. Through the crowd,
she could see skirts billowing onto the floor. Finally,
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someone stepped aside, and Sophia found herself gaz-
ing across the room at a most impressive and magnifi-
cent man.

Dressed in a black suit with tails, white shirt, and
white waistcoat, he prowled into the room like a hun-
gry panther, nodding politely but impassively at all
those who were curtsying and bowing in his path.

While Sophia gazed at his strong, arresting face—all
smooth planes and sharp angles—her heart began to
flutter in her breast. It was as if she were looking at a
great work of art, feeling robbed of breath by an incon-
ceivable thing of beauty. It seemed impossible that any-
one could have created such a face; and yet, someone
had. A woman. A mother, who had years ago given
birth to divine perfection.

She continued to watch him, taking in everything
about him—his self-assured bearing, his calm, aloof
presence.

His hair was midnight black, thick and wavy and
spilling freely onto his broad shoulders. Long and dis-
ordered, it was distinctly unfashionable. Scandalous al-
most. Sophia raised a delicate eyebrow. No one in New
York would ever be seen in public in such a feral-
looking state, she thought, but this man was a duke,
and he could no doubt do as he pleased. No one would
dare contradict him or cut him.

That’s what made London different from New
York, she supposed. One could be eccentric if one was
blue-blooded, and nothing could take away from one’s
social standing.

The crowd was silent—in awe it seemed—as the im-
posing man made his initial sweep about the room.
Then the assembly resumed its quiet conversational
hum.
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Sophia, however, was not yet ready to take her eyes
off the tall, compelling man. She couldn’t get over the
way he moved, with such smooth confidence and
grace. Catlike.

His green eyes were catlike, too, she noted. Clever
and discerning. Cynical and dangerous. Sophia shiv-
ered with a confusing mixture of excitement and fear.
Instinct told her she would not wish to cross him.

As he moved with a fair-haired gentleman to the
other side of the room, Sophia turned to the young
woman beside her. “What did you mean,” she whis-
pered to her, “about the nightmare?”

The woman gazed over her shoulder to glance at the
duke. “I shouldn’t have said anything. It’s merely
drawing room gossip.”

“Were you teasing me?”

The woman’s breast rose and fell with apparent
frustration over the fact that Sophia would not relin-
quish her inquiry. “No, I was warning you.” She leaned
in and whispered, “Some call him the Dangerous
Duke. They say he has a black heart.”

“Who says?”

The woman’s brow furrowed with deeper frustra-
tion. “Everyone. They say his family is cursed. A cruel
lot, all of them. Just look at him. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Sophia turned to gaze in his direction again. She
watched his eyes. He slowly blinked, gazing with dis-
dain at everyone who passed in front of him. “I
wouldn’t know.”

Yet her instincts warned her that he was indeed a
dangerous man. There was no light in his eyes, only
darkness and what looked like a deeply buried, sim-
mering contempt for the world.

She did not wish to meet him, she quickly decided.
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Judging by the height of her curiosity and her fasci-
nation with him—more importantly, the way her in-
sides were presently fluttering with foolish, juvenile
butterflies—it would be a mistake. She wasn’t certain
she would be strong enough to keep those butterflies
from gaining control over her intellect, and she needed
to choose a man with her head, not her passions, for she
had always believed that passions could not be trusted.

She gazed back at him again and watched him bow
elegantly at a lady as she passed by, then felt her skin
prickle.

Yes, he would undoubtedly be very dangerous to
Sophia.

Regaining her composure, intent to return to the
conversation at hand, Sophia glanced uneasily down at
her mother.

Heavens. She, too, was staring over someone’s
shoulder at the duke.

A surge of dread pushed through Sophia.

Her mother was salivating.

James Nicholas Langdon, the ninth Duke of Went-
worth, Marquess of Rosslyn, Earl of Wimborne, Vis-
count Stafford, stepped out from behind a potted
tree-fern and gazed intently across the crowded draw-
ing room. Lady Seamore’s ivory plumed fan clacked
open to obscure his view, and with some irritation, he
tilted his head to the side to see around her.

For something had caught his eye.

“Who is that woman?” he asked the Earl of Whitby,
who stood behind him, absentmindedly twirling an
emerald ring around on his finger.

“She’s the American,” Whitby replied. “The one
they call ‘the Jewel of New York,” with the dowry big
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enough to support Buckingham Palace. Or so I'm
told.”

James stared at those engaging, blue eyes, the full
impertinent mouth. “She’s the heiress?”

“You sound surprised. I told you she was beautiful.
Didn’t you believe me?”

Without replying to the remark, James watched the
golden-haired beauty glide across the room toward
Lord Bradley, their host. Introductions were made, and
the American woman’s eyes flashed as she smiled. She
wore a silver-and-chestnut silk brocade gown that
caught the light, and pearls at her neck, with an ob-
scenely large diamond pendant that dangled in the cleft
of her engaging bosom.

He let out a jaded sigh. “Another American, here for
the peer-hunting season. How many is that, now?
Three, four so far? What are they doing—writing home
to all their friends on the frontier? Telling them to
please come quickly, there are titles to be had for those
who can pay?”

Whitby moved to stand beside him. “You know as
well as I do that Bertie enjoys a novelty, especially one
with wit and beauty, and what the Prince wants, the
Prince gets.”

“And the Set is only too happy to oblige him.”

At that moment the heiress laughed, revealing per-
fect, straight white teeth.

Whitby raised his chin at her. “She and her mother
are residing with the Countess of Lansdowne for the
Season.”

“The Countess of Lansdowne, of all people,” James
replied dryly. “Another American huntress—one who
has already bagged her title. She’ll coach the new re-
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cruit, I suppose.” James knew the countess all too well,
and subtlety was not her strong suit.

James and Whitby walked together across the room.
James wasn’t even sure why he had decided to come
here tonight. He despised the London Marriage Mart,
for he was not seeking a wife, nor did he wish to seek
one. He loathed being pursued by the avaricious moth-
ers of single daughters, who would marry their babies
off to a reputed monster just for the pleasure of know-
ing their own blood would run in the veins of a future
duke.

Yet this evening, something had lured him out into
society. . . .

James paused beside the marble mantel, draped with
a gold-fringed valance and topped with a vase full of
carefully arranged white feathers. He couldn’t help
looking at the American again, all flash and glitter.

“You’ve met her?” he said.

Whitby watched her as well. “Yes, at an assembly
three nights ago.”

“And what about the Prince?”

“He met her last week at the Wilkshire Ball. He
danced with her twice—in a row I might add—and
from what I hear, her silver salver has been overflowing
with ivory cards ever since.”

James leaned an elbow upon the mantel and
watched her converse easily with their host.

“You’re not declaring an interest, are you?” Whitby
asked, sounding surprised.

“Of course not. I rarely declare anything.”

But perhaps tonight, he thought, there was some el-
ement of interest shifting around inside his head. Shak-
ing things up. She certainly was exceptional to look at.
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He let his gaze wander leisurely down the length of
her gown, over the soft curves of her body. Such slen-
der arms she had, beneath those long, tight white
gloves.

His experienced eyes roamed over her graceful
hand—holding on to a champagne glass, sipping from
it all too rarely—along to her dainty elbow, then up to
her smooth, opulent shoulders and across her enticing
collarbone. Her full breasts were tightly constrained by
the close-fitting evening gown, and he imagined what
they would look like, free from the constraint and
falling out into his waiting, hot-blooded hands.

“Is your mother still nipping at your heels about
taking a wife?” Whitby asked, interrupting his private
observations.

James brought his mind back around. “Daily.
Though I doubt I’ll have to answer questions about any
Americans. Mother enjoys running the house too
much. She’s hoping for some little insignificant chit—
British, of course—who won’t complain or attract any
attention, one who’ll be content to stay in the shad-
ows.”

James nodded amiably at Lady Seamore as she
passed by on her way into the gallery, where a recently
acquired Rembrandt was on display. It was widely
known in the best houses of London that the painting
had come from the Marquess of Stokes—who had been
forced to sell off a cartload of art to keep his estate
from falling into disrepair. (And it was indulgently
whispered in drawing rooms everywhere that his wife
had not spoken a single word to him since.)

“An American, especially one as flashy as her,”
James added, trying not to think any more of the Mar-
quess of Stokes and his money problems, for it hit too
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close to home, “would be Mother’s worst nightmare.
My worst nightmare, too, I suppose. If I ever decided to
marry, I would choose a woman who would fade into
the wallpaper and let me forget that I’d been married.”

A group of gentlemen in the far corner laughed at
some private joke, then the room fell to a conversa-
tional murmur again.

“You’re the only peer I know who says ‘if T was ever
to marry,”” Whitby commented. “You are such a rebel,
Wentworth. You always were.”

“I’'m not a rebel. I just don’t have it in me to be any-
one’s doting husband. I want to put it off as long as
possible, or perhaps even avoid it altogether.”

“Oh, how hard could it be? You live in a house big
enough that you’d never have to see her, except when
you wish it.”

James scoffed at the simplicity of Whitby’s opinions.
“Women are a little more complicated than that, my
friend. Most don’t like to be ignored, especially if, God
forbid, they fancy themselves in love with you.”

Whitby nodded at a gentleman as he passed, then
leaned in closer to James. “A wife can be a business
matter, if you handle it right.”

“Perhaps. But I am fortunate enough to have a
younger brother to fall back on if I wish it, as far as an
heir is concerned. Martin will definitely marry. He’s not
like me or Father. He’s softhearted and he enjoys falling
in love.”

For somehow, Martin had escaped what James had
inherited—the passionate nature that had dragged his
ancestors into a dark, inhuman hell on earth. James
couldn’t help hoping that his younger brother’s calmer
nature would put an end to the cycle of violence. At
times, James felt as if he was merely holding down the
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fort, so to speak, managing the dukedom until Martin
was old enough and wise enough to understand that he
was the family’s greatest hope—the most promising
link in the hereditary chain.

Whitby conceded, and James knew he had distracted
the man from asking any more intrusive questions.

The heiress turned to glance his way then, and he
found himself locked in a titillating moment of ac-
knowledgment.

They gazed at one another. God, her eyes were enor-
mous. Feeling his brow furrow with bewildered awe,
James noted the paradox of her full, dewy lips. They
were sweetly innocent, yet at the same time brimming
with bewitching, irresistible sexuality. He found him-
self imagining all kinds of things he would like to do in
the dark with those appealing, wet lips.

A base, masculine instinct to take the steps neces-
sary to indulge himself with her shook him from the in-
side out and unnerved him exceedingly. He had not felt
a pull quite like it in years. Since he was a defiant ado-
lescent, to be exact. These days, he never played games
with young, marriageable women. He kept his affairs
discreet and respectable—limiting himself solely to
lovers who were already married.

After a time, the heiress nodded cordially toward
him. He inclined his head in return, then she calmly re-
turned to her conversation with Lord Bradley.

That was it.

She touched her host’s forearm, reacting to some-
thing he had said. Lord Bradley glanced down, quite
evidently shocked at her informality. He recovered fast,
however, with an ardent blush and a new sparkle in his
eye that made him look ten years younger.

James felt the corner of his mouth turn up slightly.
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Indeed. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman
had stirred the long-buried embers of his susceptibili-
ties.

For a fleeting, reckless moment, he ignored his prin-
cipled inner voice—the voice that told him to look
away—and thought he might like to meet her after all.
To be properly introduced that is, and see where a ca-
sual acquaintance might lead. He had been complain-
ing of boredom lately.

But was it really boredom? he wondered with some
uneasiness. He wasn’t altogether certain. He’d become
so adept at strangling his desires that he couldn’t really
remember what they felt like anymore.

Better that than the alternative, he thought, further
reminding himself that he was still the son of a hot-
tempered beast and the grandson of a paranoid killer,
and to unleash his passions—passions of any kind—
would be perilous.

With that, he quickly crushed the impulse to meet
the heiress and prudently joined a group of gentlemen
in the gallery discussing politics.

Mrs. Beatrice Wilson watched helplessly from
across the crowded drawing room as the handsome
Duke of Wentworth walked out. She glanced up at her
daughter, Sophia, conversing attentively with an aging
marchioness, blissfully unaware of anything going on
around her. In particular the departure of the most
prestigious and difficult catch in all of London. Hadn’t
Sophia noticed that he was leaving the room?

When the marchioness excused herself, Beatrice led
Sophia to a quiet corner. “Darling, let us go and find the
countess. You must be presented to the duke. What’s
the matter? Why are you looking at me like that?”
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Sophia pressed a hand to her forehead. “Mother,
I'm afraid I don’t feel very well.”

“You don’t feel very well? But the Duke of Went-
worth is here, and from what I’ve heard, he rarely at-
tends drawing rooms. We cannot let this opportunity
pass us by.”

It had been a long year of struggles for Beatrice Wil-
son, who was growing tired and weary of the exertion.
Sophia, in her innocence, did not understand the im-
portance of her marriage—how crucial it was that she
marry well. She did not know that romance and pas-
sion would not last through the years. She still believed
that she should marry for love and love alone, and that
nothing else mattered.

Beatrice loved her daughters too much to let them
make poor choices and have to live unhappily with
those choices. Beatrice wanted security for her girls,
safety, and she knew how easily money could come and
g0, and how easy it was to be cast out of good society
when the money went.

British titles, however—there was something that
would last. Here in the aristocracy, all a woman had to
do was birth her babies, and her child’s social position
would be guaranteed.

“Are you ill?” Beatrice asked, touching her daugh-
ter’s forehead.

“I might be. I don’t think tonight is a good night to
meet the duke. Can’t we go home?”

There it was again—that immovable resistance.
Sophia had always been strong-willed.

There was, however, something else tonight—
something different in Sophia’s disposition. Beatrice
wished she could put her finger on it. “Didn’t you like
the look of the duke? I thought he was very handsome.”
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Her daughter considered the question. “To be hon-
est, Mother, I didn’t. He is not the sort I'm looking
for.”

“How can you make that judgment without even
speaking to him? It will not do any harm to be intro-
duced. Then you can decide whether or not you like
him.”

“I don’t want to be introduced.”

“Sophia, you must give the man a chance. You can-
not afford to be so picky. The Season will not last for-
ever, and your father has invested a great deal to—"

“Mother, you promised you would let me make my
own choice.”

Beatrice’s heart squeezed painfully at the reminder.
Yes, she had promised.

Feeling drained and in no mood for a battle, Beat-
rice cupped her daughter’s chin. If she wasn’t feeling
well, she wasn’t feeling well. What could be done?
“Let’s get our cloaks then.”

She walked out with her daughter, wondering if she
should have stood her ground and insisted upon an in-
troduction to the duke. Once again, she felt the uncom-
fortable weight of her shortcomings. Her husband had
always said that she was too easy on her daughters,
that she spoiled them. But how could she help it, when
she loved them so very much?

The next morning, James went thoughtfully to his
own study to read the Morning Post and deal with cor-
respondence. As he settled into his chair and leaned
back, his gaze fell upon the oak-paneled wall, and for
some reason he thought of the American heiress.

He wondered what she would accomplish while she
was here—what chubby little impoverished lord she
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and her mother would snare. They certainly wouldn’t
have any problem charming the ones they wanted.
Lately, the American girls were putting the average
country squire’s daughter to shame. The Americans, af-
ter all, were off traveling the world, learning science
and art and languages from the best tutors money
could buy and seeing for themselves the beauty of the
Tempietto or the Sistine Chapel, while the English girls
were being educated by a governess or two in a drafty,
second-floor schoolroom in the rural English outback.

James was suddenly angry at himself. He was prob-
ably one of many gentlemen sitting in his study this
morning, staring at the wall and thinking of her . . .

No more.

Efficiently, he dealt with the first letter on top of the
huge pile, then reached for the next. It was from one of
Martin’s instructors at Eton—the headmaster in fact.

James read the note. Martin was in trouble again.
He’d been caught with a bottle of rum and a laundry
maid in his room. The headmaster intended to suspend
Martin, and wished for instructions as to where the
boy should be sent.

No, not Martin.

Tipping his head back in the chair, James contem-
plated how to handle this. Martin had always been the
quiet, well-behaved child. What was this about?

Perhaps it was simply the natural recklessness of
youth. “Boys will be boys,” some said.

James, who had always kept his distance from his
family and had no intentions of altering that habit,
knew he was not the person to provide guidance to
Martin. James had been the victim of harsh discipline
all his young life, and he would not put himself on the
other side of that fence. Nor did he know of any other
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alternative methods, for he knew only the example set
by his father.

After some considerartion, he decided to send Mar-
tin to their aunt Caroline in Exeter—his mother’s sister—
who would be better equipped to deal with this kind of
thing. James penned the necessary letters, then firmly
swept that problem from his mind and reached for the
paper folded on his desk, still warm from the butler’s
iron.

He had just glanced at the front page when a foot-
man knocked and entered, carrying the gold-trimmed
salver. He held the small tray out to James. “This just
arrived for you, Your Grace.”

James took the letter and recognized the handwrit-
ing. It was from his agent, Mr. Wells. The footman de-
parted and James broke the seal.

My Lord Duke,

I regret to inform you that there has been some
damage to the roof over the state room. A few
days ago, it sprung a leak, causing some unsightly
stains in the carpet and furniture. The carpenter [
sent for was a rather portly man, and the roof
collapsed quite violently under his weight. We
now know that the roof was thoroughly rotted,
which leads me to wonder how the rest of it will
fare over the coming winter.

As you are aware of the state of the finances, 1
will refrain from repeating the gravity of the situ-
ation. I am only hoping you will make a decision
regarding the sale of the French tapestries in the
west wing, as well as the works of art we dis-
cussed in the gallery.
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James closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his
nose to fight the tension throbbing in his head. He
wondered why all these problems were accruing now,
like some kind of test.

He squeezed his left hand, making a fist to ease the
pain of a childhood injury that still ached after more
than twenty years. He stared intently at his palm, then
turned his hand over, remembering the impossible
weight of the trunk lid, then—like he always did—he
pushed those memories away.

Should he sell the French tapestries? he wondered.
They would probably bring in enough to cover the roof
repairs.

His mother would not weather the gossip well,
though.

Even if James did sell them, however, what after
that? The lake needed to be dredged, and his mother’s
and Lily’s pin money had been cut back to almost noth-
ing. On top of that, they were slipping into debt more
and more each year. Expenses were rising, revenues
were falling. Land just didn’t bring the kind of profits it
used to, thanks to the worst agricultural depression of
the century.

He’d already raised the rents. He would not do it
again.

James took a deep breath and let his thoughts return
to the American heiress. He remembered the ostenta-
tious diamond that hung between her delectable
breasts. That diamond alone would clear up last year’s
entire deficit.

He stared unseeing at the lace-covered window be-
side his desk and thought about what Whitby had said
about taking a wife—that it could be a matter of busi-
ness if one handled it right.
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Wouldn’t it make sense, then, to marry a woman
who was as determined as he was to marry for some-
thing other than love? A title for instance?

Lord, it was the one thing he’d always despised—
that hungry look from women who wanted him be-
cause he was a duke.

That’s what his mother had wanted when she’d mar-
ried his father. She’d been blinded by the pomp and cer-
emony that followed him everywhere, and look where
it had taken her. To hell and back.

He leaned forward in his chair. Most likely, the viva-
cious American heiress was nothing like his mother. He
suspected the girl could take care of herself. She had a
certain independent quality about her.

Would that be a good thing or a bad thing in a mar-
riage? he wondered. He’d always wished his mother
had been stronger against his father. . . .

Perhaps he could go to the Weldon House ball this
evening after all. The American was sure to be there.
Not that he’d made any firm decisions of course, or be-
cause he was fancying her. He was not so easily swept
away, nor did he ever plan to be. He would never allow
it. He’d spent his entire life training himself to avoid
passion and the loss of one’s senses that accompanied
it. He was as fixed and unyielding as a rock.

So what was there to worry about? He wasn’t capa-
ble of any kind of true, deep love for a woman. Not
with his upbringing.

He decided then that his attendance at the ball
would be a reconnaissance mission. A matter of busi-
ness, for the fact remained that he had to save the estate
and the dukedom from financial ruin, for if he didn’t,
not even Martin would be able to solve the family’s
deeper, more ancient problems.
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Perhaps if James could fix what was wrong in the
short term, the next generation might provide the heir
to end the madness. Maybe a loveless marriage to a
wealthy, socially ambitous heiress would be a means of
treading water. If James didn’t lose his head, like his fa-
ther and his other ancestors had, he would be doing a
great service to his family. Something that could turn
out to be the saving grace they all so desperately
needed.

It was decided then. He would see her again and
close his eyes to her beauty and charm. What she
looked like or how she behaved would not be part of
his criteria. For the good of all—the heiress included—
his motives would remain mercenary.



Chapter 2
~OC—

Sophia’s stomach flip-flopped with nervous antici-
pation as the carriage approached the grand,
gothic Weldon House. All the windows of the stone
mansion were lit up in the night, and gentlemen with
top hats and ladies on their arms strolled up the long
red carpet that led to the front door.

Across from Sophia in the dimly lit carriage sat
her mother, wearing yet another brand-new Worth
gown of pink satin and gold lace, and Florence Kent,
Countess of Lansdowne—who wore a deep blue silk
gown trimmed in galon d’argent and glass pearls,
adorned with a striking embroidered sunburst on the
skirt.

“Now remember,” Florence said as she pulled on
her gloves, “the Marquess of Blackburn will be here, as
well as the Earl of Whitby and the Earl of Manderlin—
all unattached and looking. They are your first priority
this evening, Sophia. There’s also a baron... from

21
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Norfolk. I can never remember his name. ”

Sophia’s mother interrupted. “What about the
duke? Will he be here?”

Florence gave Beatrice a surprised look. “He rarely
comes to balls. And I wouldn’t set your sights that
high. Pm beginning to think he’s made of stone. No one
has been able to move him. Oh, look, it’s our turn.”

Relieved that the countess had dismissed the duke as
a potential groom, Sophia remembered what the En-
glish girl had said about him: Avoid him unless you
want to marry into a nightmare. They say bis family is
cursed.

Cursed in what way? she wondered.

The coach pulled up in front of the house, and the
door swung open. A liveried footman assisted the
ladies down onto the walk, and together, they made
their way up the long red carpet, crowned overhead by
a striped awning, to the front door.

They had to pause there in the doorway behind an-
other couple, while they waited to move into the hall
and greet their hosts. The lady in front of them turned
her head and smiled, then faced forward again, leaning
into her escort to whisper, “It’s the American.”

Sophia felt a sudden rush of anxiety, as if she was
flailing in dangerously deep waters. For a fleeting mo-
ment, she wanted to turn around and run back to the
coach and tell the driver to take her home. Not just to
Florence’s house, but to America. To her sisters. To the
easy way they were with each other, and the way they
laughed and giggled and humored their mother. What
were the girls doing now? Were they sleeping in their
beds? Or were they awake and telling tales in front of
the parlor fireplace?

The line finally moved and Sophia greeted the hosts
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on the curved marble staircase, then made her way up
to the withdrawing room to remove her cloak and tidy
her gown and hair.

Her mother tugged on her arm, and Sophia—so
much taller than her little mother—leaned down.

“Remember, if you discover the duke has come, tell
me immediately. I will spare nothing to have you pre-
sented to him and to get you a dance with him. Just one
dance. You owe me that much, Sophia.”

Sophia swallowed hard, trying to control her dis-
pleasure at the thought of her mother sparing “noth-
ing.”

“Mother, if you could just leave it to me and stay out
of it and let things happen naturally—”

“Stay out of it?” her mother whispered. “How can I
stay out of it when I am your mother, and I want the
very best for you? I know you want the fairy tale,
Sophia, but sometimes fairy tales in real life . . .”

She stopped at that, and Sophia was glad, for the
thought of her mother trying to “hook” that devilish
duke tonight made her want to sink through the cracks
in the floor and not come out until morning.

She decided then that she would not allow herself to
be “presented” to him like a raspberry custard on a
platter, there for him to sniff and taste, to see if he liked
her flavor. Tonight, she would be in control, and if she
decided she wanted to meet the duke, she would meet
him when she was good and ready—with her head
steady on her shoulders and her feet planted firmly on
the ground.

As was becoming of a duke, James arrived at the
dance late and strolled into the ballroom with his danc-
ing gloves on. His cool gaze swept the room, which
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sparkled with massive brass chandeliers hanging low,
and the glitter of gold lace on richly colored gowns.
The floor was polished smooth and shiny like a reflect-
ing pool, and couples were swirling around the room,
turning and dipping to the magnificent flow of a
Strauss waltz.

James felt the gazes follow him as he meandered
through the crowd, past eager-looking young ladies
with dance cards and short pencils dangling from their
wrists, their fans swaying languidly in front of their
flushed faces. Whitby spotted him from across the
room and, with a flourish, raised his champagne glass
in salute. Within moments, the earl was making his
way past leafy palms and ferns, around the perimeter
of the room.

“You came after all,” he said, arriving at James’s
side. “This is a change for you, out two nights in a row.
Reminds me of the old days.”

Whitby and James went back many years, their
friendship beginning at Eton and peaking when they
were both expelled for building a giant slingshot that
sent a stone smashing through the headmaster’s office
window.

James thought back to those days. He’d had a lot of
anger in him then, and so had Whitby. That’s what had
brought them together, he supposed.

“You came to see her again,” the earl said.

“Who?”

“The American, of course.” At least Whitby had the
presence of mind to lower his voice.

“She’s making the rounds again tonight, is she?”
James replied in a disinterested tone, wondering if he
should request a spot on her card.

“Naturally.” Whitby raised his glass toward the
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dance floor. “Over there. In burgundy. Dancing with
that baron from Norfolk . .. oh, what’s his name? 1
can never remember it.”

The man’s name was Lord Hatfield, but James kept
silent, for his attention was totally and completely
fixed on the vision coming toward him, swirling and
spinning, smiling and glistening.

She drew closer, then he heard the swish of her silk
gown, smelled her perfume, and just as she twirled in
front of him, their eyes met. There was that look
again—that haughty, indifferent little smirk.

By God, she was a magnificent creature.

Then he considered making a wife out of her. She
would certainly not fade into any wallpaper he’d ever
seen, and judging by the way his body was reacting to
her now—buzzing to life like a brand-new, flickering
electric lamp—he knew any hope that this could be a
business matter was thoroughly ridiculous.

Bloody hell, he was not interested in any kind of
marriage that stirred passions, regardless of its prof-
itability. In fact, he’d always been wholly determined
to avoid anything like that at all costs. Surely there
were other ways to manage his finances.

“Lucky baron,” Whitby remarked, after she’d gone
by.

“Why don’t you dance with her then? Or have you
already?”

“Not yet. Soon, though. I took the last spot on her
card.”

So her card was full. There would be no dancing
with the heiress tonight. Probably for the best, James
thought. If he knew what was good for him, he would
dance with a few wallflowers, then take his leave.

The waltz ended and he and Whitby wandered
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around the room, stopping to chat with the Wileys and
the Carswells and the Nortons. They reached the far
corner and took champagne glasses from a passing
footman.

At that moment, they each noticed the heiress turn
from her conversation with Lord Bradley and take a di-
rect path toward them. Her mother came hurrying
along behind her.

“Good heavens, is she coming over here?” Whitby
said with some alarm.

It was a well-known fact that a lady never dashed at
a gentleman in a ballroom; she waited quietly for him
to speak to her.

Americans, James said to himself, with an amused
shake of his head.

Whitby straightened visibly as she approached.

“Good evening, Lord Whitby,” she said. Her voice
was deep and sultry, like velvet. Just as James had
imagined it would be. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

The orchestra started up again, with a minuet.

Whitby smiled, and James could sense his friend’s
strong interest in the woman before them. Her mother
came up late behind her, looking flustered.

“Wentworth,” Whitby said, “may I present to you
Miss Sophia Wilson and Mrs. Beatrice Wilson, of
America. His Grace, the Duke of Wentworth.”

Miss Wilson offered her gloved hand.

Did she know that she was breaking another rule?
That unmarried ladies do not offer their hands to
dukes—and especially not in ballrooms?

“Your Grace, I am honored.” She did not curtsy.

James held her hand briefly. He knew a mistake like
that could pulverize a young woman’s social prospects
in an instant.
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Did she even care?

Probably not, for she must know that it was that
very quality among her fellow countrywomen here in
London—those who made the most of their “unique-
ness” by breaking all the rules—that amused the Prince
of Wales and had turned these beautiful American
heiresses into such curiosities. “The honor is all mine,
Miss Wilson.”

He kissed her hand.

“I believe I saw you at the Bradley assembly last eve-
ning,” she said.

James made a slight bow. “Indeed, I was there for a
short time. You left early, however.”

“I’'m flattered that you gave my presence a second
thought.”

She was certainly bold, James thought, and right in
front of her mother. He glanced down at the small
woman with the enormous jewels around her neck, her
eyes round and questioning, as if she were struggling to
follow what was going on. James wondered what to
make of her.

“Are you enjoying your visit to London, Mrs. Wil-
son?” he asked the woman.

“Yes, Your Grace. Thank you,” she replied, seeming
flattered that he had asked. Her voice had a sharp,
thorny quality to it.

The young heiress wore a pleasant expression as she
gazed down at her mother. Then, with disinterest, she
turned her attention back to James, and he guessed that
this was all for her mother’s benefit, to satisfy the
woman’s desire to present her daughter to a duke.

“And where is your home, Your Grace?” she asked.
“What part of the country?”

“Yorkshire,” he told her.
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“Pve heard it’s lovely in the north.”

He made no further comment, and there was an
awkward, uncomfortable silence.

“Do you have siblings there?” she asked.

“Ido.”

“Brothers or sisters?”

“Both.”

“How nice. Are you very close to them? Do they
travel to London with you when you come?”

Whitby cleared his throat as if to say something,
and James somehow knew his friend was going to cor-
rect the heiress on her behavior, for she had made an-
other mistake.

James suspected it was just as unimportant to her as
the last one.

“Miss Wilson,” Whitby said quietly, “perhaps
someone should inform you that such personal ques-
tions may be acceptable in your home country, but here
in England, they are considered rudely intrusive. I only
mention it now as a friend, to save you some embar-
rassment. Has no one told you that?”

He said it kindly, as gently as possible, but still, the
mother appeared quite horrified at the situation. Her
daughter, however, revealed nothing of the sort.

“Yes, I have been told.” She snapped open her fan
and flapped it leisurely in front of her face. “But I
thank you all the same.”

Whitby made a slight bow as if to say “you’re wel-
come,” and all James could do was try not to laugh out
loud and say “Bravo!” to the girl. Perhaps Whitby was
right. Perhaps James was more of a rebel than he
thought, for why else would he be so impressed by such
a display. She had smirked at the English social code
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and didn’t seem to give a damn. That’s why Bertie was
so taken with her—because of her daring nonconfor-
mity. It kept him entertained. It was a good thing, too,
for if not for the Prince’s enthusiastic endorsement, she
would be finished.

James gazed down at the frazzled mother, who had
gone pale and seemed to think all was lost. He simply
had to ease the poor woman’s mind.

“I was disappointed to hear that your dance card is
full,” he said to Miss Wilson. “Perhaps next time I will
arrive in time to—"

A look of panic flew across her mother’s face. “Oh!
No, Your Grace! Her card is not full! I’ve kept one
dance open. The last one.”

Somehow he was not surprised. James smiled.
“Then would you be so kind as to allow me to fill it?”

“Oh, yes! Yes!” The mother grabbed clumsily for
the card at her daughter’s wrist, tugged it downward
and quickly penciled in his name.

The small woman’s cheeks flushed with what he
could only describe as a mixture of triumph and raven-
ous hunger. There it was again. Nothing new, though
English mothers of marriageable daughters usually did
a better job at hiding it than this one.

Miss Wilson smiled politely. “T’ll look forward to it,
Your Grace.”

He settled his gaze on her. No, you won't.

Just then, a gentleman appeared out of nowhere,
took her hand, and led her to the center of the floor.
James watched her intently as she began a Quadrille.

Mrs. Wilson excused herself and ventured off to-
ward a group of ladies, and James was left standing
with Whitby, who immediately chided himself.
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“What was I thinking? Correcting her like that?”

James laughed. “She certainly took it well.”

“Ah, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she decided
to cross me off her card tonight. Damn my idiocy.
I was hoping to make a good impression. But really,
I wouldn’t doubt that she caused a few horrified
swoonings just now, refusing to curtsy to you. Unless
she wants to be cast out of London altogether, she re-
ally should be familiar with our manners and cus-
toms.”

“I do believe she is, Whitby. She just does what she
likes.” Before James walked away, he patted the earl on
the arm, and added quietly, “Good luck with that one.
You’ll need it.”

He decided at that moment, to give up the idea of
any kind of match with her—dowry or no dowry—for
somehow, she had managed, in that brief, casual en-
counter, to again stir what had for years been con-
sciously and contentedly still.

Near the end of the night, James found his mother
standing by the door where there was a breeze, fanning
herself and looking displeased.

“I saw you talking to the American,” she said right
off.

“Lord Whitby made the introduction.”

“Hardly. I saw her march right up to you, bold as
brass.” She glanced in the other direction. “Those
Americans are always introducing themselves.”

Hands clasped behind his back, James stood in a
relaxed position beside his mother. Neither of them
said anything for a time. They simply watched the
dancing.
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“Lord Weatherbee’s daughter is out, you know,” his
mother said. “Have you spoken to her this evening?
She’s a charming little thing. Shame about Lady Weath-
erbee. Passed away last year.”

The Dowager Duchess knew she should never push
young girls in James’s face. She knew how much he
loathed it, and that to do so did more harm than good.
She was trying to be subtle now, but he knew what she
was doing. He did not reply.

“Look, there’s Lily,” the duchess said. “Dancing
with that baron. Unfortunate, isn’t it, how short he is?”

James smiled at his sister as she went by, dressed in a
cream gown trimmed in gold. She looked like she was
enjoying herself.

A few minutes later, the final dance of the evening
began. He’d been waiting for it—rather impatiently, he
had to admit.

He let his gaze calmly sweep the room and spotted
the heiress at the precise instant she spotted him. He
smiled and inclined his head, she smiled in return, and
he took a step to go to her. Just then, his mother—
whom he had completely forgotten just now—took
hold of his sleeve.

“You’re not going to dance with her, are you?” she
asked, the lines on her hard face deepening with
concern.

James retrieved his arm from the duchess’s grasp.
“You forget yourself, Mother.”

She released him and took a step back, her face pale
with pent-up frustration at not being able to stop him.

Her displeasure had no effect on James, however,
for since he had become a man, they both knew she
could not control him. Beatings in the schoolroom
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were no longer possible, and God knew, he felt no obli-
gation to please or appease her. No desire to make her
happy or proud.

James let the altercation roll swiftly and smoothly
off his back, then straightened his tie and started off
across the room toward the heiress.



Chapter 3
~OC -~

fter giving Miss Wilson a moment to lift her
train, James closed his gloved hand around hers
and stepped into the “Blue Danube” with confidence
and grace. He did enjoy dancing, and he was pleasantly
surprised at the ease with which the heiress followed
his lead. On her feet she was as weightless as a cloud
floating upon a strong summer breeze. She smelled like
flowers; he wasn’t sure what kind, only that they re-
minded him of spring when he was a boy—of the rare
afternoons he was permitted to go off on his own, over
the green grass and heath and bracken, down to the
pleasingly calm, secluded lake.
He hadn’t thought of such things in a long time.
They danced the first few moments without speak-
ing or making eye contact. He began to wonder what
kind of life she led. What sort of house she lived in,
what kind of education she’d had. She had asked him if

he had siblings. He wondered the same of her now. If
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so, how many? Did she have sisters or brothers? Was
she the oldest? Did they look alike? Where did she get
her confidence and her beauty? She certainly didn’t get
her height from her mother. Perhaps her father was a
tall man.

“You dance very well,” he said at last, when she fi-
nally looked him in the eye.

“Only because you are a strong lead, Your Grace.
It’s easy to follow you.” She said nothing more, and he
found it strange that she was not talking. He’d seen her
converse with every other partner this evening. She had
always been talking and smiling and laughing.

“Why won’t you look at me?” he asked, eager to
dispense with the gentlemanly courtesies—for he was
hardly a gentleman at heart—and get straight to the
point.

Her astonished gaze darted up at him. “Most of the
other ladies aren’t looking at their partners.”

“But you’ve been looking at your partners all eve-
ning. Why not me? Do you dislike me? If so, I should at
least like to know the reason—even if it is completely
warranted.” He spun her around to avoid bumping
into another couple.

“I don’t dislike you. I barely know you. You simply
strike me as a man who doesn’t enjoy light conversa-
tion. Beautiful turn, Your Grace.”

“Why would you think such a thing? Do you believe
yourself clever enough to judge a man by taking one
look at him?”

“You’re very direct, aren’t you?”

“Why bother with niceties when plain speaking is so
much more efficient.”

She gave him a brief glance that told him he had sur-
prised and challenged her, then she took a moment to
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consider his question. “Well, Your Grace, since we are
being forthright, I will acquaint you with the fact that I
have heard the London gossip—that you are called the
Dangerous Duke—and I therefore feel compelled to ex-
ercise some caution with you. On the other hand, I do
possess a mind of my own, and I have always been re-
luctant to believe every piece of idle chatter that lands
before me. I wanted to decide for myself what kind of
man you were, so I watched you this evening. I ascer-
tained that you haven’t smiled once all night, except at
that lovely dark-haired woman a few minutes ago—the
one in the cream-and-gold dress. You don’t seem to en-
joy socializing, and from what I understand, you rarely
come to balls and assemblies. From that, I gather you
don’t have much to talk about, or much interest in
what others have to say.”

Good God, what an answer.

But there was more.

“And as far as being clever enough to judge a man
by taking one look at him,” she said, “let it be known,
Your Grace, that I took more than one look at you.
Both tonight and last night.”

More than one look. Was she flirting, or just trying
to support her superbly categorical rebuttal? Probably
the latter, he thought, remembering all that she had
said. Still, there was a fine line between candor and se-
duction, once the barriers of polite behavior were
breached.

James pulled her a little closer. “All gossip about me
aside, haven’t you ever heard the old adage that still
waters run deep?”

She considered that. She seemed to always think be-
fore she spoke. “And do you believe you are like those
deep, still waters, Your Grace? Hidden and unex-
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plored?” She narrowed her eyes playfully. “Or perhaps
dark and abyssmal?”

They whirled past a statue of Cupid spouting water
into a little pool. James couldn’t help smiling. He
wanted to laugh! No woman had ever entertained him
quite like this. “That depends. Which do you prefer?”

For a long moment she was silent, then she laughed.
An infectious, bright, American laugh. He’d managed
that, at least. He spun her around again, and she fol-
lowed him flawlessly.

Sophia, trying to catch her breath, gazed up at the
handsome man leading her around the floor. She felt
like she was flying. Her heart rate was accelerating, and
she wasn’t sure if it was the exercise—dancing and
swirling around the room at such stupendous speed—
or the preposterous subject matter of a conversation
like this, with a man she knew had been labeled “dan-
gerous” by good society.

He spun her around at the edge of the dance floor,
then moved toward the center.

Sophia became all too aware of how large and
strong and magnificently male he was. His shoulders
were broad beneath her tiny gloved hand; he even
smelled virile—musky and clean. And what skill on the
dance floor! This was by far the best dance of the night.

The duke smiled down at her. Something enticingly
wicked flashed in his eyes. It excited Sophia and
planted in her an exotic desire to flirt and act recklessly.
Maybe this was why they called him dangerous. He
had the power to deliver irreversible ruin to someone
like her.

“Ah,” he said, “I can see a light in your eyes. You
are reconsidering your first impression of me, and you
are beginning to find me moderately charming.”
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Sophia could not stop herself from smiling. “Only
moderately, Your Grace, but no more than that.”

She felt his hand move a mere inch up her back, and
wished her brain would behave. There was no need
even to notice where his hand was from one second to
the next. Or how it made her skin erupt in tingling
gooseflesh.

“Well, that is a start, at least.” He twirled her
around again.

Sophia tried to change the subject, for she was be-
ginning to feel dizzy, and not from the dancing. “As I
said before, I heard you don’t often come to balls. I
hadn’t expected to see you tonight.” Nor had I wanted
to, for I was afraid of exactly this.

He grinned. “What was it you said to me earlier this
evening? Oh yes: ‘I’'m flattered you’d given my presence
a second thought.””

Sophia sighed. “You’re a very unique man, Your
Grace.”

James pulled her a little closer—as close as the rules
of polite behavior allowed. He was pushing the limits,
though, and it sent a hot spark through her veins. She
had never felt anything like it. It was all-encompassing.
Thrillingly naughty.

He gently squeezed her gloved hand in his. Lord, his
hands were so big. Warm, even through the gloves. She
had never imagined that dancing with a man could be
so impossibly knockdown, electrifying to her senses.

“Unique am I? You’re too kind. What flattery.”

She gave him another smile.

The waltz was coming to an end, and disappoint-
ment muddled James’s thoughts. He found himself
quite unable to accept that this would be the last time
he would talk with Miss Wilson, and surprised that he
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even cared. He hadn’t expected to enjoy conversing
with her as much as he had.

He could always come to another ball, he supposed,
but people would take notice and distinguish whom he
was hoping to see. Not that he cared what people
thought. It would matter only to his mother.

He didn’t care about that either. In fact, something
about it tempted him.

James made another turn on the floor, and Miss Wil-
son followed him expertly. The corner of her full,
pouty mouth curved up in a delicious little smile, and a
base, male instinct sparked and flared instantly in his
veins.

He wanted her. Every inch of her. There was no
doubt about it. And being the highest-ranking peer in
the room, he was very likely at the top of her peer-
shopping list.

A small part of him felt a tremor of satisfaction at
that—to know that if he desired to have her and all her
bags of money, she would probably choose him above
the rest.

It was highly uncharacteristic of him, he suddenly
realized, to enjoy being the object of women’s ambi-
tions. He supposed he was looking at his match. With
all her money, she was as much an object of ambition
as he.

The music ended, and the dance was over. James
stepped away from the heiress. She let her train drop to
the floor. For a long moment they stood in the middle
of the ballroom, looking at each other while other cou-
ples flowed around them like water past a rock. He
should say good night to her now. Return her to her
mother. . . .

“I should like to call on the Countess of Lansdowne
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tomorrow afternoon,” he heard himself saying, “if she
is at home.”

Calmly and coolly, Miss Wilson inclined her head.
“Im sure the countess would be honored, Your
Grace.”

Another few seconds dragged by before Miss Wil-
son gestured toward the edge of the dance floor, now
almost cleared of guests. “I see my mother.”

Her mother . . . yes. James offered his arm and es-
corted Miss Wilson off the floor.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” the older woman said,
smiling brightly.

James made a bow. “It was my pleasure, Mrs. Wil-
son. Do enjoy the rest of your evening.” With that, he
turned and took his leave.

During the carriage ride home from the ball, Sophia
felt thoroughly dazed. Her mother and the countess sat
together on the opposite seat, gloating and scheming,
thrilled that Sophia had danced with the duke, not to
mention the fact that he had kept her on the floor so
long afterward, gazing at her.

Sophia barely heard a word they said. She was star-
ing at the window, feeling weak and breathless and
thunderstruck about tomorrow, for he had said he
would call.

Lord! He had been such a magnificent dancer. The
way he had held her about the waist—with such firm
control and adept skill. It had been effortless to float
along with him, following his strong lead about the
room. It was as if she had possessed wings.

All at once, she remembered the disconcertingly
erotic feel of her small hand inside his strong one, and
here in the carriage, something fiery and startling
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swooped inside her belly. It was the same sensation she
had experienced earlier, when she’d noticed the moist
heat from his hand and reveled in it.

She’d never really felt anything like these swooping
butterflies before. They were both physical and ethe-
real, for her pulse was racing, her skin tingling, while
her mind was floating in a sea of emotional fascination.

She struggled, however, to remember that her mind
must rule her emotions, and recalled what the young
woman at the assembly had said. A cruel lot, all of
them.

She had not forgotten it, nor had she forgotten the
importance of being careful. She tossed her head, to
throw a fallen lock of hair out of her eyes, and re-
minded herself of it again. Choose with your head,
Sophia. Be prudent. You are not only choosing a lover,
you are choosing the practicalities of the rest of your
life.

Yet, her heart continued to tumble in her chest.

“I wonder when you’ll see him again, Sophia,” Flo-
rence said.

Sophia stared numbly at her mother and the count-
ess. She saw the victory in their eyes. The aspirations.
She heard the words He’s a duke! bouncing off the
walls inside the carriage, even though no one was actu-
ally saying it.

She tried to speak with indifference. “I don’t know.
Perhaps he will be at the Berkley assembly.”

She was glad she’d lied, she decided, when the ladies
turned back to their scheming and left her to gaze at the
dark window again. Otherwise, they would question
her all day tomorrow about when he would arrive.
They would make her change her dress a dozen times,
they would grill her on proper etiquette, and her
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mother would spend the whole day reminding her not
to lean forward when she rose from her chair. She
would most likely get caught up in the hoopla herself,
and become even more tempted by a man she barely
knew—a man who appeared to harbor a mysterious,
dangerous darkness in his depths.

And oh, the certain uproar if he did not come. There
would be questions about that. Conjecture. Reproach.

No, she would not put herself through that. They
would be surprised when he arrived—if he arrived—
and she would be surprised as well. Because under no
circumstances was she going to spend another minute
thinking about him.

“Is it common knowledge, here?” Sophia asked her
mother over the breakfast table the next morning.
“How much I am worth?”

Her mother set down her teacup and the fine china
made a delicate clinking sound. She and the countess
exchanged looks of concern. “Why do you ask, dar-
ling?”

Sophia wiped her mouth with her linen napkin. “I'm
curious if there is an exact number floating around out
there. Mind you, 'm not naive, I know there must be
speculation, but do they know exactly how much Fa-
ther is willing to pay?”

Mrs. Wilson cleared her throat. “I certainly haven’t
told anyone, except Florence, of course.”

The countess didn’t look up from her plate, and
Sophia felt a ripple of mild anger. “Florence knows, but
Idon’t?”

She glanced up at the footman standing behind the
countess. Like a soldier on duty, he kept his gaze level,
giving no hint that he was listening to the conversation,
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not even a hint that there was anything going on inside
his head at all. Sophia knew there was, of course. The
servants tried to act invisible, but they weren’t. Not to
her. They were human beings like everyone else, and
they probably enjoyed the blue bloods’ performance
each day, like one big continuing opera—complete
with costumes, glitter, and light.

Her mother reached for a roll and began to butter it
vigorously. “There is no exact amount, Sophia.”

“There must be a range.” She looked up at the foot-
man, and said, “Would you excuse us please? Just for a
moment.” He walked out.

Sophia pressed her mother further. “Well? Did Fa-
ther give you some indication?”

“Oh, Sophia, why must you ask these questions?”

“Because I have a right to know how the world
works, Mother. And certainly what my chances are of
finding a man who will marry me not just for my
money.”

“No one will ever marry you just for your money,
Sophia,” Florence said. “You’re a very beautiful
woman. That will play a significant part in this.”

“So it’s my looks and my money. I don’t mean to
sound ungrateful, but don’t my heart and soul and
mind have any part to play?”

The two older women both reassured her at once.
“Of course they do, darling! That goes without say-
ing!”

Sophia ate a few more bites of her breakfast. “You
still haven’t told me how much Father is willing to
pay.”

After an uncertain hesitation, her mother replied,
“He seemed to think five hundred thousand pounds
was the going rate, darling, but there is of course room
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for negotiation, depending on who makes the pro-
posal.”

“It’s quite standard,” Florence added.

The going rate. Sophia sat in silence for a few mo-
ments, feeling her appetite drain away. “Thank you for
telling me.”

She said nothing more, and Florence rang her little
bell for the footman to return and bring more tea.
When he went to fetch it, Sophia made one quick re-
quest.

“Will you please not tell anyone, not even a gentle-
man who expresses interest? I know that there are of
course presumptions that I will come with money, but I
would prefer that it not be a certainty. That if a man
wishes to propose to me, he would at least be willing to
take the risk that my dowry might not be what he
thinks or hopes it is.”

Both women were quiet for a moment, looking at
each other over the table. “If that will make you happy,
Sophia, then yes, of course. Our lips will be sealed until
you find a man you can love.”

The word love uttered from her mother’s lips was a
surprise, one that made all the muscles in Sophia’s back
and shoulders relax. She let out a breath. “Thank you,
Mother.” Then she rose from her chair and kissed her
on the cheek.

James stepped from his carriage, looked up at the
front of Lansdowne House, and wondered uncomfort-
ably if he was doing the right thing. It had been an im-
pulse the night before, to say he would call, and he
wasn’t used to having impulses. He usually knew his
reasons for doing things, but today, he was uncertain.
Was he here because of the money? Was that the spark
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that had lit this little fire under him? Or was it Miss
Wilson’s uniqueness? He supposed it was a little bit of
both—though he had never found uniqueness to be a
desirable quality in a woman before. Quite the oppo-
site, in fact.

He then considered getting back in his carriage and
driving away. Something in him wanted to, but what-
ever it was, he rejected it. He decided to let this venture
play out and see where it led, which would probably be
nowhere. He would sit through dull talk about the
weather, perhaps some gossip about the ball the night
before, but nothing more consequential than that.
With that supposition, he walked to the door and
knocked.

A few minutes later, he was shown upstairs to the
drawing room. The butler announced him, and James
moved through the door. His gaze was drawn at once
to Miss Wilson seated across the room, a teacup and
saucer held in her delicate hands. She wore an ivory,
tulle tea gown that complimented her complexion and
gave her a look of sweetness—like some whipped
cream confection. At the sight of her, he felt a raven-
ous, predatory rush.

It was the challenge of her, he supposed. She had dis-
liked him on first impression.

There was a brief moment of stunned silence from
the other women in the room—the countess and Miss
Wilson’s mother—then a sudden frazzled flurry of
greetings. James moved all the way into the room, but
stopped when he saw the dark image of another man
to his left, seated by the fireplace. He glanced over to
see Whitby.

“Whitby, good to see you,” he said, keeping a calm,
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cool tone while he shifted his walking stick from one
hand to the other.

The earl rose from his chair. “Likewise.”

An awkward silence ensued, until Whitby finally
gave in to the rules of etiquette and leaned to pick up
his hat and stick. It was appropriate that he, having al-
ready had a chance to pay his call, should politely bid
his hostess adieu.

He bowed to the ladies. “I thank you for your soci-
ety this afternoon, Lady Lansdowne. It was most pleas-
ant. Mrs. Wilson, Miss Wilson? Enjoy your day.”

He gave his card to the countess, then brushed by
James on the way out. “Wentworth,” he said, in a cool,
hushed tone.

James swallowed the bitter taste of Whitby now con-
sidering him a competitor in the Marriage Mart.
Bloody hell, it would probably be in the Post tomorrow.

“Won’t you come in, Your Grace?” Lady Lans-
downe said.

James nodded, trying to forget about Whitby and
focus on Miss Wilson, but that wasn’t so easy either,
considering his own past with the countess. He’d never
imagined he would ever call on Lady Lansdowne, not
after the awkward circumstances that transpired three
years earlier when she’d arrived in London for her first
Season and had directed her ambitions toward him.
Thank the Lord, the Earl of Lansdowne had proposed
and prevented James from openly humiliating her.

“Please, make yourself comfortable,” she said. Per-
haps she did not even remember it.

Purposefully steering clear of the chair next to the
countess, James took a seat beside Mrs. Wilson. A par-
lormaid poured him a cup of tea.
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“It’s a beautiful day, is it not, Your Grace?” Lady
Lansdowne said. “I don’t recall the month of May ever
being so full of sunshine.”

Ab, the predictable talk of weatber.

“It is indeed a pleasant change from the wet spring
we had in March,” he replied.

“Is it usually this warm?” Mrs. Wilson asked.

The clock ticked on while they continued to make
small talk about nothing of any relevance, and at the
end of the obligatory fifteen minutes, James wondered
why he had even bothered to come at all. Miss Wilson
had not said one word.

While her mother went on about the Season in New
York, James took the opportunity to study the quiet
young woman across from him, sipping tea and con-
tributing nothing to the conversation. Where was her
fire from the night before?

“So you see,” Mrs. Wilson continued, “it’s quite the
opposite in America. People tend to leave New York in
the summer when it’s warm, and retreat to their sum-
mer homes, where here, everyone leaves the country to
come to the city.”

“It is indeed a fascinating contrast,” Lady Lans-
downe said.

“I don’t understand why you wouldn’t prefer to be
on your estates in the summer,” Mrs. Wilson contin-
ued, “when the city can be so warm and . . .”

Could it be that Miss Wilson was disappointed that
James had arrived and cut Whitby’s visit short?

He glanced down at his walking stick, chiding him-
self. What did he care if she was disappointed or not?
All he needed to care about was the simple fact that she
was as flagrantly rich this morning as she was last
night. Richer probably.
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He gazed into her huge, unfathomable blue eyes.
Lord, she was the most beautiful, exquisite creature
he’d ever seen.

Perhaps he should leave.

At that precise moment, Miss Wilson interrupted.
“It’s because of Parliament, Mother.”

The fact that it was the first time she had spoken was
not lost on James. His desire to leave vanished
abruptly, and he wondered with some interest if that
had been Miss Wilson’s intention just now—to keep
him in the countess’s drawing room a little longer. He
felt his mood lift slightly, felt the hot, glowing embers
of attraction smolder. He was back in the game.

“Well, of course I know that,” Mrs. Wilson replied,
but James suspected that she had not known.

Miss Wilson turned her attention to James. “Does
Parliament take up a great deal of your time, Your
Grace?”

He was thankful to have the opportunity to at last
speak directly to her. Her eyes sparkled as she waited
for his reply, and with pleasure he finally let himself
imagine what it would be like to make love to her.
Would she be as spirited in bed as she was in public,
breaking etiquette rules in London ballrooms?

He felt a distinct tremor of desire as he studied the
shape and line of her breasts and visualized her naked
on his bed—with nothing upon her but him. Yes, it
would give him great pleasure to make love to her.

For the next ten minutes, they talked about lighter
Parliamentary matters. Miss Wilson’s inquisitive na-
ture and intelligent questions challenged him, and he
managed to avoid thinking any more about taking her
to bed. He considered more practical matters—like the
obvious fact that she would be a fast learner, and a
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woman had to be such, in order to become a competent
duchess.

A competent duchess. Perhaps he was getting ahead
of himself.

When the time seemed right, James set down his cup
and smiled at the countess. “I thank you, Lady Lans-
downe, for the fine discourse this afternoon.” He
stood. She stood also, and walked him to the drawing
room door. He handed her his card. “It was a pleasure,
indeed.”

He turned to take one last look at Miss Wilson, ris-
ing to her feet. “Thank you for coming, Your Grace,”
she said.

She watched him with some intensity, and again he
wondered why she had been so quiet for most of his
visit, for he had thought he’d made at least a little bit of
progress with her the night before.

James inclined his head at her and walked out.

As soon as the duke left the room, Sophia turned to
her mother. “I overheard you talking to the earl before
I came in. You promised me you wouldn’t tell anyone
how much Father is willing to pay.”

The color drained from her mother’s face. “I'm
sorry, darling. I wasn’t going to say anything, but
the earl expressed an interest in you, and it was my in-
tention to tell him that to propose now would be a
mistake—that you wish to truly know a gentleman be-
fore you can even consider a marriage proposal. I was
only trying to do what you wished, but he pressed for
more information. I couldn’t lie to him. I tried to
change the subject, didn’t I, Florence?” She looked
helplessly at the countess.
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“Oh, yes, dear. She did. She was very discreet for as
long as she could be, but the earl pressed.”

Sophia suspected that wasn’t the case. She tried to
keep her voice steady. “So now everyone will know
how rich we are—not to mention be shocked by the
‘gauche Americans,” actually discussing money in
drawing rooms.”

“I told him in confidence, and he’s a gentleman after
all.”

Sophia shook her head in disbelief. “I’m going to my
bedchamber.”

She was at the drawing room door when her mother
called out, “But dear, aren’t you happy about the
duke?”

Sophia hesitated, then turned back to kiss her
mother on the cheek, for she knew there was no point
in punishing her further. She knew she had made a mis-
take and would probably lose sleep about it tonight.
She was a good, kind woman and a loving mother. She
simply lacked verbal discipline.

If that was the worst of her mother’s character flaws,
Sophia should think of her own mother’s mother—
who sold half her children to buy whiskey after her
husband left her—and count herself lucky.

As for her being happy about the duke?

She wouldn’t call it “happy.” It was something
else—something altogether different. Sophia had best
be careful.

The liveried footman opened the coach door for
James, then closed it when he was seated comfortably
inside. Before the horses had a chance to move, how-
ever, a frantic knock sounded at the door. Whitby’s face
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loomed in the window, his breath coming in rapid little
puffs, fogging up the glass.

“Wait, driver!” James called out, then leaned for-
ward to flick the latch.

“Give me a lift to Green Street?” Whitby asked.

James felt an unorthodox desire to hesitate, but
swept it aside and invited his school chum in. Soon
they were sitting opposite each other in silence while
the carriage wheels rattled down the cobbled street.

“So you’ve changed your mind then?” Whitby
asked.

“About what?” James replied coolly, though he
knew exactly what Whitby was speaking of.

“About the heiress. You said you weren’t inter-
ested.”

James heard the animosity in Whitby’s voice, saw it
in the set of his jaw, but he kept his own voice calm and
detached. “I don’t recall having set my mind to any-
thing at all.”

“You said you weren’t declaring anything.”

“Precisely. So what are you getting at, Whitby?”

The coach bumped and Whitby shifted in his seat. “I
would like you to know that I have declared to Mrs.
Wilson an interest in her daughter, and she has given
me some encouragement.”

James squeezed the ivory handle of his walking
stick. “Who has? Mrs. Wilson or her daughter?”

“Mrs. Wilson, of course,” Whitby replied. “Though
the young miss has been singularly forward and
friendly and full of smiles on every occasion of our
meeting during the past week.”

“I believe that is the natural disposition of these
American girls,” James added with bite. Good God,
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he was sounding jealous. He quickly recovered his
aplomb. “Have you proposed?”

“Well, not exactly. Mrs. Wilson informed me that a
proposal at this stage would be a mistake, that Miss
Wilson is determined to be courted properly before any
disclosures of affection are made.”

“Courted properly?” James raised an eyebrow.
“How thoroughly American.”

Whitby’s shoulders rose and fell with frustration,
and James guessed that his friend was working hard to
control his rancor.

“I didn’t think you wanted to get married,” Whitby
said.

Now he was sounding desperate. James hated this.
He should just reassure Whitby that he had no inten-
tions to propose to the girl and let it end at that.

“Did she tell you the amount?” Whitby asked.

The amount? Suddenly it was James’s turn to feel
agitated. “I’'m not sure what you’re referring to,
Whitby.”

“The amount of her dowry. Is that why you changed
your mind?”

“I didn’t change my mind about anything.”

“But did Mrs. Wilson tell you?”

James took a deep breath. “Tell me about her
daughter’s dowry? Good Lord!” He laughed. “The call
was not quite so engaging as that. All we talked about
was the bloody weather.”

“Oh, well . . . good then.” Whitby was quiet a mo-
ment, staring out the window and looking quite full of
relief.

James on the other hand, was beginning to feel
tense.
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“You actually discussed that? With Mrs. Wilson?”
he said with disbelief. “The daughter wasn’t present,
was she?”

“Good heavens, no. She entered the room later. But
I suppose you never know with these Americans.”

They drove on a little farther, and James’s damned
irritating curiosity was beginning to poke at him. He
found himself coming up with excuses for why Mrs.
Wilson hadn’t told him about the dowry. It couldn’t be
that she preferred Whitby. She was peer-hunting after
all. She must understand how the aristocracy worked,
and know that James was the highest-ranking peer. The
countess would certainly know it.

On the other hand, perhaps it had nothing to do with
what the mother wanted. Perhaps she knew that her
daughter fancied Whitby over James—no matter that
James was a duke—and she was aiming at a love match.

The degree of his annoyance at that prospect—that
Miss Wilson fancied Whitby—was most unsettling.

“It’s an odd business, really,” Whitby said, gazing
off into space, “that the father should have to pay five
hundred thousand pounds to marry off such a beauti-
ful daughter. If she’d been born as one of us with a face
like that, it probably wouldn’t cost him a bloody far-
thing. That’s the price of being American, I suppose,
and wanting to be part of the Old World. We live in
strange times, don’t you think, James?”

Five bundred thousand pounds? James digested the
amount and slowly blinked.

The carriage pulled to a stop on Green Street, and
Whitby waited for the footman to open the door. In
those brief, floating seconds while James tried to con-
ceive of five hundred thousand pounds in one lump
sum, Whitby glared at him.
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“James, I hope you don’t intend to come between me
and what I saw first. If you do, I assure you—you will
live to regret it.” His angry retort hardened his features.

James felt his blood begin to simmer. “You of all
people, Whitby, should know I don’t respond well to
threats.”

Whitby curtly thanked him for the ride and stepped
out.

A moment later the carriage was on its way again,
rolling down Green Street, and James had to work
hard to control his fury, for he did not appreciate in-
timidation tactics. Not from a friend, not from anyone.

He felt the muscles in his jaw clench as he rational-
ized what had just happened. Just because the earl
called on the countess a half hour earlier than James
didn’t give him any prior claim to anything. It could
have been the damned traffic that let him get there first.
Whitby knew that James was expected to take a wife—
he had even tried to talk him into it—and the heiress, as
yet, was unspoken for.

Five hundred thousand pounds! In light of the state
of James’s finances, he suddenly wondered if ignoring a
sum like that would be bordering on negligence.
Wouldn’t it be a disservice to his family to resist the
heiress because there was simply a possibility that he
would become like his father? Surely he was stronger
than that. He was capable of fighting whatever base in-
stincts he might have in the future; he was sensible
enough to see it coming and thwart it. Wasn’t he? For
pity’s sake, he’d spent his whole life training himself to
control his passions.

James decided to view the present situation with
logic and rationale from now on. This opportunity was
presenting itself almost shamelessly. One could even
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call it farcical. Fate was dangling the heiress in front of
his nose like a solid gold carrot, baiting him with her
beauty and her money. Yes, it was time James reached
out and took a bite of that carrot. He was prepared for
this. He’d learned to have self-control. He was disci-
plined. Passionless when he wanted to be.

Perhaps there was a reason for all that training after
all. Now it would be tested by the beautiful, bewitch-
ing American heiress. For if he was going to secure that
dowry, he was going to have to seduce her.



Chapter 4
~OC -~

f course it was the money, James said to himself

as his valet dressed him for the Berkley assem-
bly. Learning that the heiress was worth five hundred
thousand pounds had changed everything. He now
had to think of the ducal estate and his tenants and
Martin, who should study at Oxford when the time
came, and Lily, who was out this year and would one
day require a dowry of her own. At the moment,
thanks to their father’s careless living, there was noth-
ing to offer a suitor—not a single farthing—and James
knew that he had to turn this unpleasant idea of a wife
into a business decision or risk losing more than just
the French tapestries.

He also had to put aside his preference for the
idea of a quiet, plain English wife, for one usually
didn’t come with five hundred thousand pounds in her
trousseau.

His valet held out his black jacket and James slipped

55
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his arms into it. Perhaps it was better this way, he
thought. Knowing that the task was merely a matter of
commerce eased his mind. He needn’t worry that he
was attending this assembly tonight because he was in-
fatuated. Which he was not, and did not ever wish to
be. Yes, he found Miss Wilson attractive—what man
wouldn’t?—but before he’d had that unpleasant con-
versation with Whitby, he hadn’t the slightest intention
of actually following through with a marriage pro-
posal, to her or anyone else for that matter. For that
reason, he could rest assured that he was still as level-
headed as ever.

An hour later, he was strolling into Berkley House.
He walked into the crowded drawing room and con-
versed with the aging Marquess of Bretford. Perhaps
this dowry-quest would turn out to be a bit of an ad-
venture, he thought. Life had become monotonous
lately, when all he ever thought about were bills and
rising expenses and long lists of repairs.

It did not take him long to ascertain that she was
here. She and her mother and the countess. All making
their way around the room, flashing their jewels,
charming the gentlemen and measuring said gentle-
men’s ranks, and planting their feminine seeds of suc-
cess. What a transparent game it was. But who was he
to criticize, when he was about to join in and outdo
them all?

Sophia spotted the duke the exact moment he
walked in the door, dressed in the appropriate black-
and-white formal attire—the same as every other man,
but looking ten times as imposing.

The black silk coat with tails emphasized his broad
shoulders and narrow waist, and the contrast of his
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white shirt and white waistcoat against his midnight
black hair sent her stomach into a heated, swift flip.
She had not expected him to come. The countess had
mentioned in the carriage that he never went out two
nights in a row, let alone three. No doubt, this irregular
appearance on his part would throw Florence and her
mother into a wild frenzy of high hopes and calcula-
tions before the night was out.

To be honest, it had thrown Sophia herself into her
own little frenzy of hopes. Hopes that she would speak
to him tonight, if for no other reason than to reassure
herself that she was still in control of her senses. Any-
thing she might have felt for him in the past twenty-
four hours was mostly about curiosity, for she had
never in her life encountered anyone quite like the
duke.

Was this imprudent of her? she wondered with some
concern. To allow this curiosity to affect her so? She
wouldn’t get carried away by that charm, would she?
She often heard that love was blind, and she could
guess that this was how it started.

She watched the duke greet the other guests and me-
ander around the room. With grace and confidence, he
engaged in conversation and laughter. A few times, he
glanced in Sophia’s direction, and each time their eyes
met, her heart quickened in response to his smoldering
gaze, his darkly handsome face. He would smile briefly,
then look away. She would do the same, wondering
with some unease if he had somehow learned about her
exact worth, as it must surely be all over fashionable
London by now.

“Miss Wilson, what a pleasure it is to see you here
this evening,” the Earl of Whitby said, appearing be-
side her.
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She turned to face him. “Hello, Lord Whitby. You’re
looking well.”

“I believe it is the fresh spring air. It does wonders
for the disposition.”

They spoke of other things for a few minutes, noth-
ing of any great importance, then the earl clasped his
hands behind his back and gazed intently into Sophia’s
eyes. “Perhaps you would like to take a walk with me
through Hyde Park one day this week? I would be
pleased if your charming mother and the countess ac-
companied us, of course.”

Sophia smiled. “I would be delighted, my lord.”

“Wednesday?”

“Wednesday would be lovely,” she replied. “Oh, I
see Miss Hunt, of the Connecticut Hunts. Will you ex-
cuse me?”

He made a slight bow and stepped away, and Sophia
spoke with a woman she had met at an assembly earlier
that week. After a brief dialogue with her American ac-
quaintance, Sophia caught the duke’s eye, and as if
with the common objective to speak to each other, she
and the duke met in the middle of the room.

“Your Grace, what a pleasure.”

His smile was seductive and heart-stopping, aimed
at her and her alone, and she struggled to remember
the necessity of caution.

“You look charming this evening, Miss Wilson. Ex-
quisite, in fact.” His gaze swept aggressively down the
full length of her gown. She should have been insulted
by such audacity, but instead, she was thrilled by it.
Thrilled by the base wickedness.

“Thank you. You are most kind to say so. Have you
been enjoying yourself this evening?”
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“More and more with each passing minute. And
yourself?”

There was a fluttering in the pit of her stomach.
“Yes, more and more.”

The way he was looking at her with such sexual
intensity—it was almost frightening. Frightening be-
cause it made her feel weak and clumsy and deficient of
sound reasoning. Those swooping butterflies were
back. She wished she could control them.

“Have you had the pleasure of hearing Madame
Dutetre since you’ve been in London?” he asked.

“No, I have not heard her perform. I will look for-
ward to it. Will you stay?”

“Of course. It’s why I came. Well, one of the reasons
why I came.”

With the riveting look he gave her, she couldn’t miss
his meaning—that he had come to see ber.

She was feeling more and more alive by the minute.

“Would you care to look at the art in the gallery?”
he asked. “I believe there has been a steady stream of
admirers all evening.”

He offered his arm and she accepted it. Together
they proceeded through the adjoining drawing room
and into the large, long gallery where couples slowly
made their way down the length of it to admire the art.
Because the room was so large, there was more space
between guests and as a result more privacy. It was re-
spectable of course, but intimately secluded at the same
time.

Sophia and the duke moved at ease along the wall,
looking up at the large family portraits and admiring
the busts placed intermittently between chairs and pot-
ted palms. Farther down, they came to great works of
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art—a Titian, a Giorgione, a Correggio. His Grace was
knowledgeable and full of information, and their con-
versation never faltered or grew forced or tedious. He
was indeed an intelligent man beneath the mountain of
physical allure.

“May I ask what you think of London so far?” the
duke asked, stopping to pause in front of another fam-
ily portrait.

“Iam in awe. To be honest, I can barely believe I am
here. I look around me, and I see centuries of life and
love and war and art. You have so much history, and
you place such a beautiful value on it. I would like to
learn more about it—to see it from inside the very heart
of it.”

“That could be arranged.”

She gazed into his eyes, searching for that devilish
quality she’d been so wary of. Strangely, at this mo-
ment, she could see nothing but a genuine interest in
her, and a sincere hope that she would enjoy London
while she was here.

Was she being naive now, to allow herself to feel
more comfortable with him because he was asking po-
lite questions? Or had she misjudged him before and
put too much faith in the drawing room gossip?

They strolled to another painting.

“What about the society?” he asked, studying her
eyes as if fishing for something. “It must seem a great
labyrinth for you.”

She looked up at the top of the portrait—at the
coronet upon the nobleman’s head. “Rest assured,
Your Grace, American society is equally as mystifying.
We call ourselves a classless society, but we are far from
it. In a country without titled nobility, people are ambi-
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tious. They want to better their situations and rise to
the top, and rarely do their manners keep up with their
wealth. Sometimes I think that certain rules of etiquette
were invented just to make the barriers more visible
and more difficult to circumvent, for we do not have
aristocratic rank to make the lines clear.”

“My apologies,” he said, looking up at the coronet
also. “I didn’t mean to insinuate that society in your
country is simple, on any account. I only meant to say
that I, myself, find London society like a labyrinth on
some occasions, and I had the benefit of being born and
raised here.”

She recognized what he was doing. He was trying to
assure her that she was not an imbecile, that if she
made the occasional social blunder, it was quite under-
standable. A tingle of appreciation moved through her.

They wandered along to the next work of art. “No
offense taken,” Sophia replied. “And I apologize for
speaking so out of turn. I am grateful for your open-
ness with me, Your Grace. It is the thing I find most dif-
ficult here.”

“Openness?” He sounded surprised.

“Yes. Or the lack of it. T haven’t been able to really
talk to anyone or get to know them. The conversation
is always so light, and I get my hand slapped for asking
personal questions.”

“Like Whitby the other night. I do apologize for
that.”

She smiled appreciatively and moved on. “I have
two sisters.” She knew she was leaping upon the very
conversational topics she’d been instructed to avoid,
but she didn’t care. She wanted to show a little of her-
self to the duke. A little of the real Sophia Wilson. “I
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miss them very much. T long for our carefree talks and
easy laughter. We tell each other everything.”

“And what would you tell them if they were here
now?” An appealing glint flickered in his eye, and she
wondered what exactly he was expecting her to say.
What he was hoping she would say?

She took her time before answering, thought care-
fully about what she was feeling. Was it contentment?
A sense of adventure? She supposed with some surprise
that it was a little bit of both. Her feelings about this
man were changing, despite her resolve to be cautious.

Caution, as it happened, the very next instant took a
holiday. Her reply came quickly, before she had a
chance to heed it. “I would tell them that I prejudged
someone that I should not have prejudged, and that I
would like to start again with that person.”

They stood in the gallery facing each other, staring.
His expression revealed very little, but enough to tell
her that she had done well with her reply.

“I am a great believer in new beginnings.” He
moved on, and she followed, feeling buoyant. “And I,
too, have a sister I like to confide in, but I don’t think I
will say anything like that to her. She is eighteen and
romantic and will have it all over London by teatime
tomorrow, that T have met the love of my life.” He
grinned at Sophia. “And I don’t appreciate being the
subject of gossip. Even if it is true.”

Sophia nearly swallowed her tongue. Had he just
suggested that he had feelings for her? Or was it merely
a hypothetical remark? She scrambled to fill the silence
with a question while she recovered her equanimity.
“You have a younger sister?”

“Three, actually. Two are married. One lives in
Scotland and the other in Wales. Wonderful young
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women, all of them. I’ve even been blessed with two
delightful nieces and a nephew.”

Sophia could feel her eyes widening with every
word he spoke. He was not devilish at all—at least not
tonight.

“You like children, Your Grace?”

“I adore them. Every country house should be filled
to the brim with laughter and the pitter-patter of little
feet—to coin a tired old phrase.”

If he was trying to impress her, he was doing an ex-
cellent job.

They began to talk about art again, discussing the
latest trends and what the public galleries were display-
ing. They came to a Rembrandt, the Young Woman
Bathing, and the duke reached out, as if he wanted to
touch the canvas, but had to content himself with
stroking the air in front of it. They admired the paint-
ing together for a moment.

“Notice the broad, creamy strokes there on the
camisole,” he said, his voice quiet—almost a whisper—
for her ears only. “And the flat, opaque glaze of the
pool. Such flawlessness in the reflection. And here . . .
the directional shaping of the legs.” The duke’s large
hand moved about, as if caressing the woman’s bare
skin.

Suddenly, a shiver coursed through Sophia’s veins as
she imagined what his long fingers would feel like,
moving up under her skirts and over her own bare
thighs. . . .

She suspected that most women would be shocked
at what she was thinking and what he was saying, and
by the seductive movement of his hand. She was a little
shocked herself. Yet she could feel her body growing
warm and relaxed. She imagined what it would be like
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to be free to melt into his arms here in the gallery. To be
carried to that settee over in the dimly lit corner and be
eased down upon it.

She worked hard not to sound breathless. “He is in-
deed a master.”

Did the duke speak this way to everyone? she won-
dered. Or was he trying to seduce her? If he was, she
would feel quite certain that he—with his own per-
sonal style of brushstrokes—was the true master this
evening, for he knew exactly what he was doing. He
was turning her into warm honey.

They moved on down the long room and started up
the other side. “Would you like to take a stroll through
Hyde Park one day this week?” he asked. “The weather
has been splendid lately. Wednesday perhaps?”

She thought of Lord Whitby then, and wished he
had not spoken to her first this evening, for she could
not accept the duke’s invitation when she already had a
previous engagement. She began to feel a slight sense of
panic, as if so much rested upon the outcome of this
singular moment.

“Wednesday, Miss Wilson?” he pressed. “Or perhaps
that is an inconvenient time.” Ob, he was retreating.

“No, no. It’s not that, or rather . . . yes, that is all it
is. An inconvenient time. Another day, perhaps?”

“Thursday?”

“Thursday will be delightful.” Her heart breathed a
sigh of relief.

“Excellent. Shall we return to the drawing room?
No doubt your mother is wondering what has become
of you.”

Sophia strolled into the room and met her mother.
The duke exchanged pleasantries with her, then went
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to join a group of gentlemen on the other side of the
room. Sophia watched him with an odd feeling of ap-
prehension, realizing that with her unanticipated, fiery
attraction to this man, her first, superficial impres-
sions were becoming less and less a part of her idea of
him. That worried her to no end, for she did not usu-
ally permit a fire in her blood to gain control over her
intellect.

A few days later, hearing the clinking of plates in
the dining room downstairs, Sophia took note of the
time and realized how late it was. Her mother and Flor-
ence were having breakfast without her. With the help
of her maid, Sophia quickly donned a late-morning
gown of dark blue merino, rolled her hair up into a
fashionable twist, and made her way downstairs to the
parlor to join her mother and Florence for morning
tea.

She stopped just inside the doorway. There on the
table in the center of the room was a large bouquet of
red roses.

She looked at her mother. “Heavens, where did
these come from?”

Sophia walked slowly toward the bouquet, gently
pulled a single flower to her nose, and inhaled the en-
chanting scent.

“Read the card and see for yourself,” her mother
replied in a joyful, slightly smug voice.

Sophia made her way around to the other side,
where the card was lying on the marble tabletop. If
they were from the duke, she would not go weak in the
knees or simper like a lovesick fool. She would be wise
and cautious. He would have to know that she was a
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sensible and stable young woman, and unlike these
flowers, was not so easily plucked.

She read the card silently to herself: Delicate roses
for a delicate rose of a woman. Whitby.

She read it again and blinked slowly up at her
mother. She tried to mask the fracture in her pride, and
not to look too disappointed, for they were not even
from the duke. “They’re from the Earl of Whitby.”

Sophia flipped the card over and handed it to her
mother, who was holding out her arm, wiggling her lit-
tle fingers with impatience.

Her mother read it. With a squeal, she handed it to
Florence. “Look what it says!”

The countess took her turn reading it, then stood up
to hug Sophia. “Red roses. How deliciously aggressive
of him. It is a clear message indeed. Congratulations,
my dear. You’ve hooked an earl. Though was there ever
any doubt you would be a success here?” The two
ladies hugged each other.

Sophia tried to force a smile. She didn’t want to
dash their hopes just yet—for she had no intentions of
marrying the Earl of Whitby, nor did she want them to
know what was really going on inside her heart: that
she was obsessing over a man she was still very uncer-
tain about.

She felt it best to keep her cards close to her chest for
now, until she could better evaluate the situation with
the duke. She would know when the time was right to
speak of it. Perhaps, if he did come today for the walk
in the park as he said he would, Sophia herself could
come to understand it enough to describe it.

“Well, what do you think of him?” Florence asked.
“He’s one of the best catches. He’s already inherited his
title, and he is handsome.”
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Sophia nodded dutifully. “Of course he’s handsome,
Florence. No one could argue that.”

Whitby had fair hair and a strong jaw; he was slen-
der and had beautiful white teeth, and not a hint of the
duke’s darker, more sardonic qualities. Perhaps she was
wrong to discount the earl so quickly.

Just then, the butler appeared in the doorway.
“Lady Lansdowne. There is a gentleman here to see
Mrs. Wilson.”

Florence looked at Beatrice uncertainly. “It’s hardly
the time for calls.”

“The gentleman claims it is a matter of particular
importance, and he did not wish to wait, my lady.”

An unsettling silence hovered over them. “Who is
it?” the countess asked.

“It is the Earl of Manderlin, my lady.”

Another silence ensued while Florence decided what
to do. “Show him in. Sophia? You and I will speak to
the housekeeper about having Cook prepare those
German sour cream twists you like so much.”

Sophia and Florence left her mother in the parlor, to
receive the Earl of Manderlin.

Not long after, the butler entered the kitchen to
summon Sophia to the parlor, and she felt a sudden
rush of uncomfortable dread. She followed the butler
down the long front hall and into the room where her
mother sat across from the earl. He rose when Sophia
entered the room.

He was not a handsome man. He was small and
slender, almost fragile in his appearance. Nor was he a
warm man. He did not smile.

“Miss Wilson,” he said, “thank you for seeing me
this morning. I have something very particular I wish
to discuss with you.”
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Her mother stood. “Perhaps I’ll wait in the front
hall.” She walked out, looking a little pale. Sophia was
beginning to feel a little pale, herself.

“Miss Wilson, I would like to ask for your hand in
marriage,” he said flatly.

That was it? No caveat? Not even a little bit of flat-
tery to precede the offer? Good God, did these Brits
know nothing?

She moved fully into the room and stood before him
only a few feet away. He looked a little taken aback,
nervous all of sudden, when he had not been nervous
before.

Gently, she said, “I thank you, Lord Manderlin, for
the generous proposal. It is most tempting, but I’'m
afraid I must decline.” She was about to give him a po-
lite reason why—to tell him that she wasn’t ready to
accept any offer of marriage quite yet—but he stopped
her with a bow.

“I do thank you for your time on this lovely morn-
ing, Miss Wilson. You have been most kind to hear my
offer.” With that, he was out the door.

Sophia stood in the middle of the room, feeling ut-
terly dumbfounded.

Her mother walked in. “What did you tell him?”
she asked in a panic.

“I told him no, of course.”

“It happened so fast. What did he say?”

Florence came dashing into the room to hear what
was said as well. Sophia repeated it—it took all of two
seconds—and the three of them sank into chairs in the
parlor.

“I told him it would be a mistake,” her mother said.
“Truly, I tried to talk him out of it, but he would have
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none of that. He came here to propose to you, and he
wasn’t going to leave here until he had done just that!”

The weight of the shock lifted, and Sophia began to
feel her heart sinking. “That was the most unromantic
proposal I've ever heard of. He must know the amount
of my dowry.”

Her mother and Florence were quiet. The parlor-
maid brought in a large tray with a silver teapot, cups,
and a plate of scones.

“Well, at least you have the Earl of Whitby to fall
back on,” Florence said, pouring a cup of tea and try-
ing to change the subject. “A much handsomer man.
And T daresay, if the flowers are any indication—a
more romantic one. Don’t you agree, Beatrice?”

Sophia, feeling a little uncomfortable at the re-
minder, accepted the teacup Florence handed to her.

“Let’s not forget the duke,” her mother said. “I
haven’t given up on him yet. Perhaps he just needs a
few more opportunities to see Sophia. Then he’ll be
sending red roses, t0o.”

Florence was strangely quiet for a moment. “I
wouldn’t get my hopes up about the duke.” She sipped
her tea.

Sophia sat forward. “What do you mean, Florence?
What do you know about him?”

The countess shrugged. “Oh, nothing really. T just
don’t think he’s the marrying kind, and there’s no point
wasting our efforts when they would be better spent
elsewhere, in areas with more potential, so to speak.”

“What makes you think that?” Beatrice asked. “He
spent time alone with Sophia at the assembly the other
night, and danced with her at the ball. He seemed the
perfect gentleman, and very attentive to her.”



70 JULIANNE MACLEAN

Florence began to speak in hushed tones. “Yes, but he
has been known to do that from time to time, with some
of the more attractive ladies in the Set. Nothing ever
comes of it, though.” Florence lowered her voice even
more and glanced over her shoulder at the door. “This is
rather scandalous to speak of, but he has also been
known to have brief affairs—discreetly of course—with
married women. He’s broken a few hearts, I assure
you.” Florence sipped her tea again. “He’s quite a wom-
anizer. Without compassion, they say. He’s only inter-
ested in one thing and nothing beyond it. He’s said to
have a black heart.”

Sophia felt sick.

“But who’s to say he hasn’t decided it’s time to
choose a wife?” Beatrice argued. “He’s a duke after all,
with a responsibility to carry on his line. Surely he must
be thinking of that.”

“His line. That’s another thing. From what I've
heard, the Wentworth Black Heart runs in the family.
His father drank himself to death, and the duke before
him—after a number of impossibly horrible scandals
that some say involved his wife’s death—took his own
life. He shot himself in the head.”

“Oh, good gracious,” Beatrice said.

“Yes, I know, it’s shocking, isn’t it?”

Beatrice scrambled to grasp at straws. “But maybe
the duke hasn’t met a woman who has struck his
fancy.” She smiled at Sophia, who remained silent only
because she didn’t think she could move.

Florence poured herself more tea. “I still wouldn’t
get my hopes up, Beatrice. Even his mother, the
duchess, is afraid to push potential brides on him.”

“Afraid?” Sophia said, speaking up at last.

“Well, yes. You must have noticed that the duke can
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sometimes be—how shall I say it?—intimidating. From
what I understand, he and his mother are barely on
speaking terms. He quite despises her, and she does her
best to stay out of his way. This is all drawing room
gossip, mind you.”

Sophia sat in silence, staring. The duke despised his
mother? “I’'m sure he has his reasons,” she said un-
easily. “We should not presume to judge him without
knowing all the facts, nor should we believe everything
we hear.” She wasn’t sure why she was defending him,
when all her instincts were telling her that the rumors
could very well be true.

“You’re right, dear. Of course, we should never
judge a man’s motivations. Who knows what secrets
live in that vast country castle of his? T would wager
quite a few.” She reached for a biscuit and lightened
her tone. “Oh, heavens, listen to me, spreading foolish
gossip. It’s probably all a bunch of silly stories anyway.
Would you believe T once heard that his castle is
haunted? That at night, you can hear the ghosts howl-
ing? Imagine that!”

Beatrice and Florence laughed for a moment, then
began to discuss lighter matters, but Sophia could
barely hear them above the roar of her blood like a
beast in her ears. It was all she could do to sit still in
her chair, sipping her tea and thinking about every-
thing Florence had said, and wait uneasily for the
duke’s arrival.



Chapter 5
~SOC -~

he Wentworth coach—polished shiny black, with

liveried footmen and postilions—arrived with dis-
tinguished, clattering grandeur at Hyde Park, shortly af-
ter three o’clock in the afternoon. The horses whinnied
and tossed their heads, while onlookers gaped in fas-
cination at James, who stepped elegantly out of the
coach, then turned to hold out his gloved hand to the
Americans.

“Lovely day, Your Grace,” the stout, little Mrs. Wil-
son said, struggling to sound British as she stepped
onto the sidewalk.

“Ah, madam.” He kissed her gloved hand. “It is all
the more lovely by virtue of your delightful company
this afternoon.”

The small woman blushed at the flattery. He helped
the countess down, then Mrs. Wilson’s lovely daughter
stepped out. He sensed all the gazes in the park con-

72
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verging upon her. People were quiet for a moment, then
the whispering resumed.

The coach moved on, and James walked leisurely
beside Miss Wilson. Today, she wore a cheerful, blue-
and-white-striped walking dress with delicate chiffon
ruffles. She carried a parasol and reticule, and upon her
head, a straw hat had been pinned to her coiffure at a
daring, forward angle. Just when he thought she could
not possibly be more beautiful, she would appear in
some new gown of the highest fashion and knock him
to his knees.

He noted, however, that she was quieter than usual
today.

They strolled down the park walk, along the water,
and past numerous small gatherings of whispering
ladies and gentlemen. He and Sophia conversed about
art and books and the current opera that was playing
at the Royal Opera House at Covent Garden. Miss
Wilson was polite and civil to him, but not nearly as
bright as she had been the other evening.

“When we spoke the other night at the assembly,”
he said, glancing over his shoulder to ensure that their
chaperones were enough of a distance behind them to
be out of hearing range, “I may have been too forward
in my invitation to go walking today.”

They strolled into the cool shade of towering oaks.
The leafy branches stretched over the path like a
canopy. James breathed in the fresh scent of damp
earth and grass, and Miss Wilson lowered her parasol.

“Not at all, Your Grace. I hope I didn’t give the im-
pression that I did not wish you to ask.”

“Of course not, but I must admit to being surprised
to hear that you were out walking with Lord Whitby
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yesterday. And that Lord Manderlin paid you an im-
portant call this morning.”

She gazed up at him with shock and horror.

“The English grapevine,” he explained. “It’s very
active.”

For a moment, she walked without saying anything,
so he was forced to prod. He wanted to know why she
was so quiet. “I heard that Lord Manderlin proposed.
May I ask, what was your reply?”

She smiled up at him and at last gave a little laugh.
“What do you think it was?”

He breathed a sigh of relief at the alleviating ten-
sion. “I would guess you refused, but very gently.”

“I tried to be gentle, but I don’t think it even mat-
tered to him. I wouldn’t talk about it if T felt there
were any hurt feelings involved, but heavens, I think
he thought T was a piece of commercial stock to be
purchased.”

James laughed, and was glad to fall into a more re-
laxed conversation. “He’s not such a bad fellow. He
just lacks social finesse.”

“A lack of finesse I could live with. But not a lack of
romance. I believe a man and a woman ought to marry
for love. I’'m afraid I cannot be moved on that point,
even though my darling mother does her best to try.”

Marry for love? A title-seeking heiress?

“But how do you define love, Miss Wilson? Is it pas-
sion you are looking for? Or simply sensible compan-
ionship?”

She thought about it. “Both. I want both.”

“You are ambitious.”

“T always thought it was my mother who was the
ambitious one.”
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“Ah, but you are reaching for something much more
difficult to attain than social position. I believe you are
the most ambitious woman I have ever met.”

She raised a delicate, arched brow. “You think love
is difficult to attain, Your Grace?”

James stopped again on the promenade, stalling
while he searched his mind for an answer. “What I
mean to say is that true love is rare, and cannot be
forced. ‘Love sought is good, but given unsought is bet-
ter.” And please, call me James.”

“Shakespeare. That’s very romantic, James.” She
put emphasis on his name. “Do you read much of
Shakespeare’s work?”

Thank the Lord she was changing the subject. “I
read everything.”

He recalled something else he had read by Plato—
that love was a grave mental disease. Naturally, James
refrained from quoting that one.

“So you’ve refused Lord Manderlin. But what about
Whitby? He hasn’t paid you any calls like that, has he?
I try to keep abreast of these things, but—”

“I assure you, James, Whitby and I are acquain-
tances only.”

“I'see.”

“He did send me flowers, though,” she added, gaz-
ing mischievously up at the oak branches above them.

She was taunting him! He couldn’t help but play
along.

“What kind of flowers? And how many? I must
know.”

Miss Wilson laughed, albeit somewhat stiffly. “Red
roses, and I would guess there were about three dozen
of them.”
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James drew his hand to his chest and staggered side-
ways. “Oh, I’ve been bested already. Three dozen, and
red, you say? How will I ever match that?”

She laughed again, a little more easily this time, and
grabbed hold of his arm to pull him back onto the
promenade. “You charm me, James, when you’re
not . . . puzzling me.”

“Puzzling you?”

She glanced uneasily over her shoulder at their chap-
erones, then her eyes narrowed on him. “Yes. I may be
a foreigner, but I do stumble upon good old-fashioned
English gossip myself every once in a while, and there’s
no point dancing around that fact. From what I hear
you have a scandalous reputation. It is said, among
other things, that you are a womanizer.”

She was certainly blunt. It was one of those Ameri-
can traits he couldn’t help but admire. “I see.” Squeez-
ing his walking stick, he said nothing for a moment.
“You told me once that you had a mind of your own,
that you didn’t believe every bit of idle chatter that
came your way.”

“Which is exactly why I am asking you about it
myself.”

James sighed deeply. She was commendably logical.
“May I guess where you heard this gossip? It wasn’t the
countess, was it?”

Miss Wilson raised her parasol. “It was.”

“She tried to warn you off me, no doubt.”

“The countess is a very good friend to Mother and
me. I won’t have you insult her, if that’s what you’re
about to do.”

He raised his hands in surrender. “I have no inten-
tions of insulting anyone. It’s just that the countess and
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I...well, we met under rather awkward circum-
stances.”

“What kind of circumstances?”

He squinted in the other direction. “We met at a ball,
I danced with her, and I believe she wanted to become
my duchess. At least, that’s what the gossips said.”

Sophia dropped her parasol to her side. “Florence?
And you?”

“Yes, though nothing came of it, I assure you. I
merely danced with her a few times, sensed what she
was after, then avoided society until someone else pro-
posed, which I knew was sure to happen. She agreed to
become Lord Lansdowne’s bride.”

“She said nothing to me about that.”

“I wouldn’t expect her to. She is happily married to
the earl now.” He looked directly into the heiress’s eyes
and spoke with conviction. “I am not a womanizer,
Miss Wilson. I promise you.”

I am many things, but not that. James had learned a
long time ago how to identify women who wanted
what he wanted—brief, superficial affairs. He never
played games with the hearts of innocent, vulnerable
women. Which was why, until now, he’d always
avoided debutantes.

They walked on in silence, then Sophia began to re-
count another bit of drawing room gossip. Obviously,
he’d been discussed in some detail. “She also told me
that your father and grandfather both took their own
lives.”

God, he hated this, but he had to get through it.
“That is somewhat true. My grandfather, yes, but that
was a long time ago, and I never knew the man. My fa-
ther, on the other hand, lived a life of debauchery
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which eventually led to his demise. Whether it was in-
tentional or not, I'll never know. ’'m not proud of the
way he lived, Miss Wilson, you can be sure of that. I've
done everything in my power to avoid becoming like
him, and so far, I have succeeded. So please, do not
judge me by his deeds.”

It was true, all of it.

Sophia regarded him warmly, and he breathed a sigh
of relief.

“I’ve always believed,” she said, “that a man should
be judged for himself and the person he is inside, not
according to his past, or his class, or what others think
or say. Rest assured, James, I will form my own opin-
ion of you, based on our acquaintance. As I said be-
fore, I have a mind of my own.”

He gazed at her with surprise and admiration, feel-
ing an odd contentment from being with her. Part of
him wanted to do anything to have her—for his body
was presently reacting with blazing fervor—while
something else in the deeper realms of his conscience
wanted to warn her away. To tell her that the black
truths of his existence were far worse than all the ru-
mors, for the rumors were only stories.

Then he reminded himself that he shouldn’t be con-
cerned about those things. Miss Wilson was here in
London to “purchase” a title, and he was in possession
of a very good one and in need of what she offered in
exchange. This was a business arrangement. She knew
it. He knew it. He should not forget that.

Yet, his attraction to her was mounting at a shock-
ingly brisk pace.

“Is that all?” he asked, steeling himself for more
personal questions. Questions he was not accustomed
to answering. Most people didn’t dare.
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Miss Wilson smiled. “Well, there was one other
thing, and this is perhaps the most frightening of them
all. P’m not even sure I should mention it.”

He felt the muscles in his back stiffen.

Miss Wilson gave him a naughty little smirk. “I’'m
afraid there is a rumor that your castle is haunted, and
that the ghosts howl all through the night. Please,
James, you must assure me that this is not true.”

He laughed out loud.

She continued to question him, sounding completely
serious. “Because my parents convinced me when I was
seven that ghosts weren’t real, and to find out now that
yes, they are indeed alive and well in Yorkshire . . .
well, T just don’t think I could live with that thought.”

James could not keep from laughing. “I assure you,
my dear, your parents were quite right. I’'ve never heard
a ghost howl at night, though the cook sometimes sobs
over his fallen cream cakes early in the mornings.”

They both laughed uproariously until there were
tears coming out of their eyes.

“Good heavens,” James said, “I hadn’t heard that
particular bit of gossip.”

Sophia smiled. “Well, now you’ve heard it all. And
please let me apologize for prying into all your secrets,
where it was really none of my business. I just wanted
to hear it from you.”

He nodded. “Can we go back to what we were dis-
cussing before?”

She drew her pretty brows together. “I’m sorry, after
all that, I can’t even remember what we were dis-
cussing.”

He let his expression go serious. “You told me that I
charm you when I am not puzzling you. You charm me,
too. Quite remarkably, in fact.” It was the damned
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inconvenient truth. He hungered to touch her. So much
so, it ached.

She stopped on the path and gazed up at him.
“Please, call me Sophia. It would make me happy if
you did.”

“Sophia,” he said, taking her gloved hand and hold-
ing it between both of his. “It’s a beautiful name. I en-
joy the sound of it.”

He could sense her sudden unease. He was long past
uneasiness himself. This was insane. He would never
have permitted this kind of thing a month ago. Not
even twenty-four hours ago.

“I enjoy the sound of it, too, James—when you say
it.” Her voice simmered with beguiling allure. “I would
like it even more if you said it again.”

All at once, he felt as if he were falling from a very
high place. Apprehensions pierced through him, for
none of this was going as he had planned. “Sophia.”

He gazed down at her hand and turned it over. With
his finger, he drew a little circle in her palm. He felt her
body shudder, and her stimulation shivered through
him as well.

Sophia gazed warily over her shoulder at their chap-
erones, who were slowly approaching.

“You’re worried they’ll see?” he said.

She nodded, so he eased her mind by taking a single
step to the side. Now Sophia’s body blocked their
chaperone’s view of her hand in his.

James unbuttoned her glove at her wrist and peeled
it back. Sophia sucked in a little breath—a dainty gasp
full of socially appropriate shock, as well as a less ap-
propriate, spine-tingling delight, which roused him
greatly.

He took a deep breath, pausing to glance up and en-
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sure she was in agreement, then slowly traced a line
from the center of her palm to her bare, luscious wrist,
drawing tiny little circles over the delicate blue veins.
He said nothing. He merely admired the softness of her
skin, then lifted his gaze.

Her lips were mere inches from his own—deli-
ciously full, precariously moist.

Her bosom was heaving.

His own heart was pounding.

God!

She spoke in a breathy little whisper. “That feels . . .”

“Yes?”

“Wonderful.”

He smiled again, though inside, he felt like he was
spinning.

“It tickles, James. I have gooseflesh.”

James glanced over her shoulder at their chaper-
ones, who were curiously slowing down, keeping their
distance, then with a heavy dose of physical restraint,
he pulled her glove back over her palm and labored to
bring his mind around to focus on his objectives. He
was not here to fall in love with Miss Wilson. He was
here for the five hundred thousand pounds.

They faced forward and began to walk again. James
took a moment to breathe while he fought to curb his
vigorous and inopportune lust.

For a man of stringent control when it came to his
passions, he was uncharacteristically flustered.

They came to the end of the path and emerged out
into the sunny open air, where groups of ladies and
gentlemen mingled on the green grass. Sophia opened
her parasol again, and their conversation drifted into
lighter matters.

Soon, Mrs. Wilson and Lady Lansdowne appeared,
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and it was time to go. James escorted them to his
coach, and they returned to Lansdowne House.

He climbed out first to assist the ladies down, then
walked with Sophia to the front door to say good-bye.
Mrs. Wilson and the countess entered the house and
James was left alone with Sophia on the massive front
portico.

He took her gloved hand, raised it to his lips, and
placed a gentle kiss upon it. “No words can describe
how profoundly I enjoyed your companionship this af-
ternoon, Sophia.”

He let go of her hand and she gracefully lowered it
to her side. “I will never forget it, James. It was
most. . . . agreeable.”

“Agreeable?” He laughed. “Is that all?”

“No, of course that is not all,” she said in a low, sul-
try voice, then she gave him a flirtatious little grin and
turned away. She walked through the open doors to
where the other ladies were being greeted by the butler.

James stood motionless, astonished by Sophia’s skill
and proficiency in this lovemaking game—a game he
had expected to belong principally to him. Judging by
the way his body was reacting to her now, however—
with an uncomfortable degree of peppery strain—there
was enough evidence to suggest she might be better at
it than he was. The title-seeking American heiress
had caught him and lured him in, and he hadn’t even
realized—until this shaky, irrational moment as he
watched her disappear into the house—that he was on
such a huge, sharp hook.



Chapter 6
~OC -~

t was not James’s habit to share the luncheon table

with his mother, and today, as always, he had a
plate sent up to his study so he could eat without the in-
trusion of tension-filled silences.

Today, however, the silence that came naturally
from one’s being completely alone was full of a differ-
ent breed of tension—one that reeked of worry and re-
gret for actions that he had perhaps not adequately
thought out.

He had begun a courtship with a single lady openly
seeking a husband—a single lady who was here in Lon-
don to “hook” a peer. He had been seen walking with
her in Hyde Park, and all of London must now be
whispering his intentions. The English mothers were
probably furious with him for allowing his gaze to
wander away from English soil. He was a little bit furi-
ous with himself for becoming a thing he’d always
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despised—a fortune hunter. He was no better than she
or Whitby was.

He supposed he should not be too hard on himself.
Or Sophia. Aristocratic marriages were almost always
based on matches that were in some form advanta-
geous for both parties involved. Marriages were en-
tered into responsibly rather than passionately, and he
of all people should know that passion should not be
sought after. It was not even an option. Not for him. It
was far too dangerous. He had to look for other rea-
sons to marry, and money was as good as any other. It
was the utmost responsible choice, really, for he was
doing this for his dukedom. He was doing it for Lily
and Martin and the future heirs to the estate—whoever
they might be.

So what was the problem then? Was it because she
was American? Did he feel somehow disloyal?

Perhaps a little, but not enough to turn his head in
another direction. He was determined now.

Then he realized it had nothing to do with what
country she came from. His concerns were based solely
on how she would not leave his mind, no matter how
hard he tried to dislodge her from it. Nor would she
give him a moment’s peace regarding matters less to do
with the mind and more to do with the body. All he
wanted to do now was drive over to see her and cement
this marriage proposal, so that he could move past all
this indecision and proceed swiftly and without delay
to the carnal pleasures of the wedding night.

He thought then of his father’s nature—how the
man lost his sense of reason when his passions took
over. James did not want to become like him. Perhaps it
was not possible to keep marriage inside the closed cir-
cle of a business arrangement. . . .
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A knock sounded at his door then, and James
jumped. An unexpected banging or slamming always
startled him.

His butler appeared. “The Earl of Manderlin is here
to see you, Your Grace.”

A stiffness moved up James’s spine. Had the earl
heard that James had gone walking with Sophia yester-
day, and was he here to discuss a battle he intended to
fight?

“Send him up, Weldon.”

James rose from his desk chair and went to the win-
dow. He moved the curtain aside with a finger to look
down onto the street, where the earl’s carriage waited
out front.

Footsteps tapped up the stairs and shortly thereafter,
the earl walked into James’s study.

Weldon announced him: “The Earl of Manderlin.”
Then he backed out of the room and closed the door.

“Thank you for seeing me, Wentworth,” the earl
said. “I have a matter of particular importance I wish
to speak to you about.”

“Please, sit down.”

The earl lowered his small, frail frame into a dark
green upholstered chair. James wasn’t sure what he was
going to say if the man mentioned an affection for
Sophia. He knew she would never even consider mar-
riage to a man like Manderlin. Not because of his
looks, mind you, but because the man had not the
slightest clue how to stimulate her mind or rouse her
interest. Sophia needed a man who could—

“I’ve come to seek your permission to speak to your
sister, Lady Lily, about a possible . . .” He stumbled on
his words at that point, then coughed into his fist and
quickly recovered. “About a proposal of marriage.”
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Shortly after the earl left James’s study, there was
another knock at his door. This one was quick and
anxious, and he knew it was not his butler. “Enter,”
James said from the chair at his desk.

The door swung open and his sister, Lily, swept in
with an almost musical turn to close the door behind
her. Sometimes she reminded him of a leaf floating in
unpredictable directions on an invisible breeze.

“QOh, James, how can I ever thank you?” she blurted
out, before he had a chance to even say good day to her.
He rose from his chair, and she crossed the room and
wrapped her slender arms around his waist.

“What’s this about?” he asked.

“You know what it’s about. You are the best brother
in the whole entire world.”

“T honestly don’t know—"

“Lord Manderlin! You sent him away!”

James felt a slight tremor of unease. “Ah, the earl.
You saw him arrive?”

“Yes, I was in the front parlor when he came to the
door, then I hid in the servants’ corridor! Mother
would have a fit if she knew!”

“You didn’t need to hide in any corridor, Lily. You
are only eighteen, and I am not a proponent of child
brides.”

“But Mother will pressure me. She can’t help it, and I
don’t want to tell her that T don’t have to do what she
says because you say so. That will only make her angry.”

“It doesn’t matter if she’s angry, Lily. If she has a
problem with it, she can speak to me.”

“She never will.”

“Precisely,” he said. “Even if she did, T would tell
her that you are too young.”
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Lily rolled her eyes heavenward. “I am not too
young, James. I simply don’t wish to marry a dull man
like Lord Manderlin.”

“You have some growing up to do, Lily. One day,
you’ll see that a dull man is often the better choice.”

There was shock in her eyes as she stared at him.
“Not you, too, James. I never thought you would turn
out like Mother.”

He moved to the window. “I’'m not like Mother. T
only want you to be safe. You of all people should un-
derstand that.”

Lily sighed. “I don’t want to be safe. I want to live. I
want passion.”

He gave her a look of warning, to remind her that
the world was not always a kind place for people who
were carried away by their passions. “No, you don’t.”

“I do. And I will have it.”

Just then there was another knock at the door.
“Come in,” James said.

The hinges creaked and his mother entered and
stood there, hands clasped tightly in front of her. The
cold, hard lines of her face were deeply drawn.

What more today? he wondered, feeling tired all of
a sudden.

Lily backed away from him. “Hello, Mother.”

The duchess did not reply. She merely stood in the
doorway, wringing her hands together, and James
knew she could not hold in whatever was on her mind
today.

He turned to his sister. “Lily, why don’t you go and
tell Cook that I will not be dining at home this evening.
I have an appointment with my solicitor.”

Lily, all smiles gone, nodded and walked slowly
from the room.
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James went to the window and looked out again.
“What is it, Mother?”

The woman closed the door behind her and moved
fully into the room. She gazed around her as if nothing
were familiar, probably realizing, James thought, how
long it had been since she’d been in this study.

“I came,” she replied, “because I wish to make it
known to you that I am not in agreement with what
happened just now.”

“Not in agreement?” he repeated, feeling almost
amused by his mother’s way of telling him that she was
furious, and wildly so, that he had sent the Earl of
Manderlin away.

Still, he supposed it was quite something that she
was here to voice her opinion at all when she despised
open confrontation of any kind. She usually got what
she wanted through her intimidating manner—which
was never more intimidating than when she said noth-
ing. It was like she possessed an invisible hand that
could clutch one around the neck and squeeze out one’s
resolve, without seeming to have been involved in the
decision at all.

James faced her squarely. “You don’t know what
happened just now.”

She shuffled her shoulders the way she always did
when she felt she was being opposed. “I know that he
came here to declare himself to Lily and you did not al-
low it.”

They glared at one another for a moment. “I did not
forbid it. I simply did not recommend it.”

“The Earl of Manderlin would be an excellent
match for Lily,” she said. “His property is most auspi-
cious, and his family name is respected at court. He
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may not run in your ‘fast’ set, but the Queen has a high
regard for him.”

James moved away from the window. “Lily is prac-
tically a child. She is not ready for marriage.”

“What a young girl is ready for, or wishes for, is not
always what is best for her. It is up to you as head of
this family to see that the best decisions are made for
her.”

“Like they were made for you?”

His mother’s lips pursed. “May I remind you that I
am the Duchess of Wentworth, and we are one of the
greatest families in England.”

There was much he could have said to dispute that
high opinion she’d always clung to, but he felt no need
to repeat what he’d already said years ago, when he
was young and full of fury and less able to control his
impulses. His mother knew well enough what he
thought of his family’s greatness.

“The Season has only just begun, Mother, and Lily
is young. She has time to look around. That’s all T have
to say on the matter.”

The dowager was quiet for a moment, and James
wondered why she was not leaving. Then: “I under-
stand you went walking with the American yesterday.”

“Ah, the American,” he replied. “Is that what’s re-
ally bothering you?” He strolled to his desk and
picked up a letter at random. He glanced casually at
the salutation.

The dowager took a few steps toward him, and he
looked up to see a mixture of frustration and fear in
her eyes. Fear of the unthinkable. “It’s not serious, is it?
You wouldn’t actually consider . . .”

He did not reply to her inquiry. He merely watched
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her until she was forced to continue what she had be-
gun.

“She’s American, James.”

“I'm quite aware of that.”

“From what I hear, her paternal grandfather was a
bootmaker—a bootmaker!—and her maternal grand-
father—oh, good gracious, I can barely even speak of
it. He worked in a slaughterhouse. He butchered
sows.” She waved her arm through the air. “This ap-
pearance Miss Wilson has—the Paris gowns and the
jewels and the charming smile—it does not cover up
what she truly is beneath it all. She is nothing more
than the daughter of a pauper and she is here as a . . .
oh, what is that vulgar phrase? . . . a gold digger.”

James had to laugh at that. “You forget, Mother, she
is the one with the gold.”

The Dowager Duchess shuffled her shoulders again.

“And her father is no pauper,” James continued.
“He is an enterprising man who built something from
nothing, and I admire him for that.”

“You’re scaring me, James.”

He laughed again. “You’re frightened, are you?
Well, don’t expect me to make it all better.”

It was cruel, he knew it, and for a fleeting instant he
wished he could take it back. Then he saw his mother’s
eyes flare with that familiar cold fury—the disbelief
that anyone could behave with such rebellion—and he
did not regret what he had said.

Suddenly there was a ripple in his mind—like a
stone had been tossed into his still waters. A vague
memory of his mother walking into the schoolroom,
finding him in tears on the floor at his governess’s feet,
meeting his pleading gaze, and in response—quietly
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backing out and closing the door. So many of those
memories were vague—seen through mist and fog.

He was glad. Glad that he had been able to distance
himself from them.

His mother wanted the world and everyone in it to
quietly obey and do their duty without questioning it,
even when it came down on one’s hand with a painful,
resounding crash.

She whirled around and left the room. When the
door slammed shut behind her, James calmly lowered
himself into his chair and returned to his correspon-
dence.



Chapter 7
~SOC -~

he London Season, Sophia was coming to realize,
was for her just one big assembly, with balls
thrown in to mix things up. It was night after night of
formal gowns and jewels and music and conversation.
Of champagne and late suppers and plumed fans. Of
dance cards dangling from slender gloved wrists and
hostesses in great gaudy tiaras. To Sophia, it was a
magical fairy tale, complete with the handsome prince
who was, at this very moment, capturing her heart.
She walked with her mother and Florence along the
red carpet that led to the front door of Stanton House,
where an assembly was already in full swing. Her heart
did anxious little flips as she glanced over the crowd
moving up the wide staircase just inside. She was look-
ing for the face of the man she hoped would be here to-
night. Her prince.
Heavens, when had her opinion of him changed so
drastically, and what in particular had caused it? It was
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a little bit of everything she supposed, and the past few
days away from him had only intensified it. She’d done
nothing but dream of him and quiver at the intoxicat-
ing memory of his finger brushing like a feather over
her bare wrist when they’d gone walking in Hyde Park.
Every fiber of her being had reacted with hunger and
blistering yearning, and she had wanted—more than
she’d ever wanted anything—to reach out and touch
James.

She’d never experienced the desire to touch a man
before.

It was more than a desire. It was a screaming, urgent
need to be close to him, close enough to brush her lips
over his skin and breathe in his masculine scent. It had
become all she could think of the past few days. She
wanted to taste him, to cling to him. She wanted to lie
down on a bed and feel the weight of him on her body,
while he kissed her open mouth and she drank in the
drenching flavor of him.

She glanced around self-consciously, hoping her
cheeks weren’t flushing and giving away her shocking,
indecent thoughts.

She entered the house and greeted the hosts, then
marveled at how, against the odds, despite all the gos-
sip, James had won her regard.

Yet, self-doubts continued to flood through her. She
could not forget what people said about him, and she
wasn’t sure if she should follow her instincts about him
and ignore the gossip, or not trust her instincts—for
they were certainly being influenced by her feelings of
attraction.

But her father had always told her to trust her in-
stincts. Trust your gut, he would say, in his deep,
Southern drawl.
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They reached the withdrawing room upstairs. Flo-
rence whispered quietly, “This is largely a political
party, so do try not to look bored if the conversation
turns to whatever went on in Parliament this morning.”

“I’'ve been finding it all quite intriguing, actually,”
Sophia replied. “T’ve been following the speeches in the
papers.”

“That’s fine, Sophia, but don’t pretend to know too
much about it.”

Sophia was about to say she would never pretend
anything, but Florence and her mother became dis-
tracted by a gown that a certain Miss Weatherbee was
wearing—quite unlike anything she’d ever worn be-
fore, Florence said, with a very daring decolletage for
an English girl who rarely spoke a word at these things,
let alone came to them. It looked like the one Sophia
had worn to the Weldon House ball, where she’d first
danced with James.

Florence winked at Sophia. “You’re setting trends,
my dear. It was bound to happen. Soon, people will be
looking for your picture in the shop windows with Lil-
lie Langtry and the other English beauties.”

They moved into the massive hall, brightly lit and
adorned with ferns and leafy palms. For an hour or so,
Sophia met gentleman after gentleman, peer after peer.
There were politicians from the House of Commons as
well as the House of Lords. There were newspapermen,
bankers, wives and sisters and mothers and aunts. It
was the largest assembly she had attended so far. She
guessed the number of guests at an easy five hundred.

Not so easy to find her prince, however, when all the
gentlemen were dressed the same—in black tails and
white shirts and white waistcoats. Would he even
come?
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Then her mother said, “Look, there’s the duke,” as
if they were wandering in Central Park, and she’d just
spotted a partridge.

Sophia spoke as casually as she could. “Oh, yes.”

Her mother’s eyes grew wide. “Ob, yes? That’s all
you have to say?”

“That’s all for now, Mother,” she replied with a lit-
tle grin as she snapped open her fan.

It was another half hour before Sophia found her-
self on the same side of the room as James. Every so
often she glanced in his direction, admiring how his
tall, dark figure towered over the other men, and how
his facial features were both rugged and calmly
somber. Even in a crowd, his presence was grand and
imposing.

He was engaged in a conversation with someone,
but as he took a sip of his champagne, he looked at
Sophia over the rim of his glass. His green eyes flashed
beneath the dark lashes.

She smiled daringly at him, and when he inclined his
head in return with a sexy lift of his brow, she felt like
her legs were going to give out beneath her. She longed
to talk to him tonight. Just to be close enough to see the
depths in his eyes and the smoothness of his lips. To
hear the sound of his voice as he spoke her given name.

A few moments later he was there beside her, tall and
suave, greeting her mother and the banker they’d been
conversing with. After the appropriate light discourse,
the duke said to Beatrice, “Would you permit me,
madam, to steal your daughter away for a moment or
two? I would like to introduce her to my younger sister,
who is here this evening with my mother, the duchess.
My sister wishes to make Sophia’s acquaintance.”

Beatrice’s face lit up like an exploding gas lamp.
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“Not at all, Your Grace. 'm sure Sophia would be de-
lighted to meet your family.”

He nodded and offered his arm, and Sophia slid
hers around it. They began to cross the crowded room
together.

“Im glad you came,” he said quietly to her. “I was
hoping you would.”

“I was hoping you would, too.”

She could have said so much more: that she’d been
unable to think of anything but him since they’d parted
beneath the portico, and that she wished he would pull
her into his arms and kiss her right here, and end this
painful, frustrating feeling of “apartness.”

They approached the young lady he had smiled at at
the Weldon ball—the lovely dark-haired girl in the
cream-colored dress. Tonight, she wore a becoming
shade of blue. So she was his sister. A wave of relief
moved through Sophia.

James touched his sister’s arm. “Lily, may I present
to you Miss Sophia Wilson, of New York. Miss Wil-
son, this is Lady Lily Langdon.”

Sophia offered her hand. “It’s an honor to meet you,
Lady Langdon.”

James leaned in very close and whispered so no one
else could hear. “The correct form of address is Lady
Lily.”

The feel of his hot breath in her ear sent gooseflesh
up her entire left side.

“Lady Lily,” she amended, noticing that she did not
feel the least bit patronized, or that James had been
condescending. On the contrary, she felt rather grate-
ful, as if he were on her side and wished only to help her.

“Please, call me Lily,” the young woman said.

They both smiled, and Sophia suspected that if she
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had the good fortune of becoming better acquainted
with the duke’s young sister, she would come to like her
very much.

“I do love your gown,” Lily mentioned, and they
talked about some of the new fashions while James
stood by, listening.

“Shall we all go out to the buffet table and see what
is there?” Lily suggested. “I'm feeling quite famished
suddenly.”

“I’d like that,” Sophia replied. She followed Lily
and was pleased that James was coming, too.

They made their way through the crowd to the long
table clothed in white linen and topped with decorative
dishes and an Epicurean delight of finger foods. Scal-
loped oysters, pastry puffs filled with lobster salad, and
fresh, colorful sliced fruit and grapes were carefully
arranged on silver platters and spilling over the rims of
huge china bowls. There were cakes and candies and
fancy biscuits iced with butter cream, and sugar sculp-
tures towering in the middle as immaculate center-
pieces. Sophia, James, and Lily moved around the
table, sampling and talking and laughing, and Sophia
wished this night would never end.

They moved into a smaller drawing room that was
less crowded, and Lily and Sophia sat down on a sofa
at the far end. James chose a chair opposite them. Be-
yond them was the conservatory—visible on the other
side of yet another hall—all lit up and looking like a
great jungle of leafy greens.

The three of them sat and talked, and Sophia sensed
a mild tension between Lily and James, a few looks of
annoyance from Lily, the odd contradictory opinion.
She wondered if they might have argued over some-
thing recently.
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Two young ladies walked into the room and Lily
recognized them. “Oh, look, it’s Evelyn and Mary. 1
must go and say hello to them.” She stood, crossed the
room, and went to meet her friends.

Sophia was now sitting alone with James in front of
the huge marble fireplace. There was no fire; the grate
was clean.

“Lily is lovely,” she said.

“She is indeed. Lovely and uncontrollably defiant.”

Glancing over at James’s sister, giggling with the two
young ladies, Sophia was not surprised. “I sensed
something was wrong. She seemed troubled.”

James gazed at Lily, too. Candlelight glimmered
over his classically handsome profile. “We had a dis-
agreement recently. Over her marriage.”

Sophia tried not to voice her shock. “Her marriage?
But she’s so young.”

“Precisely what I said. Mother would marry her off
tomorrow if she could, and when I told Lily that she
didn’t have to worry about that because she was too
young, she didn’t seem to realize that I was on her side.
She accused me of underestimating her maturity as far
as ‘passions’ were concerned.”

Sophia smiled sympathetically. “She’ll come
around. I’'m sure she’ll meet someone respectable who
will suit her well.”

James leaned his temple on a finger and gazed at
Sophia. The lines around his eyes softened, and he
smiled lazily. “How is it possible that we found a way
to be alone in this crush?”

Sophia smiled. “I’'m not complaining.”

“Nor am L,” he replied, uncrossing one long leg and
crossing the other over it. At the sight of his powerful,
muscular thighs, she felt a tingle of desire move through
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her and had to pull her gaze away and try to focus on
her gloved hands instead. “I recall admiring art with
you a few nights ago,” he continued. “We were alone,
then, too.”

“Yes. I've been thinking of those paintings we
looked at. Especially the Rembrandt—the Young
Woman Bathing. It was like peering into someone’s
private moment. ’'ve wondered what she was thinking
about.” Sophia paused and gazed off into space.

James stared intently at her. She supposed he was
witnessing her own private moment.

“I believe there is another Rembrandt out in this
hall.” He gestured toward it. “A self-portrait.”

Sophia looked at the doorway that led out into the
hall, and back at Lily, who was still conversing with her
friends on the other side of the drawing room.

Could Sophia go alone with James into another
room that seemed currently uninhabited?

Could she no#?

Even here, sitting across from him in this drawing
room, she was too far. She felt that “apartness” again
and wanted more than anything to bridge it. Perhaps it
was a physical thing; she wasn’t sure. She only knew
that flame-hot desire was pulling at her, wrenching her
away from her common sense.

Sophia stood up. “I would very much like to see the
painting. Lily will see where we are going.”

Lily did, at that instant, lean out to watch them
walk together out of the drawing room and into the
hall.

Sophia and James crossed the quiet room. Her heels
clicked over the marble floor and echoed over their
heads; she looked up at the high cathedral ceiling.
Even though she’d always considered herself a liberal
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girl, she nevertheless felt uncomfortable with what they
were doing.

“Over here.” James led the way to a painting at the
bottom of a wide staircase.

Sophia stood before it and let her mind relax about
where she was and who she was with. She stared for a
few minutes at the portrait. “He looks dignified.”

“Yes. Self-assured.”

“But sad, too. Look at his eyes. I wonder what he
was thinking when he painted this.”

As she stared up at the work of art, she felt James
studying her profile. “You often seem to wonder what
people are thinking.”

She shrugged. “I suppose so. People are a mystery,
are they not? You never know what is going on in a
person’s mind or heart, and even if they tell you, how
do you know they are telling you everything?”

He continued to stare at her profile. “I believe you
are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

Sophia’s heart lurched in her breast. She met his gaze
and tried to fight the aching need to reach out and
touch him. James looked over his shoulder. They were
still completely alone, though Sophia could hear the
hum of the crowd and the laughter of Lily and her
friends not far from where they stood.

His fingers came up to touch her cheek, and she felt
like she was going to melt into a puddle of desire right
there in the hall. “I want to kiss you, Sophia.”

Her knees turned to liquid. She wanted to say, “We
shouldn’t be here.” She should have said it, but some-
thing else spilled out before she could stop it. “I truly
wish you would.”

His hand found hers; his was large and warm and
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strong as his fingers weaved through her own. He led
her around a corner into an alcove.

She knew she was doing something unthinkable, but
this man—this beautiful man—brought out a riotous
fire within her, the kind of heat she had longed to feel in
all those dull, stuffy New York drawing rooms, when
she’d resigned herself to the fact that her life was going
to be one colorless, tedious meaningless soiree after an-
other. With James, for the first time in her life, she felt
potent and indulgent. Alive.

God help me, she thought, as he slowly lowered his
lips to hers.

All her life’s experience could not have prepared her
for that moment—for the echoing sweetness of his kiss
and the spinning sensations that came from the mere
feel of his moist lips upon hers. For the tickling of his
thumb as it gently caressed her cheek. For the naughty
impropriety of kissing a man in a secluded corner of a
London assembly. She knew it was wrong, but she
could not stop herself, and the sweeping power of it all
was more electrifying to her than anything she’d ever
seen or done before.

She parted her lips to taste the flavor of his tongue,
and then he was taking another step closer and gather-
ing her into his arms. The apartness faded away, and
there she was, floating in his embrace, holding on to
him with a desperation that was almost frightening. A
whimper escaped her. He, too, made a quiet breathy
noise from somewhere deep in his throat, and she knew
that he was as dizzy as she, with this fierce passion and
longing.

Before she knew what was happening, he had taken
her hand and was leading her across the hall. She
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looked over her shoulder to see if anyone was watch-
ing them. There was no one, so she followed him will-
ingly into the conservatory, which was unconditionally
off-limits to a young lady and a single man, but she
had no common sense left—only the desire to feel
James’s hands on her body again, to feel his mouth
upon hers and to hold him close, pressed hard against
her breasts.

He led her down the stone steps and around a wall
of ferns and palms and flowering shrubs and bushes,
into a back corner where no one who might walk in
could see them. Sophia would have followed him any-
where at that moment. She would have followed him
upstairs to some unknown bedchamber and let him
lock the door behind them if he’d gone that direction.
Thank God he had not. There was still a chance they
could sneak out of here unnoticed when they finished
whatever it was they were about to do.

He leaned back against a wall and pulled her by the
hand, firmly up against his hard body. “You taste like
wine,” he said in a sensual whisper, “only better.”

“And you taste like nothing I’ve ever tasted before.”

Then she was kissing him again, running her hands
through his beautiful, thick black hair and feeling his
fingers tickle her shoulders and neck. It was too much
for her to take—she didn’t know what to do, how to
think, how to touch him. She’d never kissed a man like
this. Had she been asleep her whole life? Was she wak-
ing up only now?

The next thing she knew, she was tossing back her
head and he was kissing her neck and her breasts along
the neckline of her gown. God, how she wanted him to
be able to kiss beneath it, for his lips to penetrate the
fabric and the firm wall of her corset.
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“I wish we were alone,” she said breathlessly. “Truly
alone.”

His eyes devoured her, his mouth melted her with a
sexy, naughty grin that worked over her like magic.
“That would be dangerous, my dear. I may be a gentle-
man, but I do have my limits, and if I had you alone, I
would taste you, then fill every inch of you, and mark
my words, you would walk away quite without your
virtue. So perhaps it is best that we are here—at risk.”

She bent a knee to stroke the outside of his leg with
hers. “I don’t want to think about that . . . about the
risk.”

Although she knew she should.

He slid his hand around her thigh and raised her leg
even higher. She could feel the firmness of his sex be-
neath his pants.

What in God’s name was she doing?

She’d never known what a man’s sex felt like, that it
could grow and become so large and hard. She found
herself pressing up against him, thrusting her hips
through all their clothing and feeling drawn into some
fiery, burning flame. She could not back out of it. She
felt lust mounting in her like the hottest blaze, clouding
all sense of reason.

Then she felt his hand lifting her skirt, sliding up un-
der it to stroke her bare thigh above her stocking. She
moaned softly, and he turned them around so that she
was now up against the wall and he was pressed
against her, his hips thrusting into hers.

“Oh, James,” she managed to whisper. But she did
not know what to say after that. She couldn’t think.

Then there was a noise. Laughter echoing in the hall
outside the conservatory.

James dragged his mouth from hers and lifted his in-
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dex finger to his lips. She gazed into his sizzling eyes,
only inches away, and felt his breath beating against her
face. Her heart was pounding out a breakneck rhythm
in her chest. They stared at each other for a moment,
then he kissed her again and she kissed him back with
abandon and raked her fingers through his glorious
black hair.

They heard the laughter again. James pulled his
mouth away from hers. “This is insane,” he whispered.

It was.

It was insane.

What had she been thinking, behaving this way?
The duke probably thought she did this with every gen-
tleman who suggested it. Surely he had lost all respect
for her now.

Horror and regret coursed through her. Had she
spoiled everything?

What could she do? How could she reverse it? She
couldn’t.

“Let me go, this is wrong,” she whispered, in an in-
stant of panic.

She pulled out of his arms and hurried along the
leafy enclosure to peer out into the hall. The group of
assembly guests—whoever they were—were out of
sight, so she hurried from the conservatory and some-
how found her way back to the buffet table, feeling
breathless and bewildered and dazed with passion,
which was not yet receding.

She touched a hand to her warm cheek. How could
she have behaved with such a lack of restraint, when
she continuously willed herself to act according to
what her head told her to do, not her passions? What
had happened to her logic and clearheadedness?
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James closed his eyes and leaned his head back
against the wall in the conservatory. He tapped it a
few times. Hard. He felt disheveled and shaky and out
of breath, and wondered how—in a few singular
passion-filled minutes—he could have lost all control
of his senses. It was something his father would have
done.

Sickened by that thought, he cupped his forehead in
his hand and tried to gain back a semblance of calm.

“Dammit.” He could not possibly have handled this
in a worse way. Yes, he’d kissed women in conserva-
tory corners before, but experience had taught him
never to kiss unmarried women in search of husbands.
What had just occurred was proof that he was less in
control than he had thought, and if he had any brains
left in his head, he would recognize his failing and re-
treat from the path he’d set out upon.

But he could not. Not now, for he had just started a
very heavy ball rolling with a momentum he could not
stop. There could be no more thinking about things, no
more considering the possibility of proposing. After
what happened tonight, it was inevitable. There was no
turning back, no way to get out of it, at least not honor-
ably. He would have to ask for Sophia’s hand immedi-
ately before word of this got out, for surely someone
must have seen them. Lily certainly had. Her friends
were young; they did not know the importance of dis-
cretion.

God, the American heiress. Perhaps the strangest
thing was that despite all his staggering misgivings, it
was marvelously fantastic to know that he would have
her.

His mother was going to cough up her lunch.



Chapter 8
~OC -~

he next morning, Sophia awoke early after a rest-

less sleep. She ate a light breakfast and ventured
outside to wander in the gardens. Lansdowne House—
one of the few private London mansions to have its
own gardens—was shrouded in a thick, yellow fog, as
was the rest of the city. She felt the damp coolness of
the air on her skin, imagined that her hair was turning
a bit frizzy, but what did it matter? she thought, as she
stepped over the flat stones that traced a path through
a grove of towering elms. She was alone finally, thank
goodness, away from the questioning looks of Florence
and her mother.

They had left the assembly early the night before
because she had told them she felt unwell. They were
unconvinced.

She was not quite sure what else to say about it now.
She was thoroughly ashamed of her behavior and
could not bear to think of her mother knowing about

106



To MARRY THE DUKE 107

it. Or her father. He would be so disappointed in her.

Just then, the clatter of hooves alerted Sophia to a
visitor. The iron gates to the house swung open in the
distance, and a large coach entered the courtyard, a
coat of arms emblazoned upon its doors. There was a
flurry of activity—groomsmen running out of the sta-
bles to tend to the horses, a footman in everyday livery
scooting down the front steps to greet the guest.

Sophia watched from the garden as James—wearing
a sleek black greatcoat and top hat—stepped gracefully
down and looked up at the house.

What is he doing here? she wondered in a panic. It
was not the proper time of day for a social call. If he
was here, it was an important matter of business.

Ten minutes later, Sophia, perched nervously on a
bench under a tree, watched James exit the house and
settle his black hat upon his head.

He crossed the courtyard toward the gardens. He
knew exactly where he was going—straight toward ber.

Sophia’s heart began to pound against her ribs. He
looked like some dark, seductive creature against the
grayness all around him—the stone mansion, the gravel
courtyard, the fog, the mist. She could barely move
from her place on the cold bench. All she could do was
watch him walk toward her, growing closer and closer
with each sure stride.

He stopped a distance away, fifteen feet perhaps. He
removed his hat and held it at his side. “Are you not
cold out here, Sophia?”

She swallowed hard. “It’s quite refreshing actually.”

Heavens, what did a girl say to a beautiful duke
dressed in black the morning after she’d behaved like a
trollop in his arms?

He took a few steps closer. “You’re not punishing
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yourself, I hope.” When she said nothing, he took a
few more steps closer. “Because if anyone deserves to
be punished, it is I.”

He sat down beside her, and his nearness made her
whole body turn to sticky honey. She couldn’t seem to
find a single word to say.

“I’'ve spoken to your mother,” he said matter-of-
factly. “She was kind enough to tell me where you
were. She also gave me permission to speak to you
about something rather consequential.” He laid his hat
down on the bench and reached for her hands, which
were like ice. He rubbed them and warmed them be-
tween his.

After a moment or two, he kissed them. All Sophia’s
senses leaped to life. The feel of his warm lips upon her
skin made her tremble with longing—longing to be in
his arms again, to be swept away by the enormous,
powerful lust she felt every time she looked at him.

He gazed into her eyes. “You must know why I have
come.”

Speechless, she waited for him to continue.

“I’ve come, Sophia, because I wish to ask you to be
my wife. To be my duchess.” He lowered his head to
her hands and kissed them again—a long and lingering
kiss.

Sophia wasn’t sure she could breathe, let alone
speak. She had dreamed of this moment, but not quite
like this. “Is this because of what happened last night?”
she asked. “Because I don’t wish to be a wife you were
forced to marry.”

He gave her a compassionate look that told her he
had expected such a response. “I would be lying if T
said last night had nothing to do with this. It has a
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great deal to do with it—but only because I realized
that T could not bear another moment thinking that
you might return to America, or that you might marry
some other man, or that I would never have the chance
to hold you in my arms again. I was bewitched last
night, Sophia. Bewitched. T could no more have
stopped kissing you than I could have stopped breath-
ing. You are the most intriguing woman I have ever
known, and I need, more than anything, to know that
you will belong to me and no other.”

She gazed unblinking at his face. Had she heard him
correctly? Had he said he was bewitched?

Of course the doubts came hurling at her all at once.
“Did you speak to my mother about a settlement?”

He stared at her a moment, then cupped her chin in
his hand. The intimacy of the gesture made her head
spin with desires.

“Is that what you think? That I want you for your
money?”

She gazed into his eyes, searching for truth. Was all
this planned? Had he seduced her the night before to
ensure her acceptance of his proposal? She did not know
him well. Perhaps he was like all the rest—pretending
to be interested in her when all he really wanted was
her dowry. She could see it in their eyes.

But James ... what did she see in his eyes? She
wasn’t sure. She thought she saw desire, but was she
seeing only what she wanted to see? Was she blinded by
her attraction, which perhaps was only physical?

If only she had more experience in these matters.
She’d never felt such lust before. She was not capable
of judging its integrity. What if it passed in a week’s
time? What if she later discovered he really was as dev-
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ilish as all the gossips claimed—an accomplished rake
who knew exactly how to seduce a young, innocent
woman with money?

“I don’t know,” she replied at last. “Surely all of
London must know what I am worth. Whitby knows.”

“Ah, Whitby.” He lowered his hand to his side and
looked away, toward the house. “Are you thinking of
him now?”

“No!” she blurted out. “It’s not that. It’s just that I
thought because Mother told him, everyone must
know.”

His chest rose and fell with a deep breath. “I am
here because I can’t comprehend the idea of not having
you.” He met her gaze directly. “And that is the truest
thing T have ever said to you.”

Can’t comprebend the idea of not having you.

Nor could she comprehend the idea of not having
him.

Having. What did that mean exactly?

To have and to hold. . . .

What she wouldn’t give to have him hold her now.

“James, 'm not sure. This seems sudden.”

He took her hand again and kissed it many times.
“Please, Sophia. Marry me and make me the happiest
man alive. Come to my castle and be the greatest
duchess my family has ever known. You told me once
that you were in awe of England for its history. Come
and be part of it—live it, become it. You wanted to see
it from inside the very heart of it. You can, if only you
will be my wife.”

Sophia sucked in tiny little breaths between parted
lips. Was this real? Could she actually walk into a fairy
tale and marry her prince charming?

Then, with no further contemplation, a response
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spilled out of her mouth. “Yes, James, I will be your
wife.”

The whole world disappeared, just for a second,
then it returned with the blissful awareness that he was
going to kiss her. He pulled her into his arms and
pressed his lips to hers, and she felt transported as if on
a cloud. She was going to be his wife! They would
spend the rest of their days loving each other, living
happily ever after!

She glanced up at the house and smiled, for her
mother was watching from an upstairs window, jump-
ing with joy.



Chapter 9
~OC -~

It was done. He was betrothed to an heiress.

James returned to his carriage. He sat alone, lis-
tening to the horses’ hooves clopping over the cobble-
stones as they drove slowly through Piccadilly, clogged
with traffic.

Why did he not feel more satisfied? he wondered
with some apprehension. He had been determined to
win the race, to acquire the dowry every other man in
London was coveting, and this morning he had tri-
umphed. He had secured the prize. Yet still, he felt dis-
pleased with himself when there was no logical reason
to feel displeased. Why?

Perhaps it was because everything he had said to
Sophia that morning was true. In all honesty, his pro-
posal had not been about the money. Not when he was
looking into her eyes and telling her he wanted to make
her his duchess, that if she said yes, she would make
him the happiest man alive.
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Imagine that. Him, the happiest man alive. Good
God, he had been carried off on a huge wave. He had
blathered on and on to her about how much he adored
her—he’d sounded like a damned schoolboy. He had
never intended to be so romantic about it. It was sup-
posed to be a business arrangement.

But she was the most beautiful woman he had ever
known, and it was exactly as he had said—he simply
had to have her. Bloody hell, he wanted her now. He
wanted her here in the carriage beside him. In his arms.

Perhaps that’s why he felt a lack of satisfaction. He
knew deep down that he had not really triumphed. In
truth, he had lost the fight against his impulsiveness,
given in to his desires, and there was nothing he could
do about it now except live with what had suddenly be-
come his future and somehow survive it without de-
scending into hell.

What a morning. And he still had to break the news
of his engagement to his mother.

James squeezed the ivory handle of his walking stick
while the carriage continued to clatter through the
noisy London streets.

A half hour later, he was entering his own London
house.

Her Grace, his mother, was sitting in the morning
room, sipping tea. Her harsh gaze lifted when she
sensed his presence in the doorway. “James,” she said,
somewhat startled.

He moved into the room and took a seat on the
chintz sofa, deciding that there was no point putting
off the inevitable. No need for idle chatter. He would
be direct.

“Thave news, and I thought you should be the first to
know before you read about it in tomorrow’s paper.”
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“Tomorrow’s paper. Oh, good gracious.” His
mother leaned back and rested a hand on her heart as if
she had been shot. “Don’t tell me . .. not the Ameri-
can.”

James crossed one long leg over the other. “As a
matter of fact, yes. The American.”

She rolled her gaze heavenward. “Oh, my dear.” She
stood up and walked to the fireplace. “No, no, I don’t
understand. You’ve been so difficult to move on the
matter of marriage. Wait . ..” She faced him. “Is this
some kind of childish rebellion against me? To hurt
me? Because if it is, you have succeeded.”

“It’s not rebellion.”

“What is it, then? How in the world did this hap-
pen? This girl—in barely more than a fortnight—Ilured
you away from any number of lovely English girls from
excellent families. There must be a reason. If it’s not to
hurt me...” She glared at him. “Surely James, you
have not given it adequate thought.”

“I have given it more than adequate thought, and
even if I hadn’t, the machine is in motion. There is no
turning back now. I've already placed the formal an-
nouncement in the newspaper.”

He’d never imagined he would receive such perverse
pleasure from this moment, but there it was.

“Good heavens.” She sank into a chair. “She’s not in
the family way, is she?”

“Now you’re being ridiculous, Mother.”

“Well . . .” She waved a frivolous hand about, as if
to say, “You never know with these Americans.”

“I told you her grandfather was a bootmaker, didn’t
I?” she said.

“Yes, you told me.”

“And her other grandfather slaughtered pigs.”
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James stood. “I beg your pardon, Mother, but there
is business to attend to this morning. I must go.”

He started toward the door, but she stopped him
with another question. “Have you set a date?”

He turned to face her. “August 25.”

“This year?”

“Yes, there’s no point prolonging the engagement.
Sophia’s parents will be returning to New York after
the Season. Rather than send her back with them, I
would prefer that she accompany me to Yorkshire.”

His mother laid a hand on her chest again. “I can’t
bear to imagine the gossip when the servants see her.
She dresses like an actress, James.”

“She has style, Mother, and that is the last time you
will insult her. She is the next Duchess of Wentworth.”
With that, he left the room.

He went upstairs to write to his agent, Mr. Wells, to
instruct him to at once make the arrangements to have
the roof over the state room fixed, and while he was at
it, to at long last have the lake dredged.

“You bastard,” Whitby said, stopping halfway up
the stairs at Parliament to grab James’s arm.

James turned to look down at his old school chum,
who stood on a lower step. He yanked his arm out of
Whitby’s grasp. “Get ahold of yourself, man.”

“Ahold of myself? T think you are the one who
should have gotten ahold of something. You forced
your hand on her, and you know it.”

James straightened his tie and resumed his ascent up
the stairs. “I know no such thing.”

Whitby followed beside him. “Where were you at
the assembly the other night? You disappeared with
her for half an hour.”
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“We were with Lily.”

“Not the entire time. I saw Lily later, and you
weren’t with her.”

“I returned Sophia to her mother.” He stopped at
the top of the stairs and met Whitby’s heated gaze.
“Why am I even explaining myself to you?”

“Maybe because you fancy that you are an old
friend of mine, and you feel guilty for stepping in on a
woman [ was openly pursuing.”

James pointed a finger at Whitby. “She was not spo-
ken for.”

“I had spoken! Privately to you, of course, but I had
thought we were friends. I thought you understood
that I was asking you to back off.”

James shook his head at the ridiculousness of this
conversation. He started walking again, down the long
Gothic corridor of the building. Their angry footfalls
echoed off the arched ceiling. “You had no right to ask
that.”

“But you had assured me at the Bradley assembly
that you were not looking to marry. That you would
never marry. How did that change completely in a mat-
ter of weeks?”

“I had simply not met the right woman.”

“You mean you hadn’t met a rich enough woman.”

James stopped. He stabbed a finger on Whitby’s
chest. “You’re crossing the line.”

“I think it is you who has crossed the line.” Whitby
lowered his voice. “You don’t love her. You’ve never
loved any woman, not even any of the ones you’ve
bedded.”

“I would oblige you to make your point.”

“You’re a cruel man, James, if you think you can
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take her to Yorkshire and toss her to your mother to
look after. That woman will have her for breakfast.”

“Sophia can take care of herself.”

“And that’s why you proposed to her, I suppose. So
she can take care of herself, and you can forget you’ve
ever been married. You said it yourself. That’s what
you wanted.”

James started walking again. He had the distinct
feeling Whitby was looking for a fistfight, but he would
not get one. Those days were over. If not for Whitby, at
least for James.

“I would have loved her!” Whitby called out after
him, his voice full of fury, and James felt the words like
a knife sailing through the air and puncturing his

back.

Nothing less than a wedding gown by Worth would
do for England’s newest duchess—for Monsieur Worth
didn’t just sew a dress for a woman, he created a whole
new look—so Sophia and her mother packed up and
left for Paris. They met her sisters there, accompanied
by an aunt, for they, too—Dbeing Sophia’s bridesmaids—
required Worth gowns for the ceremony.

Clara and Adele were astute enough to bring stacks
of New York newspapers with them in their trunks, for
news of the upcoming nuptials had hit the headlines in
America, and Sophia and her mother were anxious to
read them.

The stories dripped with delicious details of the cou-
ple’s romantic first encounters at London assemblies
and balls. The Wentworth family tree, illustrated with
coats of arms and portraits, and augmented with
sketches of the castle in Yorkshire, filled column after
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column of every society page. As well as flattering mis-
information about the bride’s family history.

Even in Paris, journalists scurried out from behind
shrubbery and parked carriages outside Sophia’s hotel,
hoping for a chance to ask her questions and have her
pose for a picture. She had become an overnight sensa-
tion in the papers, and she could still barely believe any
of it was happening. She found it all quite distressing
and tried to remind herself that life would soon settle
down once the wedding was over, and she and James
retired to his country estate for the winter, where they
could finally be alone together as man and wife.

Late one evening, Sophia sat up in her bed in the
Paris hotel, wearing a white nightdress and reading the
inside pages of a New York paper by the light of a gas
lamp. She rose from the bed, however, when she came
across a disturbing editorial piece.

“Clara, Adele, listen to this.” She began to read
aloud: “It is an affront to our flag that so many hard-
earned American dollars are leaving our country to fill
the bare bank accounts of British nobles, who know
nothing of proper work ethics or proper morality for
that matter. Our wealthy American brides are victims
of greed and laziness; the girl’s value is appraised only
by how much she can do to restore the decaying castles
of a decaying England. It is no secret that the English
nobles squander their rent-roll money in the gambling
houses of London with careless abandon, for they have
never had to lift a finger to earn it.”

Feeling a lump form in her belly, Sophia lowered the
paper. She looked beseechingly at her sisters, who had
been combing each other’s hair. They were staring
blankly at her now. “Have you heard this sort of thing
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before?” she asked them. “Is this what they’re saying in
New York?”

Clara rose from her chair to take Sophia’s hands and
reassure her. Clara had always been sensitive to every-
one’s feelings. She was an emotional girl who under-
stood mental torment. In all honesty, sometimes
Sophia suspected her sister of actually enjoying it. She
liked melodrama in any form.

“Oh, no, Sophia,” Clara said. “Everyone’s thrilled
for you. It’s like a fairy tale. You’ve read the headlines.”

“Yes, but this person seems to think James is some
kind of lowly scoundrel, when in actuality, he’s a re-
sponsible landlord of a huge estate. He’s a successful,
well-respected man!”

“Of course he is,” Clara said. “He’ an English no-
bleman! This writer, whoever he is, is just jealous.
Some people are always looking for things to complain
about, and they hate seeing anyone else happy. They
have to spoil it somehow. Don’t they, Adele?”

It seemed a simple way to cheer her up, but Sophia
appreciated the attempt.

Her other sister nodded. Adele, unlike Clara, de-
spised anything melodramatic or scandalous or the
least bit out of the ordinary. Clara sometimes called
Adele a prude, but Sophia knew Adele was just a proper
young lady who wished to please her parents and fol-
low the rules. There was nothing wrong with that.
Probably, when she was out, she would marry a Mr.
Peabody. Someone acceptable. Someone who wouldn’t
surprise anyone or cause any friction or gossip.

Clara smiled and strolled back to the dressing table.
She picked up her brush and ran it through her thick
hair. “If we had noticed that article, we would have
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pulled it out and burned it before we gave the paper to
you. Like Auntie made us do with the other one.” She
gave Sophia a mischievous little grin.

“What other one?” Sophia asked.

Adele gritted her teeth with a good-natured warn-
ing. “Clara...”

“Tell me!” Sophia demanded, laughing and grab-
bing the brush from her sister.

Clara turned to face her. “Oh, all right,” she said,
sounding pleased to have something juicy to relate. The
three of them in their nightdresses leaped onto the bed.

Clara started giggling. “Poor Auntie nearly swooned
on the train when she read it.”

“Read what?” Sophia demanded.

“There were illustrations and everything. I don’t
know where they found such sordid details.”

Sophia grabbed her sister’s arm. “Tell me!”

Clara paused for a moment to draw out the sus-
pense, then said, “There was an entire column all
about your wedding day underclothes!”

“What?”

“Which, of course,” Clara added, “only the duke
will ever see in real life.”

“Clara!” Adele scolded. “You needn’t be so vulgar
about it!”

“They said the ribbon on your chemise came from
Queen Anne’s own trousseau, and that your corset
hooks were made of gold.”

“And there were illustrations?” Sophia asked in
dismay.

“Yes!” Clara laughed and flopped down onto the
bed. “You should have seen Auntie’s face! She looked
beastly!”

Sophia stood up and went to the dressing table to
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look at her reflection in the mirror. “I hope James
doesn’t hear of it. Imagine. Corset hooks made of gold.
As if any of that mattered.”

Meanwhile, back in London, James’s mother—
claiming she was unwell—packed up in a huff and left
for the country, while his solicitor and the Wilson fam-
ily lawyers haggled over the finer points of what was
to become the largest marriage settlement in English
history.



Chapter 10
~OC -~

“ wasn’t sure you’d come.”

The sound of her fiancé’s deep, seductive
voice from behind, his breath hot and moist in her ear,
sent gooseflesh dancing down Sophia’s spine. Standing
next to her mother in a stuffy, overcrowded ballroom
at a country estate not far out of London, she smiled
and turned to face him.

God, but he was gorgeous. It was excruciating just
to look at him. He wore his usual black suit with tails,
white shirt, white bow tie and waistcoat, and it con-
trasted so sharply with his midnight black hair, the ef-
fect was devastating.

James took her gloved hand, raised it to his lips, and
laid a warm kiss upon her knuckles, never taking his
fiery gaze off her as he did so. “A walk on the terrace,
perhaps?” he suggested.

“That would be delightful.”

He greeted her mother and the other ladies in the
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group, then offered his arm. He and Sophia headed to-
ward the large, open doors on the opposite side of the
ballroom.

Everyone was watching them, whispering with cu-
riosity and fascination. Sophia didn’t mind. She was
proud to be the woman James had finally chosen as his
wife. Proud to show them all how gloriously infatuated
with each other they were. And how wrong the gossips
were about him.

“You look ravishing tonight,” James said. “You
make it difficult for a man to wait for his wedding day.
It’s painful, actually.”

She laughed and rubbed her shoulder up against his.
They reached the cement balustrade and faced each
other under the stars. A breeze swept through the leafy
oak trees and swooped down over the grass, like a
whisper in the night.

“Have you been enjoying all the attention?” he
asked. “I imagine your social calendar has filled up
considerably.”

“Yes, it’s astonishing. I can’t get over it.”

“Everyone wants to get a look at us together, be the
first to congratulate us. They are in awe of you, my
dear.”

Sophia lowered her gaze. “You know I don’t care
about any of that, James. I just want to be your wife.”

“I want that, too.” He surveyed the couples around
them as if to determine what social rules currently ap-
plied, then reached a hand out to touch her cheek.

His thumb feathered over her skin, then moved
lightly over her lips. The sensation was tantalizing.
Sophia closed her eyes briefly, took his hand in hers,
and pressed it to her open mouth. She boldly tasted his
palm with her tongue.
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“You’re killing me, you know,” he said, taking a
step closer to her.

She met his wicked gaze. “It’s not my intention.”

“No? Our wedding is not for two months. I don’t
think I can withstand this kind of thing until then.”

“I want to be alone with you, James. Every minute
of the day, it’s all T can think about. I had no idea it
would be like this.”

With an experienced eye, he glanced around the ter-
race again, then reached for her hand. “Perhaps a walk
in the garden.”

“Yes,” she replied breathlessly. Yes to anything. To
everything.

“I am a well-bred gentleman,” he said, leaning
close, “so I will offer you my arm and politely escort
you down the stairs, when what I really want to do is
grab your hand and run.”

She laughed and took his arm. They descended the
stairs and stepped onto the soft, cool grass. The moon
was full. The sweet scent of roses drifted languidly
upon the clean, night air. It was a perfect, perfect eve-
ning.

“Have you picked out your wedding dress?” he
asked, resting his hand upon hers.

“Yes, but Ill tell you nothing about it, nor will I say
anything about the flowers I’ll be carrying or the color
of my sisters’ gowns or the fabric of their sashes.”

His voice was tinted with amusement. “You seem to
enjoy torturing me with suspense. Just a little hint?”

“Absolutely not!”

“Please?”

“No!” she said, laughing.

“I give up. You are a rock. You’ll make an excellent
duchess.”
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She rested her head upon his shoulder. “I hope so. I
want to make you proud.”

“You’ve already made me proud. Every man in Lon-
don envies me.”

“You’re just trying to flatter me.”

“Indeed I am, but it’s God’s honest truth.”

They strolled around the garden to the other side,
where the trees grew tall and full.

“Pm glad you’re wearing a dark gown this eve-
ning,” James said.

“Why?”

Guiding her by the hand, he began to back away,
into the wispy branches of a weeping willow. They
draped like a beaded curtain, and he passed through,
lifting the boughs for Sophia. His voice was quiet and
searing with tempting allure. “So no one will notice
when I lure you into the shadows.”

Sophia smiled and bent forward to pass under the
leaves, then straightened beneath the thick canopy.
Though the moon was full, it was almost pitch-black
beneath the tree.

“What are we doing?” she asked in a sultry voice.

“We’re stealing privacy.”

“This is dangerous, James. If anyone sees us . . .”

He backed up against the huge trunk of the tree and
gently pulled her toward him. “They won’t. Come
closer.”

“Why?” she asked wickedly.

“Because I want your lips, Sophia.”

She could barely see his face in the darkness, only
sensed where he was and where his mouth was. The
thrill of touching him without really seeing him sent a
flurry of titillating tremors through her body.

“Then take them.” She sighed, pressing her lips to
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his and giving in to the lusty hunger that had been as-
saulting her senses for weeks.

The kiss was deep and hot. Knees melting into a
syrupy liquid, she whimpered at the feel of his tongue
mingling with hers, the exquisite, spicy, soul-blazing
taste of him. She clutched at his strong, broad shoul-
ders for support. Leaned into his hard body.

She felt an instinctive need to push her hips into his
pelvis, and he moaned and grabbed onto her bottom
when she gave in to it. His firm arousal, pressing
against her pelvic bone, caused a torrent of drenching
heat to escape her feminine center.

He tilted his head one way, then the other, eating at
her mouth as if he were starving for her. She pulled off
her long gloves and let them drop to the ground.
Shamelessly, she moved her hands over his chest and
into the warmth of his suit jacket, around his hips and
under the waistband of his trousers. She tried to unfas-
ten a button—doing everything by feeling for it—
wanting to slide her fingers in and touch him, but he
took hold of her hand and shook his head.

“You’re entering dangerous territory, darling. Per-
haps, not yet.”

An owl hooted somewhere in the distance. “But the
waiting . . . it’s impossible, James. I’'ve been able to
think of nothing but this. I want to know what you feel
like.”

He closed his eyes, went still for a moment. “When
you say things like that, it becomes a painful exertion
to behave like a gentleman.”

He was struggling to pull back on the reins. For
some unknown reason, his need to do so, and the fact
that it was difficult for him, aroused Sophia even
more. She opened her mouth and kissed him again,
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finding a perverse pleasure in this power that she
seemed to have over him—in knowing that she pushed
him to his limits.

He responded passionately, cupping her head in his
big hands and thrusting his tongue into her mouth. “I
should take you back,” he whispered against her cheek
as he left a trail of kisses to her neck.

Sophia let her head fall to the side. “Not yet.
Please.”

“You mustn’t plead with me, darling, it makes me
insane.”

“Then I'll beg. Please, James, please . . .”

She felt him smile against her neck, then nibble at
her ear. “You have no mercy, do you?”

“I don’t know. I don’t seem to care about anything
right now except the feel of your hands on me in this
delicious darkness. This is all so new to me, James. I've
never felt anything like it. Everything seemed to hap-
pen so fast between us, but now, the time is passing so
slowly. I want to marry you now. This minute. T want
to be your wife.”

He dragged his lips from her neck and glanced up at
the house. A Strauss waltz was playing inside the ball-
room; the sounds of the orchestra were faint but dis-
cernible. “We’ve been gone a while.”

He was right, and she knew it, but that didn’t make
it any easier to take even one small step away from him.

“I know,” she said. “We should return, but I don’t
want to.”

“I don’t either, but this is torture. You are an ex-
traordinary woman, Sophia.”

She smiled at the compliment and backed away
from him, picking up her gloves and smoothing out her
gown. “All right then, since you put it that way.”
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“Mercy at last.”

He moved away from the tree and straightened his
tie, then graciously offered his arm. They strolled back
to the ballroom.

James danced with his future wife, laughed with her
and openly flirted with her, and realized with profound
turmoil that tonight he had relinquished any futile at-
tempts to exercise his self-control. Out there in the
darkness, he’d been entranced by her. Enthralled by the
hot, wet texture of her mouth, shaken by his own
body’s response to the way she’d touched him with
those eager, searching hands.

She now stood beside him, talking to a gentleman in
their group. God, he wanted to touch those hands—
peel off her gloves and take each of her slender fingers
into his mouth and suck on them for an eternity.

It was as if the flood gates had opened, and he’d
completely given in to this mad, ravenous desire for
his betrothed.

He glanced around for a tray of champagne and
took a glass from a passing footman.

This was not at all how he’d imagined things would
be, he thought, as he took the first sip, nodding politely
as if he were listening to the conversations around him.
He’d intended this marriage to be a business matter,
dammit. As Sophia said—a fair exchange.

Perhaps it was simply the lure of the forbidden and
the strain of constantly suppressing a damned inconve-
nient number of persistent, aching erections. He tried
to tell himself that after he made love to Sophia prop-
erly on the wedding night and on their honeymoon, the
pressure would ease off.

But for now, what to do. He wanted her, there was
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no getting around that, and she wanted him. Fortu-
nately, they would have each other soon. The wedding
day was approaching, and he would finally be able to
quench this massive fire in his sexual core. Sophia
would satisfy her curiosity. He would have the honey-
moon to enjoy her, as she would enjoy him. They
would travel to Italy, spend a few magical weeks with
each other. Perhaps it would be best to hold nothing
back, he thought. Perhaps he needed to release this
pent-up lust. He had been suppressing his passions for
what felt like forever.

After the honeymoon, they would return to England
and travel north to his house in the country, where his
mother was now, where the reality of his life existed.
He would curtail what was left of his passions and set-
tle into a more tranquil life with a beautiful duchess at
his side. They would produce an heir or two or three.

Feeling his shoulders relax somewhat, James swal-
lowed the last of his champagne. This shall pass, he
told himself. For the good of everyone, this madness—
as enjoyable as it was—was only temporary.



Chapter 11
~OC -~

ugust closed in and London cleared out. The
lords and ladies and sirs and honorable misses
skipped off to their country estates, for everyone knew
that it was better to be seen in one’s underclothes than
wandering about the streets of London in August.
Unless, of course, you were planning a wedding and
you were marrying the Duke of Wentworth. Or any
duke for that matter. Then you could set your own
rules and do whatever you liked—anything short of
wandering about in your underclothes, of course.
August passed, the wedding day arrived, and that
very morning a package arrived from New York—a
wedding gift from the Mrs. Astor—the matriarch of
the Knickerbockers, who before that day had refused
to acknowledge the Wilsons’ existence. She had sent an
exquisite string of pearls for England’s newest duchess,
and Sophia’s mother wept with perfect joy as she
ripped and tore at the tissue paper. “Now,” she said be-
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tween deep, resounding sobs, “Clara’s and Adele’s fu-
tures will be assured.”

Shortly after that, a gift arrived from Buckingham
Palace—a magnificent gilded clock, and her mother
wept again.

The horses that were hired to bring the bridal car-
riage to the church were matched grays—a time-
honored tradition—and the streets were lined with
crowds of enthusiastic spectators wanting to get a look
at the famed American heiress. Held back by rows of
uniformed London constables, the throng cheered and
waved and threw flowers. Sophia squeezed her father’s
hand as they rode in an open carriage behind another
carrying her bridesmaids, Clara, Adele, and Lily. She
raised the other gloved hand to wave nervously to the
crushing mob.

The carriage arrived at St. George’s Church in
Hanover Square, and with a trembling heart, Sophia
stepped out of the carriage. She followed her brides-
maids up to the door of the church. She heard the peal
of the pipe organ and caught a glance of the guests
seated inside. There were over a thousand of them,
from both sides of the Atlantic.

The bridesmaids—dressed in gowns of white satin
with pink sashes—embarked upon the long walk up
the aisle to the music of Mendelssohn, then at last
Sophia reached the altar. The bishop, with a deep, re-
sounding voice, asked, “Who giveth this woman to be
married to this man?”

Her father replied in his deep American accent, “I
do,” then the bishop took Sophia’s hand and placed it
in James’s. She gazed up at him and saw the man of all
her dreams. Handsome, strong, intelligent, and pro-
fessedly enamored with her.
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He smiled with encouragement—his blue eyes warm
and true—and all the madness of the morning melted
away inside her body. There was only herself and her
elegant groom, here to pledge their undying love to one
another.

God. He hoped he would not become like his father.

James and Sophia spoke their vows, then knelt on
the red velvet cushions for the blessing. The bishop
prayed.

What would happen when the novelty of their new
life together was no longer novel? James wondered
suddenly, feeling a sense of panic he was wholly unac-
customed to. When expectations were not met by one
or the other? What if Sophia took a lover, as James’s
own grandmother had done all those years ago? Would
he be able to restrain himself from becoming the man
his grandfather had become, full of jealousy and rage?

“What God hath joined together, let no man put
asunder.”

James and Sophia rose from their cushions. He stud-
ied his bride’s face and saw the exuberance in her eyes.
She was born to be a duchess, there was no doubt
about that. Her portrait would hang in the gallery, and
no one would ever think she did not fit the part. Life as
an aristocrat was what she had come to London seek-
ing, after all.

A deeper tension found its way into his gut. He
hoped she would conceive on their honeymoon, so the
initial obligation would be fulfilled sooner rather than
later. Then they could each settle into their individual
roles as duke and duchess. She would make a home for
herself in her own private rooms—as all the duchesses
had before her—and he would continue as he always
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had in his. Dinner each evening would be a pleasant
time for conversation. He would hear about her under-
takings for that day, and she would hear about his.

He slid the ring onto her slender finger, and tried to
assure himself that everything would work out—that
his self-control would not be lost.

James and Sophia rushed out to the carriage that
was waiting to take them to their private wedding
breakfast at James’s London residence. First, however,
they were driven ceremonially through the streets of
London, lined with crowds of screaming onlookers.

Sophia waved at the people on her side of the street,
and James did the same for those on his. Here they
were, alone for the first time as man and wife, and they
were too busy waving to strangers in opposite direc-
tions even to look at each other. Sophia tried to remind
herself to be patient. Life would settle down soon
enough.

The wind had gained force while they were inside
the church, and though it was warm, it blew hard
against her veil and loosened the Greek twist in her
hair. She raised a hand to keep the veil in place, which
caught James’s attention. He finally turned toward her.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

She gazed appreciatively into his eyes. “Thank you,
James.”

“You’re a duchess now.”

Sophia smiled. “Funny, I don’t feel any different.”

“You will. Just wait until you arrive at Wentworth.
Life will be very different from what it is here.”

She wasn’t quite sure what he was referring to, ex-
actly, but she did know one thing. They would be man
and wife, and sharing a bed. Making love.
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A ripple of anticipation—both frightening and
exciting—shimmied up her spine. She remembered their
singular night in the conservatory and gloried in the fact
that no one would interrupt them next time, when they
were alone in their bedchamber. Whatever desires they
experienced together, they would be free to explore.

There was so much she did not know about that side
of marriage—what took place in the bed at night. So
many wondrous moments lay ahead of her. . . .

“Will we be leaving for our honeymoon first thing in
the morning?” she asked.

Like a wolf picking up a scent, he seemed to detect
her meaning. He smiled. “Are you anxious to see
Rome? Or just anxious to be a wife, my dear?”

Sophia met his gaze boldly, her eyes glimmering
with heat and daring. Here they were, in an open car-
riage, rolling through London on parade for all the
world to see, and she wanted to put her hands on him.

She glanced up at their driver in front. Steering the
team of grays, he was oblivious to what was going on
anywhere but in front of him.

They were on a wide street now; the people waving
at them were a distance away.

Sophia felt a rush of impatience where her husband
was concerned. Her heart pounded a wild rhythm. Inti-
macy with the man beside her was all that mattered, so
absorbed in his gaze was she.

Her world seemed like a fairy tale all of a sudden—
full of magic and grandeur. The magic seeped through
her gown and tingled over her skin. Her wedding day
had been as enchanting as she’d ever imagined it would
be, and she wanted to leap with all her heart and soul
into this glorious marriage.

She slid her fingers along the crimson leather seat



To MARRY THE DUKE 135

and let them find their way to James’s muscular thigh
beside her. All the while, she smiled and waved at the
crowd with her other hand.

“I suppose we could begin the honeymoon, now,”
he said, still waving at the crowd on his side, “even
though we don’t leave for Rome until tomorrow.”

“Perhaps a kiss would give everyone something to
talk about,” Sophia suggested.

With a lazy grin, he leaned into her. “I'm eager, if a
little shocked.”

Sophia’s heart trembled at his nearness. She wanted
all of him. More than just his mouth.

The kiss was neither tentative nor sweet—it was
wet and open and deep, and her blood quickened as
his lips brushed hers. The crowd cheered even louder,
then seemed to disappear. Sophia let her hand slide
over his thigh and down between his legs, discreetly
feeling the arousal that was pressing against his
trousers.

“Do you think anyone can see this?” she whispered
into his mouth.

He cupped her head in his hand. “No one would be-
lieve it if they did.” He deepened the kiss, while she
stroked the firm proof of his arousal.

“You are a very naughty duchess,” he said, and she
gloried in the sound of his approval and the lusty glint
in his eye. “But you best be careful, or you’ll find your-
self flat on your back in a moment, and I don’t think
your mother would appreciate a photograph of your
legs in the air as the carriage passed by, on the front
page of the New York Times.”

Sophia laughed and turned to the crowd. She
couldn’t wait for darkness to fall.

“I'm looking forward to spending the days alone
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with you, James, so we may get to know each other
better.”

“You don’t feel you know me?” He faced the other
direction.

“Well, as much as a person can know another per-
son, having spent so little time together,” she replied.

“A good point with much validity.” For a long time
he was quiet, and when he finally spoke, the flirtatious
tone was gone. Sophia gazed curiously at him.

“It’s only natural,” he said, “that as the years go by,
there will be an increased sense of . . . familiarity.”

“Familiarity?” Something tensed inside of her. Had
James just cooled toward her? A second ago he was on
fire, now he wouldn’t look at her. It seemed strange.

She watched him for another moment, then swept
the foolish notion away. She was just nervous because
it was her wedding day. She was imagining things. He
wasn’t cooling toward her. He was playing with her.

She laughed and spoke with amusement. “James,
sometimes you are so very British. It’s why I love
you.”

James turned back toward her again, just as she
turned the opposite way to resume waving at the Lon-
doners. Her words resounded in his brain. Why I love
yous Love?

Feeling numb all of a sudden, James watched his
wife. Good God, she was his wife, wasn’t she, and she
was laughing at his heritage and tossing the word love
around like it was something commonplace.

No one had ever used the word with him before, and
he wondered if it was an American thing—to say it so
lightly, with such innocuous ease.

“Did your mother come?” Sophia asked without
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looking at him. “I was too nervous to look and see who
was sitting in the front pews.”

James searched his mind for an excuse. “She is still
unwell. Of course, she sends her regrets and is antici-
pating your arrival at Wentworth with much eager-
ness.”

“Pm looking forward to meeting her. She won’t
mind, will she? Handing her duties and responsibilities
over to me? Or having to vacate her rooms?”

“Why do you ask? You aren’t nervous about meet-
ing her, are you?”

“No, Ijust...I always expected to know a man’s
family before I married into it. As it stands, I will only
meet your siblings for the first time today.”

“You’ve met Lily.”

“Yes, and I like her very much.”

He took her gloved hand. “Then do not worry your-
self. You are the new Duchess of Wentworth, and
Mother knows well enough what her duty is—and that
is to step aside. You shall have no problems there. Be-
lieve me, she will know her boundaries.”

Sophia’s eyes met his directly. “Please, I beg your
pardon, James. I wasn’t suggesting that there should be
boundaries. I merely worry that she might feel left out,
or feel as if she has no more purpose. That won’t be the
case, of course. I am sure I will rely on your mother for
everything. To show me what to do. To share my joys
and disappointments as I share them with my own
mother. T hope we will be close, James. I hope she will
love me like a true daughter.”

There was that word again—love—carelessly flung
about. It was one thing to say it with him, in the pri-
vacy of their carriage, but he hoped Sophia would
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know enough to be a little less candid when she met her
mother-in-law. James doubted his mother would know
what to make of such sentiments, especially consider-
ing how she felt about her new daughter-in-law.

If Sophia was ever going to be accepted by the
woman, she would have to learn to behave with a little
more . . . Englishness.

“Let us think of ourselves today, Sophia, and not
worry about the future. Everything will work out.”

“I do apologize, James. There have just been so
many changes these past few weeks. I suppose 'm a
little overwhelmed.”

“As any bride would be on her wedding day, when
crowds of strangers are cheering and shouting her
name.” They both waved simultaneously in the same
direction. “Do not feel anxious, my dear. Tonight, it
will be just the two of us, and we will celebrate in our
own, private way.”

James stroked Sophia’s cheek with a finger, and with
one single kiss, knew he had successfully melted away
her concerns just in time for their arrival at Wentworth
House.

Late in the afternoon, after Sophia had spent a
pleasant few minutes conversing with James’s younger
brother Martin—who was a handsome young man at
sixteen—her father took her by the arm and led her to
a settee. She gazed lovingly at his bushy gray sideburns
and mustache, his wild mane of gray hair. He looked so
handsome in his wedding attire.

“My darling girl,” he said with his booming, South-
ern drawl, “I haven’t had a minute alone with you—
such a beautiful bride—to really congratulate you. You
know how proud I am?”
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Sophia wrapped her arms around her father’s big
shoulders and hugged him tightly. “I’'m going to miss
you all so much.”

“Now, now, don’t fret, we’re only a steamship ride
away, and I’'m sure your sisters will be writing to you
constantly. I don’t doubt, after the pageantry they’ve
witnessed today, they’ll be wanting to come back in a
year or two and snare English husbands for them-
selves.”

Sophia grabbed his nose and wiggled it. “Oh, Papa,
I didn’t snare anyone. James and I are in love.”

His voice became more serious. “I know you love
him. I can see it in your eyes. But do remember, this is a
different world, Sophia, and if you ever need me to
come and fetch you . . . I know your mother wouldn’t
like it but—"

“I’ll be fine, Papa,” she replied, uncomfortable with
the direction this conversation was taking. “You
needn’t worry. I'll be the happiest woman on earth.”

He hugged her again. “Ah, my young girls. You’re a
horde of hopeless romantics.” He withdrew from the
hug and took her hand. “T know this is your wedding
day, but I do have to speak to you about the marriage
settlement. T want you to know what your situation
will be, before you go off and become known to the
world as the new Duchess of Wentworth.”

“Of course,” she replied, feeling her smile slowly
drain away.

“The amount of the dowry was settled at one mil-
lion pounds, five hundred thousand as a lump sum and
the balance paid in installments for the first two years
of your marriage, as well as two hundred thousand
pounds worth of my railway stock, the yield payable
annually. Pve also agreed to pay all the country estate
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debts outstanding as of the date of the settlement; oth-
erwise, half your dowry would have been gone before
you’d even reached Wentworth.”

Sophia snapped her mouth shut. A huge surge of
nausea flowed like a river into her stomach. “I had no
idea the settlement would be so large.”

Nor had she known that James’s estate was so
deeply in debt.

Her father seemed to notice something change in her
expression. He began to ramble with some explana-
tions. “James wasn’t present for the negotiations, of
course, nor was I. Our lawyers hammered it out, and
you know how cutthroat those people can be.”

She nodded, but inside, there was a painful, squeez-
ing despair. It was like having her fairy-tale wedding
bubble pricked with a gigantic knitting needle.

“In addition to that,” he said, rubbing his hand over
the back of hers, “I’ve arranged for you to have your
own bank account and an annuity of fifty thousand
pounds per year, payable quarterly.”

“Papa, that really wasn’t necessary.”

“Well, well, maybe not for you, but it’s more for my
own peace of mind. I need to know that my little girl
will never want for anything. Things are different here,
darling. Married women, according to law, have no
control over their money. Dowries are absorbed into
the husband’s estate, and wives are given an allowance,
which depends solely on their husbands’ generosity. I’ll
not have you going to James every time you want to
buy something. That was the deal, and I said ‘it’s the
American way, so take it or leave it,” and naturally the
Langdon lawyers took it.” Then as an afterthought, he
added, “Because, of course, James would never have
allowed anything to keep him from marrying you.”
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Sophia swallowed over the painful lump in her
throat and hugged her father again. “Thank you, Papa,
for everything you’ve done. You’ve made me very
happy.” She rested her cheek on his broad shoulder and
squeezed her eyes shut to keep him from seeing the sin-
gle tear that was spilling from her eye.

“Congratulations, Duchess,” Lord Whitby said, ap-
pearing beside Sophia after the German soloist finished
his set. “I do believe you are the most dazzling bride
London has ever seen.” He raised his champagne glass
to toast her before taking a sip.

“Thank you, Lord Whitby.”

“Lord Whitby! Please, you must call me Edward.”

Sophia smiled. “Edward, then. You are enjoying
yourself, I hope?”

“Immensely. And I am a big enough man to admit
that I am envious of your husband—the lucky devil.”
He glanced around the room over the rim of his glass,
his gaze searching for James. “I have accepted that the
better man won. He is a duke, after all. I shouldn’t take
it too personally.”

Sophia would have liked to correct him on that—
that he should indeed take it very personally, for there
was no other way to take it—but of course, she held
her tongue.

“So you’re off to Rome tomorrow,” he said, and she
was thankful he was changing the subject.

“Yes, we’ll spend a fortnight there, then return to
Yorkshire.”

“You’ve not been there yet?”

“No, but I'm looking forward to seeing the house
and the countryside. I hear it’s lovely in the north.”

“Yes, there is a certain ‘oldness’ to the place. Lots of
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fog. It’s very damp; I hope you have a warm cloak.” He
took another sip of champagne.

“I do, Edward, thank you.” She sipped from her
own glass and gazed across the room to where James
was conversing with a man she did not know. Please,
come and rescue me, she thought.

At that precise moment, their gazes locked and her
husband noticed the earl beside her. Without a second’s
hesitation, he tapped the man he was talking to and left
him. It was as if her husband had read her mind.

She felt a sudden buoyant euphoria—that her belief
in their soulful connection had just been validated.

He crossed the room toward her, looking so hand-
some that she feared she might forget decorum and
drag him upstairs that very minute. The anticipation
for the night ahead was almost painful.

“Whitby,” James said, reaching them, “you’re not
trying to charm my wife away from me, I hope.”

The two gentlemen laughed, but Sophia sensed ten-
sion between them. Had her marriage to James caused
a rift in their friendship? she wondered, for she knew
that Lord Whitby had wanted her. He had sent those
beautiful roses . . .

After a few minutes of awkward conversation, the
earl politely took his leave, and Sophia was left alone
with James in the crowded reception hall. He touched
her under the chin.

“It seems as if ’'ve married a heartbreaker,” he said
with some humor.

Sophia smiled guiltily. “I hope Edward had not held
any unrealistic hopes that there might have been a
match between us.”

“How could any man refrain from hoping where
you are concerned?”
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She felt a curious whirling sensation in her belly and
farther down. How was it possible she could have ma-
tured into a grown woman and never known how de-
sire could eclipse one’s ability to think rationally? How
it could make her tremble with such need, that all she
could comprehend was her body’s sensation, with little
care about anything else? If she hadn’t had such a firm
head on her shoulders, she would have kissed him right
there in front of everyone. Passionately.

Sophia gazed into her husband’s eyes. “I’ve never
known a man more charming and handsome than
you.”

“Nor I a more fascinating woman. We are a good
match, then.”

“We are, James.” She tasted another sip of the pleas-
antly intoxicating champagne, and anticipated the
night ahead with indulgent, naughty expectation.



Chapter 12
~OC—

ames dismissed his valet early, and still in his wed-

ding clothes, picked up a candelabra and left his
room. He’d been anticipating this moment all day
long—all season long if he was honest with himself—
and a firm urge for hastiness overcame him. He’d done
enough waiting. It was time to enjoy his enthusiastic
bride.

He walked down the dimly lit corridor of his Lon-
don house. Already, he was feeling a tremor of arousal
for what lay ahead in the next few hours. Best, how-
ever, to curtail those thoughts until he was at least in
her room, preferably in her bed.

He reached his wife’s boudoir and knocked. He
hoped he had given her enough time to undress and set-
tle in. Surely Mildred, her new maid, had taken good
care of her.

“Come in,” he heard, from inside.

He opened the door and stepped over the threshold.

144
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Sophia wore a white nightdress. She was sitting up in
her huge, canopied bed, her legs crossed at the ankles
on top of the covers. Waiting for him, apparently.

He gazed at her small bare feet and saw the wicked
smile on her face, and congratulated himself upon be-
ing right about one thing. She was ardent about her
duties—at least this particular one, to produce an heir.
He had chosen well, for this aspect of their marriage—
the carnal pleasure that would result while they both
did their “duty”—was in all likelihood the only thing
he would permit himself to enjoy over the long term.

He moved calmly into the room and set the candles
on her dressing table. “You’re not too tired, I hope, af-
ter such a long day.”

She shook her head quickly to say no, so he saun-
tered toward the big bed, tugging his neckcloth from
side to side.

“Well, then,” he said with a smile, “perhaps we can
make use of this private time together to get to know
each other in a more intimate manner.”

“I would like that, James. More than anything.”

He shrugged out of his white waistcoat and began to
unbutton his shirt. “You met Mildred?” He thought it
might be good to make some light conversation in an
attempt to lighten his bride’s nerves.

“I did, and I sent her out. I hope that was not too
wrong of me.”

He paused at the bottom button. “You sent her out?
What do you mean?”

“She wanted to bathe me, James.” She said it as if it
were something strange.

“You weren’t comfortable with that?”

“No. I haven’t had anyone bathe me since I was a

child.”
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He pulled off his shirt and climbed onto the bed be-
side Sophia. “But duchesses are always bathed by their
maids.”

“That’s exactly what Mildred said.” She lowered
her long-lashed gaze to her hands on her lap. She was
fiddling with her wedding band, turning it around and
around on her finger.

He covered her hands with his own. “You’ll become
accustomed to things in time.”

His touch seemed to appease her. “I suppose. 'm
glad you’re here.”

“I'm glad, too. Would you like me to put out the
candles?”

She gave him a mischievous smile. “No, I would like
to leave them burning. I would like to be able to look at
your face tonight.”

He had the distinct impression, however, she wanted
to see something beyond just his face.

The comment shook him, perhaps because she was his
wife and there were certain expectations—expectations
that were different from what he was used to in a bed
partner.

He felt a great weight upon his chest suddenly,
knowing that it would not be easy to resist the emo-
tional involvement that would—or should—come
from this marriage. This was new territory.

“We shall let them burn all night, then,” he said
nonetheless, because he was an expert lover, and his de-
sire to pleasure his wife outweighed his misgivings.

He leaned toward her and touched his mouth to
hers, easing her full lips apart. The inside of her mouth
tasted like paradise as her sweet tongue twirled entic-
ingly around his. Like his courtship and proposal, he
was being carried away again on that unmanageable



To MARRY THE DUKE 147

wave, forgetting his objectives, and instead, enjoying
the journey to wherever the current took him. He was
now completely immersed in the pure enjoyment of
this provocative woman, in the texture of her soft skin
and the rapturous scent of her perfume.

Her hands clutched at his shoulders, a whimper es-
caped her, and he realized he was rock-hard already—
painfully so, in fact. He eased her back onto the soft
pillows, his hands sliding down her belly, over the soft
linen of her nightgown, while the taste of her mouth
quickened his blood and washed his senses in hot, mel-
lifluous desire. He kissed her deeply, devouring her
mouth with his own, then suckled the soft skin along
her warm, slender neck.

Sophia inched down to lie back on the bed. “T've
dreamed of this moment ever since that night in the
conservatory. I didn’t know the meaning of passion be-
fore then.”

God, his head was swimming. Searching for pa-
tience to resist taking her here and now, he leaned on
one elbow to gaze down at her face in the dim light.
“You’ve been looking forward to this, then?”

“Yes. I want to do everything with you, James. I
want you to show me how to make you happy.”

“It would indeed be my pleasure, Duchess.”

She began to unbutton her nightdress, then sat up
and pulled it off over her head. Leaning back to make
way, James realized he’d married an uncommonly as-
sertive woman. Assertive, at least, in the bedroom, and
he was not sorry for that, no.

She was naked now, cupping his face in her hands.
She pulled him down for another openmouthed kiss.
His own passions bucked wildly again, and he rolled
on top of her and thrust his hips against hers, let his
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hand glide over her bare breasts and down to her long,
slender legs, which she wrapped around him.

He began to suckle her breasts, feeling dangerously
out of control with need. She moaned and buried her
fingers in his hair as he licked and teased her taut nip-
ples like a starving man.

“That feels so good, James.” Her voice was breathy
and feverish. “How do you know what feels so good?”

“Because it feels just as good to me.”

“Oh, I suppose men and women are designed for
this, aren’t they?” She writhed with pleasure beneath
him. “Like a round peg and a perfectly sized hole.”

He couldn’t have said it better himself.

His hand worked its way down her adorable flat
belly to the cleft of soft hair at its base. She instinctively
spread her legs apart and he slid a finger into the
creamy, liquid heat of her womanly flesh. Sexual intox-
ication swirled inside his head. He shut his eyes and
pleasured her, at the same time preparing her for what
was to come.

“What are you doing to me?” she asked him in a
way that revealed her surprise that such delights were
possible.

He watched her face intently, his own body hot with
urgent need. “I thought we’d start small and work our
way up.”

“To what? This doesn’t feel small to me. It’s over-
whelming, James.”

He smiled wickedly. “There will be more, I quite as-
sure you.”

With the barrier of her virginity loosening around
his finger, a flaming heat began to ignite deep in his
loins. She was drenched, and he wanted to feel that
damp heat around his own center of desire. He with-
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drew his finger and reached down to unbutton his
trousers.

Sophia opened her eyes and rolled to her side. She
was wet and tingling between her legs. She could only
assume this was normal, for James seemed at ease
with it. A slow, lazy grin moved across his lips as he
slid his pants down over his hips. Sophia trembled at
the fire racing through her veins—then the shock and
fever that exploded at the sight of his tremendous
arousal. Too late, she realized her eyebrows had lifted
in shock.

“Pve frightened you,” he said, tossing his trousers to
the floor and rolling onto his side to reassure her. “Per-
haps we should have snuffed out the candles after all.”

“No,” she lied, trying to keep her gaze fixed on his
eyes when all she wanted to do was look down at what
she’d never in her life imagined was possible.

He reached for her hand and gently wrapped it
around him. He was rigid there, yet the skin was warm
and silky-smooth to her touch. He showed her how to
stroke him. She enjoyed watching how the pleasure
carried him away, as it had carried her earlier.

Then he slid his hand between her thighs again.
Sophia spread her legs and grew short of breath as her
belly quivered with a delicious, pulsing need. He
stroked her until she grew gloriously numb in certain
places, wildly sensitive in others. All the while, he
kissed her breasts, flicked his tongue over her nipples,
and drove her mad with exotic desires.

He left a trail of kisses down her belly, then slid his
shoulders between her legs and kissed her lower, where
the creamy, hot pleasure was centered. She raised her
knees and clutched at his head, feeling drunk with lust
and disbelief as she murmured his name.
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For a long while, he pleasured her that way, then
climbed catlike over her.

“I can’t wait much longer,” he said, touching the hot
skin of his torso to hers. He gazed down at her for a
moment, his expression tender and blissful.

Sophia’s heart quickened with both fear and eager
anticipation. The silky tip of his erection touched her
most intimate place, and she knew he was about to
thrust himself inside. Her husband, her mate, the man
of her dreams . . . they were about to be joined forever,
in both body and spirit. She clutched at his broad
shoulders and braced herself, for she could not imagine
the hugeness of him penetrating what had been difficult
for his finger to penetrate only moments ago.

“Try to relax,” he whispered in her ear.

She nodded. “I will.”

He reached down with his hand to guide himself to
her opening, then slowly thrust forward.

The pressure made her inch away from him. She
bumped her own head against the headboard.

James retreated.

She swallowed nervously and realized she would
have to stay in one place if he was going to gain entry.
“I'm sorry, I couldn’t help it. You’re just so very ...
large.”

She inched her way back down so her head was on
the pillow again.

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Try again, James. I want to feel you inside me.”

He kissed her then, and she parted her lips for him
and felt the heat of his tongue and the heat of her own
desire—a wave of moisture down below where he was
poised, waiting. God, she wanted him with such fury,
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her body was pulsing with it. “Please, James. ..
now...”

He thrust ever so gently, and she forced herself to
relax as he drove forward and broke through her
maidenhead.

Sophia cried out and held tightly on to him. He went
still.

“We’re not there yet, darling.” He pushed again and
drove more deeply into her. She cried out again.

“It won’t hurt after this,” he whispered in her ear,
dropping apologetic, affectionate kisses on her cheeks
and nose and eyelids. “My darling Sophia.”

She felt a lump form in her throat with the urge to
cry from the pain, but another part of her felt the most
extraordinary, dreamlike joy and yearning. She longed
for him to push again.

He slid all the way out—at least it felt like it, she
couldn’t be sure, he was so huge inside her—then slid
back in and repeated the rhythm until all the pain was
gone and she was slick with moisture, feeling dazed
with hot-blooded delight as he drove into her again
and again.

She cried out differently this time and clung to his
shoulders as he worked inside her, his hard, muscular
body now growing damp with perspiration. Squeezing
her eyes shut, she felt like she was touching heaven.
James—her mate for all her life—had taken her there.

James felt the heat of his own orgasm approaching,
centering deep in his core and dimming his sense of ra-
tional awareness. Then he climaxed and experienced
an ecstasy so electrifying, so rich and new, he felt like a
virgin himself. A low groan escaped him. He poured
into his wife and could not for the life of him fathom
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the jubilation that came at him from all directions. She
was so hot and tight and glorious, and she was his.

Sophia hugged him. “Oh, James.”

He realized with some uneasiness that a part of him
relished the sound of his name spoken so lovingly on
her lips, while another part of him tensed at her emo-
tional abandon.

His breathing slowed and he carefully rolled off her.
Sophia lay there with her head on his shoulder, sighing
with contentment, rubbing her fingers over his bare
chest. Then she fell asleep.

James lay still, trying not to think, trying only to
sleep like he did every other night of his life, but this
was not, unfortunately, every other night, and he did
not want to sleep. He wanted to do one of two things—
make love to his wife again and experience another
brilliant, soul-blazing pinnacle, or make haste to leave
her bed.

He opened his eyes to watch her resting peacefully
beside him, then sat up to reach for his trousers.



Chapter 13
~OC—

ames had just fastened his trousers and was reach-
ing for his shirt on the chair when he heard the bed
creak and knew Sophia had awakened. Dread flooded
through him. He had hoped to sneak away unnoticed.

“Where are you going?” she asked, sounding gen-
uinely puzzled.

With his back to her, he breathed deeply to allay the
frustration at having not been able to leave quietly, then
he turned around and faced her with a smile. She was
naked on the bed, lying on her side and resting her
cheek on her hand, and she looked like an ancient god-
dess in the dim golden firelight. The curvaceous line of
her waist and hips and legs and the triangular mass of
curls at their apex distracted him for a second or two,
but he quickly regained control of his thoughts. “I'm
going back to my bedchamber, of course,” he explained.

“Your bedchamber? I thought this was your bed-
chamber. Our bedchamber.”

153
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James stared at her wordlessly in disbelief. Perhaps,
in his mad rush to marry Sophia, he had not realized
the full extent of her innocence. He had known of
course that she would have much to learn regarding
the running of his house in Yorkshire, but this—not
knowing they would have separate rooms—this was a
surprise.

He buttoned his shirt as he spoke. “The duke and
duchess have always had separate rooms. Did no one
tell you that?”

She continued to gaze up at him with confusion. She
didn’t seem to want to believe what he was telling her.
“But we’re man and wife. I thought . . .” She hesitated
for a moment, as if considering this. “But you’ll sleep
here with me, won’t you? I mean, after our servants
have retired.”

“You mean Mildred and Thompson.”

“Is Thompson your . . . ?”

“My valet, yes.” She seemed to find it unsettling that
she had not known the man’s name.

“All right then, after Mildred and Thompson have
retired,” she repeated for clarification. “You will be
sleeping with me, won’t you?” She sat up and swung
her legs over the side of the bed.

James took in the graceful way she moved, the be-
guiling length of her legs, the perfect fullness of her
breasts now that she was no longer lying down. He no-
ticed with a resounding report of desire that her pink
nipples were soft, and he remembered how they had
tasted when they were hard, how he had enjoyed flick-
ing his tongue back and forth over them and feeling her
soft, warm body melt and wiggle beneath him.

A violent compulsion to touch her again and bend
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to all her whims overpowered him as he gazed at her, as
if he wished to adapt himself to her customs and expec-
tations instead of the other way around. For a moment,
the very common idea of sharing a bed with his wife
night after night seemed intriguing. What a curious
thought it was. Imagine how comfortable two people
would become with each other. There would be no pre-
tenses, no secrets—only an intimate connection that
would surely deepen through the years, and a coincid-
ing confidence in the other person’s affections.

He forced himself to tear his gaze away from her
and button the last button on his shirt. He was sud-
denly thankful for this particular custom of his class—
separate rooms. He was not sure he could handle that
kind of intimacy too often. Perhaps, he thought with
some curiosity, becoming too intimate and presumptu-
ous had been his father’s downfall.

“I’ll come to see you of course,” he said in reply to
her question.

“Come to see me? Then you’ll leave like this every
night?”

He chose not to answer her on that, for he wasn’t
even certain he would come to see her every night. He
wanted to produce an heir, not become besotted with
his wife, and he surely would become besotted if he
made love to her constantly. He reached for his waist-
coat and pulled it on.

Sophia stood. She crossed toward him, her bare feet
padding soundlessly over the rug. All at once, she was
standing naked in front of him, and he could smell her
perfume. Her thick, wavy hair spilled down over her
shoulders and covered her breasts; her turquoise eyes
were wide and worried and brimming with anxiety.
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She took hold of his waistcoat to prevent him from
buttoning it, and used it to pull him forward a step.

“Tonight’s our wedding night, James. Can’t you stay
a little longer?” Her voice quivered a little, then she
rose up on her toes to press her lips to his.

While he kissed her in the flickering candlelight, an
involuntary tremor of arousal began. He searched his
frazzled mind for a reply to what she had just said—if
he could even remember—and succeeded, thank God,
in dragging his lips from hers. “Yes, exactly—it is our
wedding night. I thought you might be sore.”

“I don’t care if ’'m sore,” she said. Was she afraid to
be alone? “I didn’t mind the pain the last time. In fact,
in the end, I quite liked it.”

Her words were somewhat shocking for a duchess—
at least any duchess he had ever imagined himself be-
ing married to—and the shock pummeled his restraint.
With a deep shudder of erotic exhilaration, he found
himself gathering this gloriously naked woman—who
seemed to have no inhibitions sexually like most of the
peeresses he knew—into his arms and covering her
mouth with his own. His blood quickened in his
throbbing veins. He let his hands cup her beautiful
bottom, warm and fleshy to his touch. She let out a lit-
tle moan of pleasure and buried her fingers in the hair
at his nape, and the next thing he knew, he was tum-
bling her onto the soft mattress and coming down,
heavy upon her, unfastening his trousers for the sec-
ond time that night. He pushed them down enough to
free his pulsing erection.

“Are you sure?” he asked her, as his hand traced a
path down her belly to the damp center of her desire.

“Yes, if you’ll only stay . ..”

He realized then that this was some kind of bargain-
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ing, and his wife was a very skilled negotiator. For him,
there was no backing out now, even if he wanted to.
“Of course Ill stay,” he replied, suckling her smooth
chin.

Adjusting her body to fit perfectly beneath his own,
he entered her just as her thighs spread wide and her
long, luscious legs wrapped around his hips.

The tight heat of her womanhood took his breath,
and sensation overpowered reason. He let himself en-
joy all of it until he felt the oncoming white-hot flood-
ing of his sex.

He matched her gasping climax with his own potent
release, then hugged her and squeezed her beneath him
in a strangely delirious state of 