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            Chapter One

         

         
            Now once upon a time there was a prince who was handsome, vain, and really rather full of himself.

            His name was Brad.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         December 1741

Upper Hornsfield, England

         Adam Rutledge, Viscount d’Arque loathed Christmas. The banal cheerfulness. The sly demands for charity. The asinine party games.

         Oh, and the obligatory journey to the countryside.

         The last was the reason he found himself in his present predicament. Late at night. In a snowstorm. In a wrecked carriage. On some godforsaken road. With his grandmother, Victoire Moore, Baroness Whimple.

         His grandmother loved Christmas.

         And Adam loved his grandmother.

         “Hal informs me both the wheel and the axle are broken,” Adam said as he tucked the furs more securely around the delicate skin of Grand-mère’s chin. She’d been trying to hide a cough from him for the last several days. “The heated bricks should keep you warm. I’m taking one of the horses and striking out to seek refuge. I pray for a fat country squire with buxom daughters—or at least good brandy.”

         His grandmother snorted. “Attempt not to be so distracted by the buxom daughters that you leave your grandmother to freeze.”

         “Never, darling.” He leaned down to kiss her on her creped cheek, glanced at his grandmother’s elderly maid, sleeping beside her, and then turned and swiftly left the carriage.

         Outside, the wind drove fine, icy flakes of snow into his face as he trudged to Hal and the two footmen.

         Hal, the driver of the wrecked carriage, looked up as he neared. “We’ve got ’er un’itched, m’lord.”

         Adam nodded. “Good. You’ve your pistols?”

         Richard, the elder of the footmen, nodded. “Yes, m’lord.”

         “Stay with my grandmother,” Adam ordered. “I doubt there’ll be any highwaymen out on a night like this, but be ’ware in any case. I’ll return as soon as I can.”

         Richard gave him a leg up on the mare, and then Adam was off.

         They’d passed the light of a house not that far back—two miles, maybe less, according to Hal—but he was riding into the wind, without a saddle, and could see only a few feet in front of the nag’s nose.

         His main concern was making sure he stayed on the road. The land dropped off a bit on the right, and if the horse wandered in the darkness they’d take a tumble that would be rather a bother—especially if he broke his neck.

         He bowed his head against the wind and nudged the mare onto the road.

         A half hour later Adam had managed to coax the mare into a jolting trot and was just beginning to wonder if his fingers were completely frozen when he caught sight of glowing lights.

         Thank God.

         He wanted Grand-mère out of that carriage and in front of a roaring fire as soon as possible.

         Stone pillars marked a drive, which was a good sign—a country residence of some standing, then. He turned the mare’s head, and they made their way down a winding approach that might’ve been scenic. At the moment he could see naught but the blinding snow and the growing glow of those lights.

         The drive ended abruptly before a massive mansion. Lovely. Hopefully he hadn’t seduced the country squire’s wife in London during his rather checkered past—or at least, if he had, he hoped the country squire wasn’t aware of it.

         Adam dismounted his gallant steed—with less grace than usual owing to the fact that his feet appeared to have turned to ice—and climbed the front steps. He pounded on the door—and continued pounding until it was opened by a coldly unwelcoming face.

         The man, though untitled, was from one of the oldest aristocratic families in Britain. He was tall, wore a gray wig, and regarded Adam over a pair of half-moon spectacles. Many people might think the man standing in the doorway benign and boring on first glance.

         Many people would be bloody wrong.

         Damn. This was worse than a cuckolded country squire.

         “Yes?” said Godric St. John.

         Adam affixed a genial smile to his lips, though he wasn’t entirely sure it worked because he couldn’t actually feel his lips. “St. John. How fortuitous. My carriage has wrecked on the road several miles back and I wonder—”

         “Has it?” interrupted St. John rudely.

         Adam narrowed his eyes, his smile still in place. Or at least he hoped so—frozen lips and all. “Yes, my grand—”

         “Who is it, Godric?”

         And here came the reason for St. John’s boorishness. Dark-brown curls tumbling down from a haphazardly made coiffure, pink cheeks blossoming sweetly, brown eyes alight with curiosity, one small brat on her hip and—good God—another swelling her belly to alarming proportions, Lady Margaret St. John sailed into the hall behind her husband. Flirt with a man’s wife once—quite innocently!—and he never seemed to forget it.

         At least, that is, if the gentleman in question was Godric St. John.

         “Oh,” Lady Margaret exclaimed at the sight of him turning to solid ice on her husband’s doorstep. “Lord d’Arque, do come in out of the cold.”

         “Thank you, my lady.” He did as he was bid and cast his rictus grin on the mistress of the household. “How enchanting to find you, Lady Margaret, blooming even in the frozen midwinter night like a full-blown rose, sweetly scented, gorgeous to behold, and impossible to ignore.” He took her hand and bent over it, making sure to linger until he heard a faint growl from St. John behind him.

         When he rose the child was staring at him, her finger stuck between stickily pursed lips.

         He blinked.

         Larvae were not his area of expertise.

         “Bees.” The new voice was feminine and husky, and held just a hint of scorn.

         Adam couldn’t help it. His head jerked up at the sound.

         St. John’s half sister stood behind Lady Margaret.

         Sarah St. John was blandly blond, of average height and everyday beauty.

         The look she was giving him, however, was anything but everyday: it held pure disdain.

         “I beg your pardon?” he drawled with exquisite politeness.

         “No need to apologize, my lord,” Miss St. John replied. “I believe you were just about to allude to bees and flowers, perhaps with yourself as the bee?”

         He winced, inhaling sharply through his teeth. “Dear me, no. Rather banal, don’t you think?”

         She smiled sweetly. “Oh, is banality something you worry about, my lord? I hadn’t noticed.”

         The little witch.

         Adam kept his urbane smile with difficulty, though he had the feeling it might be more a baring of the teeth at the moment.

         Sarah St. John should have been utterly forgettable. He’d met the lady only once, and that fleetingly.

         Yet he remembered her for two reasons.

         The first was that Miss St. John had made it plain she hated him on sight—an occurrence unique in Adam’s experience.

         The second was that on that occasion he’d found himself immediately and overwhelmingly attracted to Miss St. John.

         Or, to put it another way:

         He wanted her.

         
              

         

         Sarah St. John loathed rakes.

         The self-satisfied smirks. The sly predatory gazes. Oh, and the constantly witty banter rife with double meaning.

         She especially hated that bit.

         A lady who was the object of this sort of thing was supposed to bat her eyes and look coyly amused at the rake’s supposed wit—even if it endangered her own dignity.

         Viscount d’Arque was the epitome of the breed.

         Tall and elegant, even when in a defrosting greatcoat dripping onto Hedge House’s front hall, his high cheekbones reddened from the winter cold, he exuded aplomb and dash. His mobile mouth with its prominent Cupid’s bow quirked in a crooked smile at her, his dark brows arching up over cool gray eyes that sparkled with amusement.

         At her expense, no doubt.

         Lord d’Arque’s smile didn’t falter at her admittedly nasty jibe, but she watched as his shimmering gray eyes narrowed just a bit.

         He said gently, “And you know me so well after one passing meeting, Miss St. John? Perhaps you’ve made an overhasty judgment.”

         Beside her, Megs, her best friend and sister-in-law, seemed to choke on nothing at all, while Godric coughed.

         Sarah felt her face heat—and knew she was blushing, most probably unattractively.

         Damn the man.

         She opened her mouth to make a retort, but Megs beat her to it. “Do stop badgering His Lordship, Sarah, and let the man thaw a bit so he can properly defend himself.” Megs turned her wide smile on the viscount. “My lord, would you care for some hot mulled wine in the sitting room? My mother-in-law’s cook is known for her spiced wine and guards her recipe as if it were the crown jewels.”

         “Thank you, my lady,” the viscount replied, aiming his overly charming smile at her, “but as I was attempting to tell your husband, I am traveling with my grandmother, who is still in my carriage. I wonder if I might impose upon your goodwill so far as to ask for help in retrieving both her and our servants and inflicting ourselves on your household until the morning?”

         Sarah’s mouth snapped shut at that. They were suffering through an unusually cold winter and she didn’t like to think that anyone, let alone an old lady, was caught outside in this weather.

         Fortunately, her brother Godric was already motioning for a footman. “Have the carriage readied and brought round.” He turned to Lord d’Arque. “I’ll accompany you to bring back Lady Whimple.”

         “Thank you,” the viscount said. “I confess your help is much appreciated.”

         “Think nothing of it,” Godric replied. “We have several rooms to spare. I trust you’ll stay as our guests until your carriage is mended and you and your grandmother can travel again.”

         “Yes, indeed,” Sarah said more soberly. “I know Mama will want you and your grandmother to stay. We’ll see to readying the rooms while you fetch her.”

         Lord d’Arque’s heavy-lidded gray eyes seemed to glint as he bowed toward her. “Your graciousness humbles me, Miss St. John.”

         The words were serious enough, but the viscount’s drawl always seemed to hold a mocking undertone, giving Sarah the uneasy feeling he was making fun of her.

         Her eyes narrowed, but she refrained from snapping at him. Lady Whimple was the main concern at the moment.

         Godric was already donning gloves and a hat as well as a fur-lined cloak. “Let’s fetch your grandmother,” he said to Lord d’Arque, and both gentlemen went back out into the storm.

         Sarah eyed the closed door. “Evidently our Christmas party has expanded.”

         “It has indeed,” Megs exclaimed, withdrawing an errant lock of her hair from baby Sophie’s mouth.

         Sarah nodded, turning to the back of Hedge House—or simply Hedges, as the locals called it. She and Megs had been taking tea when they’d heard the knocking at the door. “We’d best inform Mama and then Mrs. Harris so she can make ready two more bedrooms.”

         “Mm,” Megs murmured beside her. “What do you think? Old Dreary and the blue and white that overlooks the back garden?”

         Sarah knit her brows. “Old Dreary for Lady Whimple?”

         “Oh no,” said Megs, looking a little scandalized. “What if she woke in the night and saw him? It might give her a fatal fright. Old Dreary for Lord d’Arque, I think. He doesn’t seem the sort to turn a hair at anything he might find after midnight.”

         “You sound very like the viscount now,” Sarah said with deep disapproval, “dropping double entendres here and there.” She stopped to lift her niece from Megs’s arms before continuing to the buttercup sitting room. “I think he’s a bad influence.”

         “You’d say that anyway,” her sister-in-law replied, not unkindly. “We all know your views on rakes.”

         “Humph,” said Sarah, and chose to kiss Sophie with a loud smack that made the baby giggle instead of replying.

         She knew whatever she said would sound petty and mean.

         She was biased. It was a simple fact. She had reason to know that rakish gentlemen caused heartache to ladies and she wouldn’t—couldn’t—simply turn aside from their flirtatious ways with a simper or a mere censorious frown.

         “But you must admit he’s very exciting,” Megs mused as they arrived at the door to the sitting room.

         “Perhaps,” Sarah said, “but I don’t especially like exciting gentlemen.”

         “Don’t you?” Megs asked doubtfully.

         “No,” Sarah replied quite firmly and squashed the small rebellious voice inside her head that whispered, Liar.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         
            One day while Prince Brad was jaunting around the forest with his retinue he stopped by a pond. There he decided to demonstrate his skills in throwing a dagger and in doing so dropped the dagger into the pond.

            “Bugger,” said Prince Brad. “I liked that dagger.”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         An hour later Adam reached into St. John’s carriage and gathered his grandmother into his arms. St. John himself was dealing with the horses and Adam’s servants.

         “Such nonsense,” Grand-mère said breathlessly as he lifted her. “I can certainly walk to the door.”

         “Humor me,” he replied lightly as he turned and made his way through the snow. She hardly weighed anything at all. Grand-mère was such a forceful personality that sometimes he forgot how frail she really was. “Every now and again I enjoy a bit of physical labor just to remind myself that I’m not quite a fop yet.”

         Miss St. John held open the door to Hedge House as they neared.

         She bestowed a sweet smile on his grandmother, all but ignoring Adam. “Welcome to Hedge House, my lady. We’ve prepared a room for you with a fire, and I’ve asked for tea to be brought to your room.”

         “Thank you,” Grand-mère said, and then had to stop to cough. “I don’t suppose you have any brandy as well?”

         Miss St. John didn’t even blink. “Of course. I’ll send for some.” She nodded to a hovering footman and then turned to lead them up the stairs.

         “Really, Adam, you can set me down now,” Grand-mère growled.

         “Nonsense,” he replied. “Miss St. John already thinks me a feckless rake. Were she to see me abandon you in the hallway she would lose what little respect she might still have for me.”

         The lady ahead of them didn’t bother turning, but he heard a faint “Humph.”

         He grinned, watching the sway of her skirts as she climbed the steps.

         When he glanced back at his grandmother she was eyeing him thoughtfully. “You and Miss St. John have met before?”

         “Only once,” the lady called back.

         “Yes, but even that once was enough for her to set me down,” Adam said cheerfully, and then, in a loud whisper to his grandmother, “I have the feeling she doesn’t like me.”

         Miss St. John made the upper level and shot a scornful glance at him over her shoulder as she turned down a hall.

         Grand-mère hummed. “How unusual. Most ladies fall at your feet.”

         “Indeed they do,” Adam replied without a trace of modesty. “I begin to think that Miss St. John simply does not like men.”

         “Not at all,” the lady in question said sweetly. She’d paused in front of a door and she gestured him inside. “I am quite fond of most gentlemen.”

         Adam found himself perilously close to losing his temper with the little virago.

         Which was ridiculous. He’d traded far more cutting barbs with other ladies. There was just something about Miss St. John that made him feel savage.

         Not that he was about to let her know that.

         “Gentlemen in their eighth decade, no doubt,” he murmured as he edged past her with Grand-mère in his arms. He shot Miss St. John an easy, guileless smile. “I do understand. A lady such as yourself might find any younger gentleman too fearsome.”

         He turned before he could see her reaction, but he rather thought his volley had hit by her indrawn breath.

         “A lady such as myself?” she asked with terrible calm.

         Oh, yes indeed, he’d gone over the walls with that last one. Adam lowered Grand-mère to the bed before glancing up at his feminine adversary. “A lady of…” He paused delicately. “A certain age.” Adam widened his eyes innocently. “That is why you’re not wed, yes? Because you’re, what? Two and thirty?”

         “Seven and twenty,” she bit out. “And I can’t believe you’re so concerned about my age when you’re older than I.”

         “Ah, but I’m a man,” he replied, “And but five and thirty. A mere youth relatively.”

         A blush had risen in her cheeks—no doubt a sign of ire rather than embarrassment—and he couldn’t help but note how ravishing it made her look. Her light-brown eyes were wide and nearly shooting flames at him, her head thrown back, her soft red lips parted in outrage…

         Well.

         He wondered if this was how she might look in the throes of passion.

         The thought went straight to his groin. He might not particularly like Miss St. John, but he couldn’t deny her allure.

         Even if he suspected she was quite unaware of it herself.

         He cursed under his breath, glancing away, just as Grand-mère spoke.

         “I wonder…” She paused to cough and his attention was immediately on her. Grand-mère’s hand shook as she raised a handkerchief to her lips, the huge sapphire ring on her left hand winking in the candlelight. “I wonder if I might have that tea now. And perhaps the brandy as well.”

         Her voice sounded thin and frail.

         Adam’s brows snapped together. “Of course, darling. Let me help you out of your cloak so that you can rest.”

         He glanced up to see that Miss St. John was already pouring a dish of tea from the teapot sitting on a nearby table.

         He bent over his grandmother, helping her to remove her cloak and shoes. Cannon, her lady’s maid, should be up soon. The maid was nearly as old as her mistress and had been with Grand-mère since her marriage. They were fiercely loyal to each other, and Grand-mère would not hear of acquiring a younger lady’s maid.

         Even if that meant waiting on the elderly maid climbing the stairs.

         “Here,” Miss St. John murmured.

         He looked up to find her at his elbow, holding the dish of tea. Her brows were drawn together, and when she met his gaze, her eyes held concern. “Dr. Christopher Manning is one of our guests for Christmas. He’s a friend of Godric’s and quite a good physician. Perhaps I might have him attend Lady Whimple?”

         “Thank you,” he replied, truly grateful.

         She turned and quickly left the room.

         Adam picked up his grandmother’s hand and chafed her cold fingers between his hands, absently noting that her sapphire ring was loose on her finger. She’d lost weight. “I know that you don’t like doctors, but perhaps a quick look before you undress for bed.”

         “If you think it a good idea,” she replied in a wan voice so unlike her usual brisk tones that he felt his heart sink in fear.

         “I do,” he replied, careful to not let any of his apprehension show.

         “That gel, Miss St. John…” She paused to cough again. “I rather like her.”

         He raised his eyebrows. “Because she hates me?”

         Grand-mère ignored that. “She challenges you. She isn’t won over by your charm.”

         He winced, remembering Miss St. John’s thrown-back head. Her fiery eyes as she set him down. Odd that she should arouse him so. “Yes, and I find her bellicosity the most irritating thing imaginable.”

         Grand-mère watched him with eyes that had always been much too perceptive. “Do you?”

         
              

         

         Sarah hurried to the ivy sitting room, where the house party had assembled after dinner. Lord d’Arque had worn a small wrinkle between his brows when she’d left his grandmother’s room. For such an urbane man—one skilled in hiding his true feelings—that wrinkle had been like a horn blaring his worry for Lady Whimple. The viscount was a vain, bold man like all rakes, but she found his devotion to his grandmother rather…sweet. Had it been any other man, she might even go so far as to call it endearing.

         She shook her head. This was Lord d’Arque, one of the most notorious roués in London, a man known for his seduction of women. Endearing was the very last epithet one would chose for him—and she must remember that.

         With that thought Sarah opened the door to the sitting room.

         Inside, the party was gathered around her mother, Clara St. John, and Godric, who appeared to be delivering a summary of his journey with Lord d’Arque to the wrecked carriage.

         Everyone looked at her when she entered.

         “Oh, Sarah,” Mama said, “how is Lady Whimple? It’s such a cold night for an elderly lady to be out.”

         “I’m afraid not well,” Sarah replied. She looked at Dr. Manning, a handsome man of eight-and-twenty with cheerful blue eyes and a broad, open face. He eschewed the bobbed wig worn by most of his profession and instead pulled his ginger hair into a simple queue. “Will you come, Dr. Manning?”

         “Of course.” He set aside his teacup and rose at once. “I’ll need to go to my room to fetch my bag.”

         Sarah nodded, turning toward the door with the doctor immediately behind her.

         “I believe Mama put you in the blue room?” she asked when they’d made the hall.

         “Yes.” He grimaced. “An unfortunate business, this, Viscount d’Arque’s carriage going off the road.”

         She glanced at him curiously as they mounted the stairs to the next floor. “You sound as if you know Lord d’Arque?”

         “Not as such,” Doctor Manning replied. “I…er…have heard of him, naturally.”

         “Naturally,” Sarah murmured.

         Dr. Manning cleared his throat, darting a glance at her. “I doubt a lady such as yourself would know of his reputation, but he’s rather notorious.”

         “Ah,” Sarah said noncommittally.

         It was sweet that Dr. Manning thought that ladies didn’t gossip about such things.

         She waited outside his room as the doctor retrieved his bag, and then led him around a corner to the east wing.

         They came to Lady Whimple’s room, and Sarah knocked lightly before opening the door.

         Inside, Lord d’Arque was just rising from where he’d been perched beside his grandmother on the bed.

         “My lady, my lord,” Sarah said, “This is Dr. Christopher Manning, late of Oxford. Dr. Manning, Lady Whimple and her grandson, Viscount d’Arque.”

         Dr. Manning bowed, looking quite competent and dashing with his professional bag and serious air.

         In contrast, Lord d’Arque seemed an indolent aristocrat as he strolled forward to shake the other man’s hand. “Thank you for coming, Doctor.”

         The viscount’s saturnine good looks differed sharply from the doctor’s boyish fair complexion and hair.

         “Not at all,” Dr. Manning said. “I’ll need a moment alone with Lady Whimple, if you don’t mind. Her lady’s maid may stay, of course.” He nodded to the elderly maid sitting on a chair on the other side of the bed.

         “If that meets with your approval, Grand-mère?” Lord d’Arque asked his grandmother.

         “Yes, yes,” she replied, waving her hand at her grandson in a shooing motion. “Go and have some tea…or more likely brandy.”

         The viscount smirked as he bowed to the old lady. “As you wish.”

         He ushered Sarah out of the room and then paused, staring back at the door with a small frown.

         He looked so worried.

         She cleared her throat a little awkwardly. “We do have tea and brandy in the sitting room, my lord. I find tea can be quite refreshing to the spirits.”

         Lord d’Arque turned at her words, a cynical smile immediately replacing his frown. “Sympathy for the devil, Miss St. John? How easily you are won over by a bit of melancholy.”

         Sarah stiffened, reminded once again why she disliked this man.

         “If you’ll come with me,” she replied, turning without waiting for him.

         He made a tsking sound, easily catching up to her with his long legs. “Now, now. Don’t be that way. I’ve a secret fondness for tea myself. Drink gallons of the stuff, I assure you, usually after a vigorous romp with some lovely lady.”

         “Must you be so vile?” The words burst from her mouth quite without her volition.

         There was a short silence as they came to the stairs.

         Then he spoke, his voice lower, though still as mocking. “Oh, I think so. Feminine flesh and debauchery are my bread and water—without them I wither and die. If you wish for gentleness and chivalry, apply to your Dr. Manning instead.”

         Sarah found herself at a near run now, her fury lending speed to her descent. It was no wonder, then, that she caught her heel on one of the treads.

         For a moment she felt the sickening swoop of her stomach and the sure knowledge that she was about to fall headlong down the stairs.

         Then a strong arm wound around her waist and jerked her close to a hard chest.

         She breathed deeply, feeling his heat behind her, his legs against her bottom.

         “Careful, sweetheart,” he rasped in her ear, his breath brushing her neck, and it was strange because she could’ve sworn there was real concern in his voice. “You nearly fell at my feet just then.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         
            A tiny voice piped up from the middle of the pond. “I can fetch you your dagger, Prince.”

            Prince Brad looked around. “Who said that?”

            “I did,” said a grass-green frog sitting on a lotus leaf. “I will fetch you the dagger if, in return, you bring me to your castle and let me sleep in the bed you sleep in and eat from the plate you eat from for a fortnight.”

            Prince Brad smiled. “Very well.”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Adam fought down the instinctive fear he’d felt when Miss St. John had wobbled on the stairs. She hadn’t fallen. He’d caught her. There’d be no blood at the bottom of the staircase this time. He watched as Miss St. John’s breasts rose and fell beneath her fichu. The sight awoke the hunting instinct within him. She was ripe for the picking, so close and so innocent.

         Innocent.

         He blinked, pulling back enough to put space between their bodies.

         He didn’t, as a rule, chase unmarried ladies. Ladies who were unused to the sport of passion—the pursuit, the sly dodging and weaving of the prey, the inevitable mutually satisfactory capture.

         Miss St. John, for all her quick wit, her rapid verbal parries, was a virgin.

         And he did not touch virgins.

         Adam let go of her, his fingers lingering even as he withdrew—perhaps to steady her.

         Perhaps to feel her in his grasp for as long as possible.

         He inhaled, trying to calm himself. It was uncommonly hard, maybe because while his intellect told him this woman was forbidden, the male animal within him considered her his prize.

         But man was nothing without intellect.

         He forced his lips into a nearly civil smile and held out his arm. “You mentioned tea.”

         Miss St. John blinked as if waking from a deep sleep. Gratifying, that. One’s pride always liked to see a female ensnared, even if she was to be let go.

         Then Miss St. John’s eyes narrowed at him and any hint of enthrallment vanished. “Tea. Of course.”

         She ignored his proffered arm and continued down the stairs, chin tilted at an imperious angle.

         He bit back a smile and trailed her, watching the twitch of her skirts and the angle of her shoulders.

         They made the lower floor and she turned a corner, continuing at a brisk stride that was no doubt meant to outpace him. In that she failed. She was, after all, a full head shorter than he and thus presumably had correspondingly shorter legs.

         Legs.

         He shook himself. Best not to think about Miss St. John’s legs, hidden so well under those swishing skirts. Were they shapely, with a generous curve from ankle to knee? Or did she have lithe thin calves, muscular from walking? And her thighs…

         No, no, no.

         This was incorrigible even for him. He needed to keep his eyes—and thoughts!—above Miss St. John’s waist.

         She stopped at a door and gave him an amusingly stern look before opening it.

         The sitting room was all that was considered wonderful in the Christmas season: a roaring fire, green boughs decorating the mantel, two dogs lounging before the fire, and a roomful of people.

         Adam repressed a shudder.

         “D’Arque.” St. John nodded at their entrance. “I hope all is well with your grandmother?”

         “We shall soon see,” Adam replied, forcing cheerfulness into his voice.

         “May I introduce you to my family and our house guests staying for the Christmas season?” Miss St. John asked.

         “Please.”

         She nodded. “You know my half brother Godric and his wife, Lady Margaret, who are visiting from London.”

         “Half brother?” Adam looked with interest between Sarah St. John and Godric St. John.

         “My mother was our father’s first wife,” St. John spoke up. “Clara”—here he bowed to Mrs. St. John—“was my late father’s second wife. Hedges is the dower house.”

         Miss St. John cleared her throat. “If you don’t mind me continuing?”

         “Do.” Adam waved a gracious hand just to see her eyes narrow.

         Miss St. John nodded. “May I present my mother, Mrs. St. John, and my sisters, Charlotte and Jane?”

         Adam bowed first to the younger women and then to Mrs. St. John, a pleasant-looking woman. “Madam. Thank you for your most gracious hospitality.”

         The smile Mrs. St. John bestowed on him lit her face from within. “Think nothing of it, Lord d’Arque. I’m only glad that we could be of help.”

         She had the blond hair of her daughters, though now dulled by gray, and red cheeks and chin. Both of Miss St. John’s sisters were pretty girls, though Charlotte St. John, with fine green eyes and a perfect oval face, was obviously the beauty of the family. The sisters sat close together like huddled birds, and Adam felt his lips twitch at the sight. They were obviously fond of each other.

         Miss St. John turned to the remaining two members of the party. “My lord, may I introduce you to Sir Hilary Webber, our neighbor from the next county, and Gerald Hill, Baron Kirby, a second cousin twice removed of my sister-in-law, Lady Margaret?”

         Both men were not much past thirty. The first was large and rather alarmingly athletic looking, as if he were a latter-day Hercules. The second was tall and thin and wore a neat white wig and spectacles.

         Adam bowed to both.

         “Good to meet you, my lord. Awful business, your carriage wrecking on the high road,” Sir Hilary said in a loud voice that was surprisingly high pitched. “Roads are terrible hereabouts. Happens in the country, I’m afraid.”

         “It’s true,” Lord Kirby said. “My carriage nearly wrecked as well, and we were driving in fair weather.”

         “Lord Kirby traveled from Edinburgh, where he is well known as an expert on exotic flora,” Miss St. John explained with a small smile at the fellow.

         Adam’s own eyes narrowed before he remembered: she wasn’t his. She wasn’t even potentially his. If Miss St. John had an interest in Lord Kirby and his boring plants, then it was no concern of Adam’s.

         Still. He rather felt like growling.

         “My lord.”

         The call came from the doorway where Dr. Manning stood.

         “Excuse me,” Adam murmured to the ladies, and strode to Manning. “How is my grandmother?”

         The doctor gestured him into the hall and Adam clenched his jaw against possible bad news. Grand-mère was three and eighty, and though she seemed an indomitable force, she was only human.

         Manning turned once they were out of earshot of those in the sitting room. His broad country face looked grave. “Lady Whimple is beset by pleurisy,” he said bluntly. “She told me she has pains in her chest and a shortness of breath, not to mention a persistent cough.”

         It was a moment before Adam had himself under control enough to speak. “Can you do anything for her?”

         “I can give her such medicines as I have at my disposal,” Manning said slowly, “but the most important treatment is bed rest. It’s imperative that Lady Whimple not be moved for at least the next fortnight.”

         Adam stared. It appeared that he and his grandmother were to be uninvited guests at Hedge House for Christmas.

         
              

         

         The next morning dawned with the kind of bright, clear light that occurs only when the sun reflects off snow.

         Sarah threw back the coverlet of her bed and rose.

         Her maid, Doris, was already busy stoking the fire. “Good morning, miss. I do hope you slept well?”

         “Yes, thank you, Doris,” Sarah replied, making for the pitcher of fresh hot water on her nightstand. “And you?”

         “Oh yes, miss, despite all the bother over the viscount’s servants come to stay.”

         Sarah wet a cloth and began to wash her face. “Were you able to find beds for everyone?”

         “We did indeed, miss.” Doris gave a final brush to the hearth and stood. “Mind, we was crowded already due to the valets comin’ with the gentlemen and o’ course Lady Margaret’s maid, but there. I’ve shared a bed often enough as a wee thing it’s no worry now.”

         Sarah glanced at her maid. “That sounds crowded.”

         Doris shot her a smile. “It might be, but it’s Bet the scullery maid who’s my bedmate. We bunked together so as to give Lady Whimple’s maid her own bed. Bet always has a jest or two, not to mention all the best gossip.”

         “Well, I’m glad everything’s worked out,” Sarah said.

         “Yes, miss. Will the pale-blue dress do today?”

         “Please.”

         Doris helped Sarah with her toilet and then curtsied and left the room with a handful of linens for mending.

         Sarah inspected her hair in the mirror one last time, decided to change her earrings to a pair of blue enamel drops, and then left to make her way to the breakfast room.

         The house was quiet this morning, many of the guests perhaps still abed, so when she came to a corner of the hallway she could clearly hear a masculine voice talking.

         “There you are, sweetheart. What a lovely thing you are. I wonder what your name is?”

         For a moment she froze in outrage. She knew well that voice. How dared he…? Sarah set her chin and walked briskly around the corner to confront the brazen oaf.

         But as she rounded the corner she found Lord d’Arque crouched over Harriet, one of their two dogs. The spaniel was shamelessly splayed upon the floor as he rubbed her belly.

         His lips were quirked up, his eyes intent upon the happy dog, and his long fingers burrowed through her fur.

         Sarah felt a bit warm at the sight. Something about the lazy, sensuous slide of his fingers, the gentleness in his face…

         It was as if she had caught him unawares, as if his sharp, cynical walls had lowered for a moment and she saw a different man within. The intimate glimpse of the man caught her by surprise. Made her insides soften and tremble. Was this the real Lord d’Arque? The man who cared tenderly for his grandmother and apparently had an affection for dogs? Had she truly been wrong about the viscount all along?

         He glanced up and it was as if she could see those walls rising, shielding whatever—or whoever—lay at his core. “Miss St. John. Good morning.”

         She blinked, still a little dazed. “Harriet.”

         He raised his brows, looking amused. “I beg your pardon?”

         She inhaled, mentally shaking herself. “The dog you’re petting and who is making a regrettable display of herself is Harriet.”

         “Ah.” He looked down at the dog, who had become so debauched her tongue lolled out of her jaws. “Harriet. I’m pleased to make your acquaintance.” He gave her a last rub and then uncoiled slowly, standing much too close to Sarah.

         She inhaled and stepped back, her heart—silly thing!—insisting on beating fast. She wasn’t a young girl anymore—a girl who’d once fallen under the spell of a cad. She was too intelligent, too experienced for this.

         Lord d’Arque smiled, his eyes alight with something wicked. “I’m afraid I’m rather used to females making themselves shameless for me.”

         Sarah was very proud of herself for not blushing at his risqué comment—he was so obviously trying to shock her.

         “Are you?” she asked, infusing her voice with just a smidgen of doubt.

         She turned and continued toward the breakfast room.

         If she’d thought to set Lord d’Arque in his place, she failed. He immediately matched his stride to hers, walking along beside her. Harriet scrambled to her feet and followed along, panting happily.

         “Oh yes,” he said, as if she’d truly been asking a question. “I don’t wish to seem vain, but it’s rather embarrassing, truth be told, how often ladies make a play for my attention.”

         “How awful,” Sarah said with mock sympathy. “You must be tripping over them constantly.”

         “Oh, indeed,” he replied, his voice lowered to a rich timber. “That’s why you are so utterly refreshing, Miss St. John. You resist my charms so completely, you might as well be a maiden hidden in a tall tower.”

         For some reason that rather hurt. Was he saying she was without passion, without interest to the male sex?

         The thought made her grumpy, which was ridiculous. She didn’t want the viscount’s attention. She was glad he thought her unattainable.

         Still she might’ve opened the door to the breakfast room with a little more force than was absolutely necessary before marching in.

         “Good morning, Miss St. John,” Dr. Manning said as he rose along with Sir Hilary and Lord Kirby. The three gentlemen were at the long breakfast table, various foodstuffs piled before them.

         “Good morning,” Sarah replied, consciously making her tone cheerful.

         She crossed to the table and began to take a seat, but Sir Hilary pulled out the chair beside him. “Will you not sit here, Miss St. John, where the light will not hit your eyes?”

         Since the sunlight outside wasn’t yet coming in the windows, this seemed a rather silly argument, but Sarah smiled and diverted her course toward Sir Hilary.

         She sat in the indicated seat and couldn’t help noticing the triumphant look Sir Hilary gave Dr. Manning and Lord Kirby, who were on the other side of the table.

         “You’re quite right, Webber,” Lord d’Arque said from her other side. Sarah turned to find the awful man lowering himself into the chair beside her. “The sun is much better here.” He picked up a basket and turned to Sarah. “Bread?”

         “Thank you,” she murmured, taking one of the still-warm buns.

         “Tell me, Webber,” the viscount continued, buttering a piece of a bun. “Are you a married man?”

         “Ah,” Sir Hilary said, and unaccountably blushed. “No, no. Not as yet.”

         The viscount raised his eyebrows. “Indeed? And you, gentlemen?”

         “I have not achieved that happy state,” Lord Kirby said.

         Dr. Manning simply shook his head.

         “Three bachelors,” Lord d’Arque mused. He snapped his fingers. “Oh, pardon me. Four bachelors, for of course I haven’t a wife or even a fiancée.”

         Sarah stiffened, waiting for the viscount’s next words and dreading them.

         But it was Lord Kirby who spoke up. “Do you know that my father had four bachelor brothers? And my grandfather three? In fact there are quite a number of gentlemen who eschew the fairer sex.”

         Oddly, this provoked a lively discussion among Lord Kirby, Dr. Manning, and Sir Hilary.

         Sarah looked on bemusedly as she sipped her tea.

         However, she was glad for their distraction when Lord d’Arque reached across her rudely to pick up a platter of gammon.

         He was too close to her, she could feel his heat, smell the faint scent of sandalwood on him.

         It was distracting.

         So she was utterly unprepared when he asked, “Tell me, Miss St. John, are you on the hunt for a husband?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         
            So the frog dove down, down into the icy waters of the pond and brought the dagger up to Prince Brad.

            “Thank you,” he said. And he took the dagger from the frog, mounted his horse, and rode away with all his retinue, leaving the frog behind.

            “Bugger,” said the frog.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         He leaned a little closer to her, inhaling the scent of roses. “I’m right, aren’t I?” His tone was light. Jovial. As if he didn’t care at all whom she might be considering marrying. “And three gentlemen courting you—an abundance of choice.”

         Miss St. John’s cheeks turned a becoming pink, and he felt something inside him clench.

         Ridiculous.

         “I doubt this is any of your concern,” Miss St. John hissed under her breath like an outraged cat.

         “No.” He ate a bite of bread. “But it could be.”

         That got her to turn slightly in his direction. The tip of her tongue darted out to lick her lush lips, making him stare. “I hesitate to ask what you mean.”

         “Well…” Adam brought his gaze back up to hers, trying to control the surge of heat in his groin. “It seems to me that you may need some help in deciding on a husband. Perhaps you need an older, more mature adviser, one who knows the world and has seen many a romance blossom…and then wither.”

         She looked at him, one delicate eyebrow raised incredulously. “And I suppose you consider yourself such an adviser.”

         “Oh.” He widened his eyes as if caught off guard. “I hadn’t thought to nominate myself, but now that you’ve most graciously suggested it…”

         She rolled her eyes at him.

         He had to control a grin at the sight of proper Miss St. John so far forgetting herself. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so amused at a conversation.

         Or so aroused.

         Which brought him up short. This wasn’t a flirtation. He was merely passing the time until Grand-mère recovered and they could leave this home of family and Christmas merriment.

         Miss St. John meant nothing to him.

         “I will help you to decide which suitor would make the perfect husband for you,” he whispered graciously.

         “Will you?” she replied, dry as dust. Really she was wasted in this backwater.

         “Indeed.” He glanced at the other gentlemen, now discussing…Good Lord. It appeared to be something about manure and rapeseed. This might be harder than he’d thought. “I suggest we begin by listing the qualities you’ll want in a husband.”

         “You are not helping me find a husband,” she said very firmly.

         “Physical health, for instance,” he continued, ignoring her. He spoke low so as not to be overheard by the other gentlemen, but he might as well not have bothered. They were too caught up in their farming discussion. “Very important, I should think.”

         She looked at him, widening her eyes in query.

         “For the marriage bed, naturally,” he explained kindly. “A husband who can’t…er…come to attention is worse than useless.”

         “We’re at the breakfast table,” she hissed. She appeared to be having trouble meeting his eyes. “This isn’t the place to discuss such things.”

         “Then where? I should think it’s as good a place as any to contemplate wedded bliss.”

         “You’re incorrigible.”

         “Yes, I am.” He took a sip of tea to hide his smile. Her outrage was terribly entertaining. “So then health right at the top of our list.”

         She opened her mouth and then slowly closed it, staring at him. Finally she said, “How do you know I wish to be married in the first place?”

         “Don’t all women?” he asked lightly.

         “No,” she replied seriously. “Most do, but not all. Just as most men wish to marry, but not all.”

         He raised his teacup in a salute. “Touché.”

         “But you’re right,” she said, turning back to her plate and damnably hiding her eyes. “I want a husband. I want children and a home and a family.”

         He stilled, for he rather thought a note of seriousness had been inserted into their play.

         “So sure,” he whispered. Of course she would want a family and a husband to give it to her.

         A man who was as much his opposite as it was possible to be.

         Ladies such as she did not choose rakes to father their children.

         “Yes.” She looked at him and he saw that she had a defiant light in her eyes. “I am sure of what I want.”

         He pushed aside his maudlin thoughts and gave her a dangerous smile. “Then permit me to help you obtain that which you want.”

         
              

         

         Sarah stared at Lord d’Arque. What was he playing at? He didn’t like her—that much was obvious. Silly to pretend anything else—the man had made his feelings more than plain, and she was a woman who insisted on being scrupulously factual with herself.

         Lord d’Arque was toying with her. And yet she felt drawn to him on an animal level.

         She wanted him despite her own dislike for him.

         How humiliating to be betrayed so by her body! She shouldn’t feel sensual attraction to a man she disliked. It was horrifying. Why couldn’t she be physically aware of Lord Kirby or Sir Hilary, both respectable gentlemen?

         Why couldn’t her mind rule her body?

         She studied him. His eyes were clear gray beneath heavy lids, cynical and world-weary. She knew she was staring into them too long, noting the darker ring around the iris and the fine laugh lines that fanned out from the corners of his eyes.

         He was a rake, she reminded herself.

         He wasn’t to be trusted.

         Why was it so hard to keep that thought at the forefront of her mind?

         “Good morning!”

         Mama’s cheerful greeting came from the doorway to the breakfast room, and Sarah started at her voice.

         She saw Lord d’Arque’s sinful mouth curl at the corner, as if he knew how lost she’d become in his gaze, and then he turned away.

         He stood with the rest of the gentlemen, bowing to her mother. “Mrs. St. John, you brighten the day like the sun, generous and lovely. I thank you again for your bounteous hospitality.”

         Mama blushed, and Sarah narrowed her eyes at Lord d’Arque, examining him for any sign that he was mocking her mother.

         Except…he seemed quite sincere.

         Sir Hilary held out a chair for Mama while Lord Kirby poured her a dish of tea.

         “I trust you slept well?” Dr. Manning enquired solicitously.

         “Yes indeed,” Mama replied, nodding her thanks to Lord Kirby as she accepted her teacup. “I do so enjoy retiring for the night under a heap of coverlets while the snow blows outside. It makes one especially thankful to be warm inside, don’t you think?”

         Lord d’Arque smiled at her comment while Sir Hilary looked nonplussed and Lord Kirby and Dr. Manning hastened to agree with her.

         “And how is Lady Whimple?” Mama continued, looking with concern at Lord d’Arque.

         “She slept well,” the viscount replied.

         Sarah noticed that he didn’t actually say that the old lady was better this morning. She frowned, watching him, but he had his social face firmly in place and it was impossible to tell if he was worried for his grandmother.

         Jane and Charlotte arrived at that moment, closely followed by Godric and Megs, and for a moment there was a flurry of greetings and the distribution of tea.

         When the room had somewhat quieted, Mama looked around. “I’m so glad everyone is here. I have a task for you all. Well, everyone but Megs and Godric.” She glanced fondly at her stepson and his wife. “We plan a Christmas Eve ball, and I’d like to decorate the ballroom with holly branches. There’s some holly bushes along the road and at the edge of the copse. Could you young people go and gather holly for me?”

         Jane immediately clapped her hands. “Oh, lovely! We can don cloaks and muffs and wooly mittens and have a tramp. Pat and Harriet will like that.”

         “Let’s make it into a game,” Charlotte added. Her green eyes were alight with excitement. “We can divide into groups. The first ones to return to Hedges with the holly will be declared the winners.”

         “Do we have a prize?” Jane asked.

         “Oh,” Charlotte said. “Maybe a slice of the mince pie Cook is making today?”

         “But everyone will be partaking of the pie tonight at dinner,” Jane objected. “That hardly makes a fitting prize.”

         Lord d’Arque cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. The smile playing about his mouth was quite wicked. “A suggestion. Perhaps—with the blessing of our kind hostess—the winners can steal a kiss from whomever of the house party they choose.”

         Sarah inhaled, carefully keeping her gaze from Lord d’Arque. Was there a particular lady whom Lord d’Arque wished to kiss?

         From the way Godric was glowering at Lord d’Arque, he had a suspicion it was Megs the viscount was interested in. Even if she and Godric were not included in the holly hunt, Lord d’Arque had carefully worded his suggestion so that both Megs and Godric were included in the kissing prize.

         Sarah’s heart sank. She remembered now Megs telling her that Lord d’Arque had flirted with her outrageously at a ball when she and Godric had first married.

         Sarah bit her lip. She would not become jealous of her sister-in-law.

         Meanwhile Jane was clapping with excitement while Charlotte clasped her hands together under her chin.

         “Please may we, Mama?” Charlotte begged their mother, being sure to employ her extravagantly lashed eyes. “Oh, please!”

         “Very well,” Mama said. Sarah could tell she was trying to look stern, but mostly she looked happy. “Since it is the Christmas season, I’ll allow this game and prize. Mind you,” she added, casting a stern eye about the company, “any kissing to be done will be in front of all of us so that no reputations might be sullied.”

         “Huzzah!” Jane cried in what was a rather childish celebration from a lady who often reminded her sisters that she was nearly twenty.

         “Hm,” a male voice murmured in Sarah’s ear. “I wonder whom you will pick to kiss should you win, Miss St. John.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         
            That night Prince Brad had just begun cutting into his beefsteak when the doors to the royal dining room opened and the frog hopped wearily in.

            “Pardon me,” said the frog, “but I do believe you forgot your promise to me.”

            There was a short silence from the royal family before the queen turned a gimlet eye upon her son. “Bradley, is this true?”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Adam watched as Miss St. John’s eyes widened at his words. They really were rather lovely eyes—a light brown surrounded by thick, dark lashes.

         He was playing with fire, he knew. He should’ve walked away from Miss St. John the moment he’d realized his hunger for her.

         Instead he’d traded quips with her, badgered her into responding, and, worst of all, inhaled the scent of roses in her hair like a starry-eyed schoolboy who’d just discovered his cock.

         Pathetic.

         And now, to cap off his insanity, he was making plans to kiss her.

         His mouth twisted in self-mockery as he turned away to sip his tea. Why else make the suggestion of a stolen kiss as prize? Surely he knew well enough his own wants and desires by now. After all, he was five and thirty and had lived a life of debauchery. He’d never given an unmarried lady reason to hope for marriage—or anything else—with him.

         But the thing was that he enjoyed speaking with Miss St. John. Enjoyed the sting of her barbs and the way she looked so indignantly at him.

         Were she already married or widowed…

         There was a burst of laughter from the table, and Adam glanced up, realizing he’d missed something as he was musing.

         “No, no, the ladies must choose their partners,” Charlotte St. John said. “I think it only reasonable.”

         “But there’s four gentlemen to three ladies,” Lady Margaret pointed out. “Someone will have the advantage of an extra person.”

         “Actually”—Kirby cleared his throat with a slight grimace—“I wonder if I might be excused due to rather painful chilblains on my feet.”

         “Naturally, my lord,” Mrs. St. John said with a sympathetic smile to Kirby. “Perhaps you can help me in planning the placement of the decorations for the ballroom while the others go on their adventure.”

         Kirby nodded, looking as if he were having second thoughts about forgoing the holly gathering. If he truly were interested in Miss St. John, he might’ve realized the holly hunt was a perfect opportunity to woo the lady alone.

         Adam hid a smile as he took a bite of gammon.

         “Youngest first,” Jane St. John proclaimed, either ignoring or not hearing her sisters’ dissents. “Let me see…” She took her time in examining Manning, Sir Hilary, and Adam. “I choose Dr. Manning.”

         That gentleman glanced quickly at Charlotte St. John before smiling and bowing to Jane.

         Charlotte St. John looked between Adam and Sir Hilary. Adam winked at her and she blushed a deep—and quite becoming—rose.

         “Sir Hilary,” Charlotte St. John proclaimed.

         “Honored,” her choice intoned.

         “Oh dear, Miss St. John,” Adam murmured, turning to her, “it seems you are left with only me.”

         She pressed her lips together, looking less than pleased.

         Which caused her mother to hastily say, “I’m sure everyone is quite happy with their partners.”

         “Let’s leave at once after breakfast,” Jane St. John exclaimed.

         Which was how, half an hour later, Adam found himself trudging through calf-deep snow, the eldest Miss St. John stumping along mutinously beside him.

         All around, the bare branches of trees and the evergreen boughs bore a thick frosting of snow. The sky was a crisp blue, and the new snowfall was pristine and lovely.

         A true Christmas scene, Adam thought cynically.

         He threw his head back, inhaling freezing air and exhaling it in a great white cloud. “Ah, how wonderful is the country air.”

         Miss St. John glanced at him, her eyebrows so high in disbelief they disappeared into the fur-trimmed hood she wore. “I would never have taken you for a man who enjoys the country, my lord.”

         “No? But then you don’t entirely know me, Miss St. John. As it happens I grew up in the country.”

         “You did?” she gazed at him with the same amazement she would have worn had he declared he’d been raised on the moon.

         “Indeed.” His lips twisted. “My family’s country estate is outside Bath. Close enough to London that I could venture there several times a year, had I the desire—which I most certainly do not.”

         She knit her brows. “But…you must not have been on the way there with your grandmother when your carriage wrecked?”

         “Oh no,” he replied carelessly. “Our destination was a cousin of my grandmother’s. A lady nearly as old as she and quite bad tempered. Grand-mère enjoys inflicting our presence upon her for Christmas and then arguing in a veiled sort of way for a month or so.”

         “That…” She screwed up her lovely red lips. “That doesn’t sound nice at all.”

         “It isn’t.” He shot a sideways glance at her, noticing how the lightly falling flakes of snow caught on her eyelashes. Her cheeks were a bright pink and her mouth was wet and red. Dear God, she was beautiful. “I generally hide in the library. The old girl has quite a good library.”

         “The library?” she asked, as if he’d confessed to a taste for keeping newts. “I hadn’t thought you a reader, my lord.”

         “And yet I am quite literate,” he replied. “Histories and plays, philosophy and the odd scientific tome. Even a novel every now and again. Will wonders never cease?”

         The color rose in her cheeks, and she averted her eyes from him. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. I meant no disrespect.”

         He was about to brush aside her apology when the snow on a branch directly above her head picked that moment to fall.

         Miss St. John’s head and shoulders were covered with cold melting snow.

         For a moment she stood frozen in shock, her eyes wide and outraged.

         Adam simply couldn’t help it.

         He closed his eyes and laughed.

         Loud and ringing in the still winter air, he laughed and laughed and laughed—

         Wet snow was shoved unceremoniously in his face.

         Adam sputtered and opened his eyes to the sight of a sodden harpy with two handfuls of snow lunging at him. He ducked.

         She followed.

         Her eyes gleamed with righteous rage.

         Never one to miss an opportunity, Adam caught her and pulled her against his chest.

         
              

         

         Sarah stared up into Lord d’Arque’s face, startled by his swift action. He’d wrapped his arms around her, and he held her tight against his broad chest.

         As if he embraced her.

         She inhaled and smelled mint and tea and something lemony, and her breath hitched.

         “Do you concede the battle, Miss St. John?” he asked, his voice deep and slow.

         “I…” He was so close.

         And so big.

         The snow fell forgotten from her mittened hands.

         His eyes dropped to her mouth and his head bent toward hers.

         Her heart started beating so fast she knew he must hear it.

         “Over here!” The shout, coming from just ahead of them, drove them apart.

         Lord d’Arque stepped back just as Jane walked out of the copse of trees. The doctor was a step behind her, carrying the basket that was meant to hold their holly.

         Jane waved to them. “You had better hurry! We’re almost to the holly behind the thicket.”

         She turned and disappeared around the trees, Dr. Manning trailing behind.

         Sarah busied herself smoothing her skirts, suddenly shy. “We should continue on our way.”

         Lord d’Arque gave her a look she couldn’t quite read and picked up the basket she’d dropped when she’d gathered the snow to attack him. “Lead on.”

         She nodded, picking up her skirts and stepping through the snow carefully. “There’s more holly up ahead past the copse.”

         He didn’t answer.

         She inhaled, desperate for something to say. Her face was hot and she ached low in her belly. Had he been about to kiss her? Or was she merely imagining things?

         She felt quite cross for a minute. Surely she didn’t want Lord d’Arque to kiss her? He was a rake.

         And yet…

         “Do you always decorate Hedge House for Christmas?”

         “Yes?” She peered at him sideways. “It’s tradition. Don’t you bring in green boughs and holly at your houses—or at your grandmother’s cousin’s house?”

         He had a strange little twist to his mouth. “My grandmother’s cousin isn’t one to make merry. She provides a feast and plenty of mulled wine, but that’s all. I don’t celebrate Christmas at my residences.”

         She stopped. “Not at all?”

         He shrugged. “I give a purse of money to each servant and direct the cook to serve them plum puddings and goose on Christmas. Besides that, no.”

         “But why?” Sarah frowned as she attempted to step over a snow-covered log. Really it was much too big and she wasn’t sure she could straddle it. “I always loved the Christmas season as a child. We would have guests and games and puddings and—”

         She broke off with a squeak as he wrapped his hands around her waist and simply lifted her over the log.

         He set her down and arched an amused eyebrow at her.

         “Thank you,” she said somewhat breathlessly.

         “Not at all,” he drawled, turning to continue on their trek. “My own childhood Christmases were not so idyllic. There were no guests and no puddings.”

         “Oh.” She studied him. Lord d’Arque seemed quite stoic about his lack of childhood Christmases. Except…he was such an expressive man usually, even if it was often in mockery. His very lack of expression now seemed most suspect. She cleared her throat and asked hesitantly, “Was there a reason your family didn’t celebrate Christmas?”

         “Not an ideological one, certainly.” He gave her a sardonic glance. “I hardly hail from Puritans.” He faced forward again as they trudged on. “Quite the opposite, in fact. Both my father and mother had numerous affairs.”

         Sarah blinked, feeling a little shocked. What did one say to such a confession?

         But he didn’t wait for her response. “No, I think my parents were simply too caught up in their own battles and petty arguments to bother with Christmas.” He shrugged carelessly. “And then they died on Christmas Eve when I was thirteen.”

         She stopped dead in her tracks.

         Lord d’Arque continued for another few steps before realizing. He turned and looked at her.

         What…what was she supposed to think of his story? She couldn’t feel sympathy for this man. She couldn’t.

         And yet, staring at him standing in crystalline snow, the flakes blowing against reddened cheeks, his eyes unable to hide his sadness, she felt herself fall headlong.

         He wasn’t just a rake. He was a man. A man with feelings—well hidden, but there all the same.

         She licked her lips. “How did they die?”

         He glanced away. “They had an argument. Yet another argument. My mother shrieked that she was running away with her lover. My father forbade her, even though he had mistresses of his own. She made to run from the house, but my father caught her at the top of the grand staircase.”

         Sarah drew in her breath, not wanting to hear what came next, though it had happened long ago.

         “They fell,” he said, his voice flat. “All the way down the staircase. My mother broke her neck and died instantly. My father broke both arms and also hit his head. He never woke up again, though it took him another week to die.”

         “I’m so sorry,” she said with real regret.

         He turned to her. “Why? It happened over two decades ago, and besides you never knew them.”

         “Yes, but I know you,” she replied gently, “and I am sorry that such a terrible thing happened to you.”

         He shook his head and whispered, “You are too soft, Miss St. John. If you’re not careful, someone may take advantage and pierce your vulnerable heart.”

         She lifted her chin. “What makes you think someone hasn’t already?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         
            Now the queen had quite strong opinions on keeping one’s word. Prince Brad gritted his teeth, smiled, apologized to the frog, and lifted her to the table beside his gold plate.

            “I’m going to get you for this,” he murmured under his breath to the frog.

            “Will you?” she replied. “Perhaps so, but in the meantime, be a good lad and cut me a bite of that steak, won’t you? I’m simply famished.”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Adam’s brows snapped together. The thought of anyone hurting Miss St. John caused something inside him to twist and scrabble to get out.

         She shouldn’t be hurt.

         He was about to ask who had caused her this pain when a shout came from up ahead.

         Charlotte waved from the copse. “We’ve found the holly! You’d better hurry—we already have a full basket!”

         “Oh dear,” Miss St. John said from beside him. “I do believe we’re going to lose.”

         Forty-five minutes later they arrived back at Hedge House, their pitiful basket holding only a few branches of holly. Everyone else had returned ahead of them.

         “I never seem to win these games,” Miss St. John sighed, watching her mother exclaim over the baskets of holly.

         “A pity,” Adam drawled. “I suppose you were looking forward to stealing a kiss.”

         She blushed—which rather intrigued him—but before he could tease her more, Mrs. St. John spoke.

         “Charlotte and Sir Hilary are the winners.” Their hostess glanced at her middle daughter. “Charlotte, would you like to claim your prize?”

         Adam leaned against the wall, watching the proceedings.

         Charlotte St. John glanced first at Sir Hilary, then Dr. Manning, and finally Lord Kirby, who, although he’d not participated in the holly gathering, had come to see the judging.

         She hesitated for a moment, and the good doctor looked pointedly away from her.

         Charlotte St. John lifted her chin and walked to Lord Kirby.

         That man’s eyes rounded as she stood on tiptoe and gave him a quite chaste kiss.

         That was interesting. Since Charlotte had chosen not to steal her kiss from her holly-hunting partner, that left Sir Hilary to pick a lady to kiss. Adam watched cynically to see if the man would ignore Charlotte St. John’s slight and take his kiss from her anyway.

         But he was already walking past Charlotte St. John.

         Adam straightened as realization hit him.

         Sir Hilary stopped before the eldest Miss St. John—standing only feet away from Adam—and bowed. “With your leave, madam?”

         She smiled, blushing a little, and nodded.

         Sir Hilary bent to set his mouth against hers and Adam felt his hands clench.

         It was only a second or two, but during that time he could feel the pulse beating in his temple.

         A kiss. A simple kiss. Nothing to become agitated about, especially since Miss St. John wasn’t important to him.

         Except it was rather hard to continue thinking that, wasn’t it? Not when he felt perilously close to hitting a man he hardly knew.

         Sir Hilary stepped back and made some sort of light comment. The rest of the party was moving toward the sitting room, presumably to participate in more juvenile games.

         “Come with me,” Adam said to Miss St. John.

         He took her wrist and swiftly pulled her from the room, away from everyone else. The hallway outside was empty, but Adam kept going, turning a corner. He opened the first door he came to—a study or small sitting room of some sort—and led her inside.

         “What—?” Miss St. John started, but he silenced her.

         By pressing his mouth to hers.

         
              

         

         Sarah gasped as Lord d’Arque kissed her. His mouth opened wide over hers, one thumb brushing her cheek. He held her with sure knowledge and embraced her as if he’d won the right.

         He pulled her tighter against him, her breasts crushed against his hard chest, one of his legs thrust into her skirts between her thighs. He angled his face over hers and nipped at her bottom lip.

         “My lord,” she whispered between their mouths.

         “Call me Adam,” he demanded, and then thrust his tongue into her mouth, preventing her.

         She moaned.

         She couldn’t help it. It had been years since anyone had touched her like this—Sir Hilary’s chaste peck hardly counted—and the only other man to do so hadn’t had a quarter of Adam’s skill.

         He made her feel. Made her want to cast away her inhibitions and doubts and just let him do as he wanted with her.

         The thought brought her up short.

         She’d felt this way before…and that man had taken everything she’d offered up and then thrust her away.

         Not again.

         She tore her mouth from his. “No.”

         “Sarah,” he murmured, and her heart clenched at the sound of her name on his lips.

         She couldn’t let this happen.

         She turned her head to the side.

         He pulled back and she could actually feel his gaze on her.

         Then he abruptly let her go.

         “I beg your pardon,” he said, his voice flat and formal.

         She looked at him and saw that everything she’d discovered in him was gone. His face was without expression, as closed as a locked gate.

         “My apologies if I’ve given offense.” He bowed, pivoted, and left the room.

         
              

         

         Adam took the stairs two at a time as he made his way to Grand-mère’s room. What a fool he was—becoming jealous over a country squire and Miss St. John. She was a respectable lady, determined to marry some poor man and birth a pack of blond, brown-eyed babies, chubby cheeked and solemn.

         He paused on the landing. Damn, Miss St. John’s babies would be adorable.

         He shook the ridiculous thought from his mind. Perhaps he’d contracted a brain fever from the snow tossed in his face. If so it was a relief: he’d be dead within a week and out of his misery.

         He turned his thoughts to Grand-mère as he continued up the stairs. She’d seemed better this morning. Perhaps she would be well enough to travel in a few days. He could leave Hedge House and never see Miss St. John and her respectable ways again.

         The thought made him unaccountably irritated.

         When he pushed open the door to Grand-mère’s room, she was sitting up in bed enjoying a late breakfast.

         “How are you feeling, darling?” he asked her, bending to kiss her cheek.

         He straightened and examined her critically. Her cheeks seemed to have more color than yesterday.

         “I’m feeling much better,” she said, but her voice was still weak and she started coughing as soon as the sentence was out of her mouth.

         Adam looked on with barely concealed concern as she bent over, gasping for breath.

         “Perhaps…” She stopped to inhale and take a sip of her tea. “Perhaps we can continue our journey tomorrow?”

         Adam pasted a smile on his face. “The roads are near impassible,” he lied. She was clearly in no condition to travel. “I think we shall stay another week—until at least after Christmas.”

         She took his verdict with better grace than he’d expected.

         “Then sit here and tell me what is happening in the house.” She indicated the chair next to her bed.

         He did as instructed, lowering himself to the chair and giving her a report of the holly hunt…with several key moments omitted.

         But perhaps he hadn’t been as discreet as he thought.

         Grand-mère half closed her eyes and said, “Miss St. John seems an interesting gel. What do you think of her?”

         He paused to choose his words carefully. “She’s intelligent, quick witted, and bent on marriage.”

         Grand-mère’s eyebrows rose to points above her eyes. “She told you this?”

         “No.” He shrugged. “But the three gentlemen invited to spend the holiday at Hedge House are unwed and of age. No doubt she’s thinking of ensnaring one of them.”

         “Hmm,” his grandmother hummed noncommittally. “Her mother probably made the invitations.”

         He tilted his head. “You think Miss St. John is uninterested in wedding?”

         Grand-mère waved an irritated hand. “Most ladies want to be married. I’m only suggesting that she may not have had these three gentlemen in mind.”

         Adam looked away from her, his mouth twisted. “It hardly matters to me. I have no intention of marrying—and certainly not Miss St. John.”

         “Not all marriages are as vitriolic as your mother’s and father’s,” Grand-mère said softly. “A wife—a partner—can be a great comfort.”

         Adam stared at his grandmother. If he ran mad and some day decided to marry, he might choose a woman such as Miss St. John.

         But that was never going to happen, and besides.

         The lady was clearly not interested in him.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         
            That night Prince Brad took the frog to his bed and laid her on his pillow.

            “Oh no,” said the frog. “I’m a frog, not a toad. I need water. You’ll have to fetch a basin.”

            Brad muttered under his breath, but as the queen had followed him to his bedroom to see to the comfort of their guest, he was forced to comply.

            The frog jumped into the basin of water beside Brad’s pillow and sighed sleepily. “Good night.”

            “I hate you,” Prince Brad replied.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Three days later Adam lounged in the sitting room. It was after dinner and the party had all crowded into the room, where a silly game was in progress.

         He took a sip of his brandy and watched Miss St. John—Sarah—as she tried to find the other members of the party. She wore a scarf tied about her eyes and she walked haltingly, her hands outstretched, and with a small smile on her face.

         He hadn’t spoken to her save to say, “Good morning” or “Pass the bread” since he’d kissed her.

         Which was all for the best. He knew that. She wasn’t for him, and that strange feeling of…intimacy, of recognizing someone alike in mind and soul, all that had been false.

         There was a cheer, and Adam looked up to see Miss St. John holding Dr. Manning. The doctor was smiling gently as Miss St. John ran her fingers over his face to try to guess who he was.

         Rot.

         Adam threw back the last of the brandy in his glass and stood.

         “Had enough, d’Arque?”

         The soft voice was St. John’s, and Adam paused to look at him. The other man was watching him carefully and for once without malice.

         Adam inhaled. “As you can see, sir.”

         “I never took you for a man who retreated from…festivities.”

         Was St. John…approving of Adam’s interest in his sister? The world had turned upside-down. “Perhaps then you should revise your opinion of me.”

         St. John glanced at his sister and then at Adam. “No, I don’t think so.”

         Adam gritted his teeth. “Good night, sir.”

         The other man inclined his head and drawled, “My lord.”

         Adam strode from the room, a sort of black mood overcoming him. He’d done the only thing he could, he thought as he sprang up the stairs. He’d let Sarah go when she requested it. Had backed away.

         Had conceded the field to other men.

         Respectable men.

         He paused at the top of the stairs and grimaced. St. John had come close to calling him a coward and perhaps he was.

         He turned and strode to Grand-mère’s room. He knocked softly on the door before opening it.

         Inside, Cannon was perched in her chair by the bed, her head at an awkward-looking angle, asleep. He approached the bed and saw that his grandmother was asleep as well. She lay there, her white hair tucked beneath a cap, her hands holding the coverlet to her chest.

         Her gnarled fingers were bent by arthritis, the backs of her hands bruised and liver-spotted. The sapphire ring looked huge on her bony hand.

         She looked so frail.

         He turned and found a blanket, then gently draped it over Cannon and left the room.

         He wasn’t yet sleepy, so he made his way to the library. He’d found in the last several days that though the Hedge House library was small, it had several interesting and rare books.

         But when he entered the library door he found a light within.

         Sarah was at the far end, her back to him as she perused the shelves, her candle held high.

         He turned to retreat, but he must’ve made some noise.

         “My lord,” she called.

         He stopped without facing her. “I thought I told you to call me Adam.”

         “Adam, then.” He heard her venture nearer. “Have I offended you?”

         “No.” He closed his eyes.

         “Then will you look at me?”

         Had she no sense of self-preservation?

         But it was as if he were controlled by an outside force…or perhaps merely her voice.

         He turned to face her.

         She wore a blue dress tonight, the color of a robin’s egg, her hair bound simply at her nape. Her eyes were wide and uncertain, but her chin was level and proud.

         She was irresistible to him.

         He prowled toward her, feeling a sort of reckless urge rise within his blood. “What is it you want, Sarah?”

         Her rose-red lips parted. “I never gave you permission to use my given name.”

         “Did you not?” He walked right up to her, close enough he could see the pulse beating at the base of her throat. “I think you’re wrong. I think you gave me all the permission I need when you returned my kiss.”

         She blinked, and he could see her swallow. He smelled the scent of roses and it nearly maddened him.

         Or perhaps he was already mad.

         “Run now,” he whispered.

         She stared at him, refusing to move.

         “Very well,” he snarled, and took her into his arms.

         
              

         

         She’d stayed away from him as long as she could, Sarah thought dazedly as she opened her mouth beneath Adam’s assault. She’d never come within a couple of paces of him, had sat at the opposite end of the dining table from him every night, had made sure not to be alone with him.

         And all for naught.

         She fell now as easily as she had three days ago.

         More easily if that were possible.

         It was as if he were a wine she craved without ceasing.

         She clutched at his broad shoulders, struggling to get closer.

         To feel all of him.

         She moaned, suckling his tongue. Gasped at the heat that flamed at her center.

         He picked her up, and she broke their kiss to squeak.

         He smirked at her, his lazy gray eyes half-lidded and filled with desire as he walked to a settee. He sat down and arranged her across his lap.

         Then he bent and kissed her again.

         She wound her arms around his neck, feeling drunk from his mouth, from his lips moving over hers.

         She was lost.

         He broke their kiss and laid his forehead against hers. “Make me stop.”

         “I can’t,” she whispered.

         “Then we’re doomed,” he said, his voice husky and low. “For I’m unable to stop myself. I want you. Day and night and all the time in between. I want you.”

         She pulled his head down to hers, capturing his lips, running her hands over his cheeks, his neck. He wore a white wig as he always did, and when her fingertips brushed it she was impatient. She reached up and pulled it off, then dropped it to the floor.

         He had dark, nearly black hair, cut close to his head.

         She gloried in this intimate knowledge, running her palms over the crown of his head.

         He pulled back, panting, and began to tug up her skirts.

         The realization woke her from her delirium of want and into near panic.

         She jolted and frantically shoved at his arm—the one under her skirt. “No. No.”

         Had she thought about it, she would have expected anger.

         Instead he carefully pulled his hand from her skirts and smoothed them down.

         Then he looked at her and said, “I think it’s time you told me about him.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         
            The next morning Prince Brad rose from his slightly damp bed and dressed under the interested gaze of the frog.

            “Pervert,” he said, scooping up her basin and walking swiftly down to the breakfast room.

            “Your Highness,” said a courtier, bowing low on his entrance. “The ladies have arrived for your inspection.”

            “Inspection?” murmured the frog.

            “I’m to be married,” said the prince, “and I need to choose a bride.”

            “Oh, good,” replied the frog. “I’ll help.”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Sarah stared at him and for a second looked utterly betrayed.

         Then she burst into a flurry of movement, shoving at him, kicking, trying to escape from his arms.

         Adam dodged a flying hand and then caught it. She arched her back and he wrapped his other arm around her middle, pulling her up against his chest.

         “Sarah,” he said.

         She stopped all at once, sagging back.

         He didn’t let go of her. “Sarah.”

         She turned her head away from him.

         He sighed. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll let you go. But know that I cannot continue with you like this—me advancing, you retreating. I need to know why.”

         Slowly her head turned to him, and he saw that she had tears welling in her eyes.

         His heart swelled at the sight. Whoever had done this to her would pay. He’d find the man and destroy him.

         “I was sixteen,” she said in a small, precise voice. “I’d gone to stay with a friend for a month. Her family was hosting a house party and many people came. Among them was an older gentleman—a man of seven and twenty. He…”

         Her voice trailed away, and she closed her eyes as if she couldn’t bear to look at him while she told her tale. “He was a well-known man about town in London, but his notoriety only made him more interesting to me. I used to sneak glances at him, watching him as I thought in secret. But he knew, I think. He knew.”

         Adam let go of her arm and raised his hand to her cheek, stroking over the soft skin there.

         He knew when a woman watched him as well. He’d hunted women who fluttered with interest about him.

         But they’d never been so young as Sarah had been.

         The man who had hurt her was without honor. Without common decency.

         “He began looking back,” she whispered. “At first I thought I imagined his glances. It was so exciting. So wonderful. I spent every moment thinking about him, wondering with great anxiety if he truly returned my regard. The smallest thing became of great significance. When he held the door for me as I entered the room. If he nodded as I passed him in the morning. At night I couldn’t sleep for my excitement. I was a fool. Such a fool,” she murmured as if to herself.

         He brushed a kiss over her cheek. “You were young. It’s not entirely the same thing.”

         She inhaled shakily. “One day he found me in the garden alone. He said things—grand, flowery things—and they were everything I’d been dreaming of. When he kissed me I was completely his.”

         Adam closed his eyes, cursing this nameless man who had taken her girlish hope and trembling awareness.

         “He…” She swallowed. “He touched me. Raised my skirts and revealed my legs…and more. I think he was opening his breeches when my friend, her mother, and half a dozen more of the house party came upon us.” She chuckled, but it sounded broken. “If ’twere possible to die from chagrin I would’ve done so then. I tried to hide behind him, but he stepped away, exposing my shame to all that were there. My friend’s mother was shocked, but she accused him of seducing me. He…he told her—told them all—that I was no innocent. That I’d come to him and made an assignation with him in the garden. That I’d enticed him.”

         He opened his eyes, looking at her, this self-possessed, strong woman. “What happened?”

         “They believed him,” she said simply. “I was sent home in disgrace. My friend’s mother wrote a note to my parents informing them of my terrible conduct. Mama burned the letter. She really was quite wonderful.”

         Her smile was sad.

         He inhaled. “I’m glad that your mother is a levelheaded woman.”

         She nodded. “I missed the next three London seasons. There was too much talk. When I did return I didn’t receive any suitors—the few who came calling didn’t have honorable intentions.”

         Eleven years ago he had probably been too busy whoring to worry about society gossip. Or at least, if he had heard rumors about her, he’d long since forgotten them.

         He looked down at her small, delicate hand. “What became of the cad?”

         “Nothing.” She shrugged. “He continued to be a man about town in London. He continued to be invited to country house parties. He continued to be popular with hostesses.”

         “And does he live in London now?” Adam asked softly.

         “I don’t know.” She looked at him, her light-brown eyes sad. “But that no longer matters. What matters is you and I.”

         “What about us?” he whispered, stroking a lock of her hair back from her face. It was like silk. Spun golden silk.

         “What do you want from me?” she asked simply.

         “I want you.” He fought to keep his voice level. Civilized. “In every way.”

         “In marriage?” Her words were soft but held an edge of steel.

         He stared at her, feeling wild. “I don’t know.”

         Her sigh was inaudible. “You must understand why I cannot do this.” She gestured in the small space between them. “I don’t wish to risk my reputation again.”

         “You don’t trust me not to expose you to gossip,” he said, and it felt like a slim stiletto slipped between his ribs.

         “I…” She looked at him, but to her credit she did not prevaricate. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t.”

         Adam could’ve argued. Could’ve said that he wasn’t the cad from her youth. That he’d never seduced an innocent before. But he doubted mere words would win her trust.

         So he opened his arms and let her go.

         
              

         

         Three days later, Sarah sat with Megs in her rooms, watching as her sister-in-law attempted to fit into a dress with the aid of Daniels, her maid.

         “I don’t think it’ll do, my lady,” Daniels said, surveying the gap at the back of the dress.

         “Pooh,” Megs said, wrinkling her nose in the vanity mirror. “I don’t understand why my upper body should expand along with my lower. After all, it’s the lower that has a baby in it.”

         She frowned down at her bosom, which was indeed fuller than it had been before her pregnancy.

         “Although,” she mused, “Godric is awfully fond of my body this way.”

         “I don’t think I want to know that,” Sarah muttered.

         “Don’t you?” Megs turned sideways to view her tummy in the mirror. “I really look rather like a boiled pudding, don’t I?”

         “But an attractive boiled pudding,” Sarah said loyally.

         “Oh, thank you.” Megs began the process of taking off the dress. “Now tell me, what will you be wearing to the Christmas Eve ball?”

         Sarah shrugged, glancing down at her hands in her lap. “Perhaps the pink brocade or the blue stripe.”

         There was a silence until Sarah glanced up curiously.

         Both Megs and Daniels were staring at her, though Megs was the only one with a frown. “Really? Those are both years old. What about the new forest green you had made when you came to visit us in London last?”

         “I suppose I could wear that,” Sarah conceded. Would Adam like her in the forest green? She’d thought the dark, lush color had set off her pale complexion…

         Except she didn’t want his attention anymore, did she?

         “Darling.” She glanced up to see Megs looking at her worriedly. “Are you feeling quite the thing? You’ve seemed down these last few days.”

         Sarah burst into tears.

         She was horrified, absolutely horrified, but try as she might, she could not stop.

         Warm arms enclosed her as Megs pulled her down to sit with her on the side of the bed. “Oh, my dear.”

         Sarah inhaled shakily and looked up, mortified, but Megs must have sent Daniels away. It was just the two of them in the bedroom.

         Her sister-in-law got up and brought back a glass of water and a handkerchief and pressed both into her hands.

         Sarah gratefully accepted them from her and sipped the water. “I…I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

         “Don’t you?” Megs asked very softly. “I noticed that ever since Lord d’Arque arrived you follow him with your eyes. Has he done something?”

         Sarah choked back a bitter laugh. “No. It was I who did something—I told him that I did not wish to be alone with him anymore.”

         “Ah.”

         She looked up at Megs’s noncommittal reply.

         The other woman was watching her with a small frown. “Did he hurt you?”

         “Oh no, quite the opposite,” Sarah said, sounding depressed even to her own ears.

         “Then…?”

         “He’s a rake.” Sarah waved the damp handkerchief. “You know that. Everyone in all of England knows that. And you’re aware of how I feel about rakes.”

         “Ye-es?” Megs said slowly, but she bit her lip. “But—”

         Sarah blotted her eyes. “What?”

         Megs sighed gustily. “It’s just that you’ve never let a gentleman court you. You don’t dance at balls and you’re so abrupt with gentlemen that most run away with their tails between their legs rather than try any more discourse with you.”

         “I don’t…” Sarah’s words trailed away as she thought about what Megs had said. Was that how she truly behaved with men? Sarah felt a twinge of hurt. Megs’s description made her sound like a harpy. She met the other woman’s eyes. “I’m not that bad, am I?”

         “No,” Megs hastily assured her. “It’s just that most men are rather cowardly. It seems to me that a gentleman who persists despite your sometimes daunting exterior must be very interested in you, don’t you think?”

         “He’s a rake,” Sarah whispered, staring down at the sodden handkerchief in her hands. “I can’t. He can’t even tell me if he wants to marry me or not. How can I let him flirt with me, kiss me, when I don’t know if I can trust him?”

         “My brother Griffin was considered a rake by many,” Megs said. “He never considered marriage. Yet once he met Hero she was all he thought about. I truly think he’d rather cut off his right hand than hurt her in any way.”

         Sarah glanced at her. “You think I ought to encourage him?”

         “Why not?” Megs asked gently. “As Lord d’Arque becomes more familiar with you, perhaps he will decide it is marriage he’s after. Or he may not, in which case you can turn your back to him then. But if you never make that small step of faith, never let a man try to learn your heart, you’ll never find the marriage you want. The marriage you deserve.”

         Sarah looked down at her hands. “Perhaps I should simply forget Lord d’Arque altogether and settle for an ordinary man.”

         “Tell me, are you at all interested in the gentlemen your mother invited for the Christmas house party?”

         Sarah winced. Mama had the best of intentions, but her ploy appeared to be obvious to everyone. “They’re all nice men, of course—”

         “Of course.”

         “And I should find one of them interesting…”

         “But?”

         “I don’t,” Sarah confessed with a sigh. “I simply don’t.”

         Megs smiled, looking beautiful and wise. “Then follow your heart.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         
            So, after breaking their fast, Prince Brad and the frog proceeded to a receiving room crowded with every sort of royal female imaginable.

            Brad took one swift look, turned to the courtier, and had half the ladies dismissed.

            “Why?” inquired the frog.

            “Too plain,” Brad drawled.

            The frog looked at him thoughtfully. “You really are very shallow.”…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         That afternoon Adam sat by his grandmother’s bed and had a terrible suspicion. They were drinking tea together. Grand-mère sat up in bed wearing a lace-trimmed wrap, her cheeks pink as she delicately ate a bite of mince pie.

         Grand-mère loved mince pie.

         He narrowed his eyes. “How are you feeling?”

         She set aside her plate, slumping a little, and turned sad eyes on him. “A little better, I confess.”

         “Well enough to leave?”

         “Oh.” She plucked at the coverlet and said in a quavering old woman’s voice, “If you think that wise. Although Christmas is the day after tomorrow and it does seem foolish to go now.”

         He sighed. “Grand-mère.”

         She raised her brows innocently.

         “Miss St. John has made it plain that she does not enjoy my company.”

         She straightened abruptly. “Whatever did you do to the gel?”

         He spread his hands wide. “Nothing.”

         “Well, perhaps that is the problem.” She glared at him. “A woman likes to know she is desired.”

         “I fear we are past that.” Adam felt weary all of a sudden. “Miss St. John will not talk to me.”

         “You may think talk is your most formidable weapon, dear grandson, but I very much doubt it is,” she stated. “Seduce the gel. It’s not as if you lack experience.” She picked up her plate of pie again. “What is it for if you don’t use it when needed?”

         She eyed him wrathfully over a bite of the mince pie.

         “Are you suggesting that I corrupt respectable ladies now?”

         “Not ladies, merely Miss St. John. Adam…” She placed her empty plate carefully on the table next to the bed before taking his hands in her own. Her fingers felt fragile beneath his, her skin thin and so delicate. “I loved your mother, silly, foolish girl though she was, but you are the sunshine in my days. I am in my ninth decade. When I lie on my deathbed—” He shook his head, denying the mere thought, but she glared at him and squeezed his hands. “When I lie on my deathbed, I want to know that you will not be alone after I am gone.”

         He closed his eyes. “Grand-mère, you needn’t worry about me. I’m hardly alone.”

         “Are you not?” He opened his eyes to see her glaring fiercely at him. “I am your grandmother. I have the right to worry about you—do not try to deny me this. You are alone, my grandson. You may have so-called friends you drink with, ladies you dally with, acquaintances you greet when you see them on the street, but you have no one save myself that you are truly close to. Find someone. Please. For me.”

         Adam brought their clasped hands to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. “I will try.”

         But he rather thought that he was doomed to fail with Sarah.

         
              

         

         That night Sarah sat in the sitting room after dinner sipping tea and trying very, very hard not to look at Adam.

         It was nearly impossible.

         She’d told him herself that she couldn’t be with him, and yet…

         And yet.

         Well, that was the problem, wasn’t it? She simply couldn’t stop thinking about him. Megs said she should try again with him, but to herself Sarah could confess that she was frightened.

         She didn’t want to be hurt again.

         The question was, which was more powerful—her attraction to Adam or her fear? She found herself lighter when in Adam’s company. His humor and his quick wit drew her, but it was the somber intellect he buried underneath his banter that snared her.

         She rather thought she could spend a lifetime discovering all his many aspects and never grow weary.

         In the center of the sitting room several voices rose, among them Jane’s.

         “A game! A game! Let us play a game.”

         Sir Hilary called from his seat in a winged chair, “Shall we play charades?”

         Jane pouted. “I’m tired of charades and hide the slipper and blindman’s buff. I want something new.”

         “Hide-and-seek,” Charlotte exclaimed.

         “That’s a child’s game.” Jane turned to scowl at Charlotte.

         Charlotte looked as if she’d very much like to stick out her tongue and was prevented from doing so only by propriety.

         “I haven’t played hide-and-seek since I was a boy,” Sir Hilary mused.

         “It might be entertaining,” Megs said. “Though how I shall hide I don’t know.” She looked ruefully down at her tummy.

         “Oh, very well, hide-and-seek it is,” Jane declared. “Who shall be the first seeker?”

         This called for several minutes’ bickering and the final decision to draw straws.

         Lord Kirby ended up with the honors.

         “Now then,” Jane said, for she seemed to have taken charge of the evening’s entertainment. “These are the rules: You may hide anywhere within the house. Outside is not allowed, as someone might freeze to death. Once the seeker finds a person they become the seeker’s helper and will also look for those in hiding. The last person to be found wins.” She looked at Lord Kirby. “You must count to one hundred slowly before you start.”

         His Lordship bowed solemnly. “Yes, ma’am.”

         And with that everyone scattered to hide.

         Had either Charlotte or Jane been the seeker, finding a hiding place would’ve been much harder. All three of them had spent their childhood in this house and knew well every secret place to hide.

         But since it was Lord Kirby, Sarah made a beeline for one of the easier hiding places: the room under the main stairs. One had to look very closely to find the seam of the door to the tiny room. It had been fitted with the same paneling as the wall and thus made the door near invisible. As long as Jane and Charlotte were equally clever with their hiding places, she was safe for quite some time.

         Sarah found the little room looking much the same as it had when she was a girl: dusty, with various odds and ends stacked against the walls. Fortunately one of the odds and ends was a small chair. She sat in it, holding her breath for a moment to keep from sneezing from all the dust.

         Then she waited.

         She was almost nodding off when the door to the room creaked open.

         A candle was held high, glaring in its brightness after she’d been sitting in the dark for so long.

         The door close with a click.

         Sarah breathed in slowly. “You’re supposed to bring me to Lord Kirby. That’s how the game is played.”

         “Is it?” His voice was a low dangerous purr.

         She opened her eyes to see Lord d’Arque advancing on her.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         
            Prince Brad held out his arm to an ethereally beautiful princess. “Would you care to walk in the gardens?”

            “Why are you holding a toad?” asked the princess.

            “I’m a frog, not a toad,” said the frog. “Please note the webbing between my toes.”

            “What?” said the princess.

            “She’s very pretty,” whispered the frog in Brad’s ear, “but perhaps you should think of the intelligence of your future children.”

            Prince Brad sighed.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         He couldn’t help himself.

         When everyone had scattered to hide, Adam had trailed Sarah and seen her hiding place. He entered with the idea of talking to her, but something broke loose inside him when he walked into the little room and closed them both inside.

         He didn’t care.

         Not that she was a virgin.

         Not that she was the daughter of his hostess.

         Not that she didn’t trust him.

         He needed her like the air he breathed.

         “Tell me to stop now or don’t tell me at all,” he rasped, setting down the candle.

         He reached out a hand, brushing his fingertips across her cheek.

         She was silent, her expression shocked, and his heart sank as he started to pull his fingers away.

         Then she caught his hand and brought his palm to her lips.

         “Don’t stop,” she whispered against his skin, and it was as loud as a shout.

         He pulled her to him.

         She was small and light and her body fit against his perfectly. He wanted to strip the binding clothes from her, feel the heaviness of her breasts, squeeze her bare arse in his hands, breathe her scent.

         He wanted to wear her scent on his skin, wanted to mark her as his.

         He’d never felt like this with any other woman.

         This was animal.

         Adam opened his mouth against her neck, licking her pulse, feeling her shiver under him.

         She moaned.

         He picked her up and set her on an old table against the wall.

         She wound her arms around his neck as he brought his mouth to hers.

         Sweet.

         She tasted of the dessert eaten at dinner: honey, apples, and cinnamon.

         The taste was addicting.

         He could feel his cock throbbing against the placket of his breeches as he pulled her skirts up.

         She made no protest this time, instead parting her lips beneath his.

         He thrust his tongue into her mouth at the same time that he pushed his hand under her skirts.

         She was hot. Her mouth silky wet and sweet. Her legs smooth and long.

         He trailed his fingers up her calf and behind her knee and she let her legs fall apart.

         He wanted to press his hips between her thighs. To unbutton his falls and shove his cock into her.

         To find the center of her heat.

         But this was not the place for that.

         Instead he drew his fingertips over the tender skin of her inner thigh, encountering curling hair.

         She pulled away from their kiss, gasping. Her eyes were wild.

         He held her gaze and slowly—so slowly—parted the lips of her vulva.

         Her mouth opened without sound when he stroked a finger into her.

         Wet.

         She was so wet for him.

         He couldn’t help a twist of his lips at the thought.

         He brought his thumb to bear on her clitoris and her eyelashes fluttered.

         “Adam,” she whispered.

         She was his. The power of that moment shook him—his hand at her quim, her legs parted in invitation.

         He wanted this woman—wanted her forever.

         He tilted his head, taking her mouth again as he rubbed lightly across her clitoris and fucked her with his middle finger.

         He felt her shudder, felt the minute movements of her hips.

         God, what he’d give to be naked with her and in a bed right now.

         As it was, he could only bite at her bottom lip and groan, attacking her mouth savagely.

         She arched, her head falling back, but he held her to him, unrelenting. He wanted all of her.

         “Come for me,” he husked against her mouth. “Come for me.”

         She clutched his shoulders, her fingers digging into the cloth of his coat.

         He could feel her rising. His hand was slippery with her essence. She panted.

         “Sarah,” he whispered.

         She froze and he opened his eyes to watch her.

         Because he could. Because he’d done this to her.

         Her face was flushed pink, her lips, red and wet, were parted, and her eyes squeezed shut as she shuddered.

         She was beautiful.

         She inhaled and opened her eyes, her expression dazed, and he pulled her against his chest as he petted her little quim.

         When the sound came, at first he thought it was her.

         He drew back and looked at her.

         Then it came again: a faint cry from without.

         The cry of a woman in distress: “No!”

         Sarah’s eyes widened. “That’s Charlotte.”

         Adam flipped Sarah’s skirts down and grabbed the candle, then strode to the door to the little room.

         He flung it open and looked up and down the hall.

         “This way,” Sarah said, darting past him. “She must have gone to hide in the old cupboard.”

         She pointed to the next door, standing ajar.

         Adam strode to the doorway.

         And saw Charlotte St. John struggling in Kirby’s arms.

         
              

         

         Lord Kirby had his hand on the upper slope of Charlotte’s bare breast—her fichu had been torn away.

         Sarah gasped in rage. “How dare you—”

         Adam had a much more active way to deal with the matter.

         He strode into the room and up to the aristocrat, grasping him by the arm.

         “I didn’t—” Lord Kirby started, but he was unable to finish whatever he was about to say.

         Adam punched him in the face.

         The baron stumbled back and fell, knocking over a table with a great clatter in the process.

         Sarah couldn’t help but smile. Her heart swelled at the sight of Adam defending her sister so decisively.

         “Oh, Sarah!” Charlotte exclaimed, and ran to her.

         Sarah hugged her sister close. “Are you hurt? Tell me. Did he hurt you?”

         “N-no,” Charlotte stuttered, trying to wipe the tears from her face. “Not really. He grabbed me roughly and as you saw he was embracing me against my will.”

         “You little tart,” Lord Kirby said rather indistinctly from the floor. Blood was streaming from his nose. “You’re lying! You kissed me after the holly hunt. What was I to think but that you wanted more?”

         Charlotte’s eyes widened in horror…and doubt. Sarah saw the moment when her sister wondered if the toad on the ground might be right.

         She saw red.

         “Don’t you blame this on the girl.” Adam bent and hauled Lord Kirby to his feet, shaking him. “You were to think that Miss St. John did not want your attention when she said so.”

         Sarah walked up to Lord Kirby and slapped him across the face as hard as she could.

         Lord Kirby stumbled, but was held upright by Adam. “Ow!” He held a hand to his cheek, staring at her with wide eyes.

         “You disgusting little worm,” Sarah said, low and vicious.

         “But—”

         She looked at Adam. “Please escort Lord Kirby to the door.”

         His eyes glinted with amusement, but his voice was grave when he said, “Gladly.”

         “But it’s night,” Lord Kirby wailed as Adam took him by the collar and forcibly marched him down the hallway. “And I think you’ve broken my nose!”

         His shouting drew the attention of not only the servants but also the guests, who came out of hiding.

         “What’s this?” Sir Hilary said when he saw the small procession, for Sarah and Charlotte were following Adam.

         “A cad who has revealed his true colors,” Adam replied, marching Lord Kirby past the other man.

         Sir Hilary glanced at Sarah and Charlotte, who still bore tearstains on her face.

         His brows lowered into a frown. “Has he indeed?” he growled.

         “Lottie!” Dr. Manning’s complexion was gray. “Are you all right?”

         He made Charlotte’s side and took her arm as she laid her head against his shoulder.

         Godric came from one of the upstairs rooms. “What is happening?”

         Sarah glanced at him and felt tears well in her eyes.

         Godric’s gaze went from her to Charlotte and he stilled. “D’Arque?”

         “I’m disposing of rubbish,” Adam replied, shoving Lord Kirby toward the door.

         “Are you indeed?” Godric drawled.

         Sarah shivered. She’d never heard her brother’s voice sound so dangerous.

         “Darling.” Megs had entered the hallway, and she hurried to Charlotte. Gently she drew the younger woman away from Dr. Manning. “Won’t you come with me?”

         Megs glanced meaningfully at Sarah.

         Sarah looked to where her brother and Adam were tossing Lord Kirby into the snow and decided that she was no longer needed here. She nodded at Megs and moved to the other side of Charlotte. “Let’s find Mama and Jane.”

         They made their way up the stairs. Sarah cast worried glances at her middle sister, trying not to be too obvious about it. At the top of the stairs they found Jane, who seemed to have overheard the fight.

         They all went to Mama’s room.

         Mama had already retired, not at all interested in a game of hide-and-seek. She was abed with cap and shawl, but she immediately rose when she saw Charlotte between Megs and Sarah in her doorway.

         Charlotte sobbed out what had happened when Mama took her into her arms.

         Sarah quietly turned and rummaged in the bottom of Mama’s cupboard. At the very bottom, under a pile of old chemises, she found what she was looking for: a bottle of brandy.

         She took it to where the other women were gathered, poured a tiny bit into the glass that Mama kept on her bedside table, and gave it to Charlotte.

         “Thank you,” Charlotte gasped when she’d drunk.

         “Can I have a sip?” Jane asked, sounding unusually somber.

         Sarah wordlessly poured more into the glass and handed it to Jane.

         “Do you…” Charlotte inhaled and looked at Mama. “Do you think he was right? Did I entice Lord Kirby to attack me by kissing him at the end of the holly hunt?”

         “No,” their mother said fiercely. “This is entirely Lord Kirby’s fault and frankly I’m shocked at how ungentlemanly he’s acted.” She pursed her lips. “I shall have to warn my friends about him. No one wants a scoundrel like that around their daughters.”

         “But what if he tells everyone that I’m…I’m a tart?” Charlotte’s bottom lip trembled. “That’s what he called me.”

         Mama hugged her close, looking worried. “Then we shall tell everyone he is a liar. It will be his word against me.”

         “And me,” Megs said quietly, and Mama’s expression cleared. “No one of any sense at all will believe that man against me.”

         Sarah sometimes forgot that Megs was the sister of a marquess and thus a lady of importance in society.

         “We’ll always stand with you, Charlotte,” Sarah said, and hugged her sister. She vowed that Charlotte would never feel the social rejection she had.

         Sarah watched as Jane took charge of the bottle of brandy and poured a glass for Mama. Charlotte smiled when Mama coughed after drinking, and then they were off discussing the final plans for tomorrow’s Christmas Eve ball.

         But as they chattered Sarah thought about Adam—his hands and his mouth and how he’d stared at her as he did intimate things to her body. She wanted to talk to him. To find out if he’d decided what he wanted of her. If tonight had been simply an interlude.

         Or if it was the beginning of something more.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         
            Several hours later Prince Brad was deep in conversation with the last lady, a princess both erudite and beautiful, when she asked him how he best liked frog legs prepared.

            There was an awful silence.

            The frog opened her mouth indignantly, but Prince Brad beat her to it. “I’m afraid I do not care to dine upon frog legs as I consider this frog my friend.”

            And he swept from the room—with the frog.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Three hours later Adam silently walked down the hall to Sarah’s room. After the commotion of rushing Kirby out of the house—and then gathering his possessions and tossing them out with him—the members of the party had decided to retire for the night.

         Adam had spent the last several hours pacing his room, waiting until it was late enough that everyone would be asleep.

         This was folly. Seeking Sarah out in the dead of night. She’d said she didn’t trust him. A quick romp in a hidden room hardly changed that.

         He wanted to change her opinion of him. He wanted—

         A sound came from down the hall.

         Adam slid into the deep shadows by a statue.

         He heard a door closing.

         After five more minutes of silence he continued on his way. Sarah’s room was at the end of a corridor.

         He reached the door and tried the handle.

         Unlocked.

         Carefully he eased the door open and slipped into the room. A banked fire burned low on the grate, giving a glowing, flickering light. Sarah slept in a curtained bed. He approached it quietly and stood looking down at her. She lay on her side, her golden hair spread upon her pillow like silk, one hand curled by her chin, and at the sight he realized something.

         He didn’t want this to end.

         Didn’t want to walk away and never see Sarah again except as an acquaintance, passing by her at a dance or on Bond Street. Didn’t want her to become a memory—a lost, regretful dream.

         He wanted forever.

         Which meant he shouldn’t be here tonight. He needed to show her that it wasn’t simply an animal impulse for him.

         He turned to go, but it was too late.

         He saw her eyes flutter open in the mellow light.

         She stretched out her hand to him. “Adam?”

         And he was lost.

         
              

         

         Sarah woke from a dream of Adam to find him standing by her bed.

         She had no idea why he was there, but in her dream-laden state she didn’t care.

         She wanted him. “Kiss me,” she whispered.

         He groaned low and then he was leaning over her, pressing his lips to hers almost sweetly.

         She opened her mouth, licking across his lips tentatively. Her hands slid over his shoulders and she realized he was fully dressed while she was only in her chemise.

         She didn’t want that.

         “Take this off,” she whispered, tugging at his coat sleeves. It felt as if this spell would not break if she only whispered.

         He straightened to tear off his coat and waistcoat and throw aside his neckcloth. When he placed a knee on the bed beside her hip, bending to her, she pulled his wig off as well.

         She shoved aside her coverlet. “Come to me.”

         “You’re a siren,” he whispered as he lay atop her. “You’ll drive me mad.”

         This seemed doubtful. It was she who would be driven mad. He was heavy on her, his hard chest pressing against her soft breasts, his stomach and pelvis aligned with hers, his legs sprawled, one between her thighs. And she could feel his penis, heavy and thick, probing her belly even through the cloth of his breeches.

         She wanted.

         She slipped her hands inside the collar of his shirt and heard a button pop as she wrapped her fingers over his bare shoulders. He was warm and male and she could smell his heat.

         His desire.

         He palmed her breast and she lost her breath. His hand was big and certain, his fingers splayed over the mound of her breast, her nipple caught between his thumb and forefinger.

         He brought his fingers together, squeezing her nipple between.

         She called out softly, the sensation was so new, so wonderful.

         He lifted and pushed himself down her so that his face was level with her breast and took her nipple into his mouth right through the chemise.

         It was a crude act. A sensual act. She could feel him drawing on her, could feel the material of the chemise chafe her skin.

         He drew back and blew on the wet material and she could feel her nipple harden into a small, pebbled bud.

         Then he moved to her other breast.

         “You’re so lovely,” he whispered before he took her into his mouth and sucked.

         She ran her fingers across his shorn head, feeling the prickly short hair, the strong neck, the working jaw.

         She wanted him. Wanted him so much it was a physical ache. “Make love to me.”

         He froze for a second, and then he was sliding even farther down her body, bunching her chemise up around her waist.

         He parted her legs and threw them over the crooks of his arms.

         And then he bent his head—

         “What are you—?” she started.

         He licked her. With his tongue. Between her legs.

         She clutched the sheets, her toes tightening, her insides quaking. She’d never felt anything like it, so soft and yet so relentless, his tongue lapping at her folds, circling her bud, driving inside of her.

         It was unbelievable.

         It was wonderful.

         She felt him spread her with his fingers and she wanted to object to his…familiarity. To the way he seemed to feel he had the right to do this to her. But she was flying, so light with the pure pleasure he was giving her that she couldn’t speak.

         All she could do was feel.

         And then she was reaching that point, her legs moving without her will, her hands twisting in the sheets, the heat building and building until she could no longer hold it back.

         She fell, bursting from within, beautiful warmth flooding her belly and limbs, radiating from her center, reaching her fingertips and toes.

         He licked her a few more times, lazily, and then he was climbing up her like a great cat cornering its prey.

         He spread her legs even wider and she felt something big and blunt at her entrance.

         His cock.

         She opened her eyes, looking up at him.

         “All right?” he grunted, looking strained. He was holding himself still, waiting on her answer, and she knew that he would pull away if she told him to right now.

         He’d stop himself for her.

         A wave of affection washed through her. As it happened, she didn’t want him to stop.

         She twined her arms around his neck and whispered, “Put yourself in me.”

         He jolted at that, his hips surging forward just enough to breach her.

         She waited for pain but felt none.

         She watched as he inhaled. Pulled back. Nudged carefully into her again.

         A little more.

         Inch by tender inch he pressed into her, widening her. Stretching her for his thick, hard flesh.

         She tilted her hips, wanting more, impatient.

         And then suddenly he jolted home.

         He lay for a moment between her spread thighs, on her, pinning her down with his greater weight and bulk, impaling her with his penis.

         Then he looked at her, and when she smiled he began to move.

         Tiny waves. Small nudges. His hips hardly shifting at all.

         It was quite, quite maddening.

         She squirmed, trying to make him move, wanting more.

         He pulled back then and shoved into her. A solid, hard thrust that made her see stars.

         And then he did it again. And again. Watching her with unsmiling eyes, much too intently.

         She couldn’t look away from his gaze. Couldn’t hide her face. Couldn’t do anything but lie beneath his hard thrusts and feel.

         And when he bowed his head over her, his lips pulled away from his teeth, his nostrils flared, his eyes tragic and aware, she felt something inside her open.

         He was in the throes of orgasm. Lit. Stricken. Wracked.

         But she was the one who lost her heart.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         
            “Now I have no one left to marry,” said Prince Brad. “This is all your fault, frog.”

            “My fault?” said the frog, and she would have raised her eyebrows had she had any. “I really don’t see how any of this is my fault.”

            “Well, I’ve had quite enough of you in any case,” Brad snarled. “I wish I could get rid of you.”

            “You could always kiss me,” retorted the frog.

            So he did.…

            —From The Frog Princess

         

         Sarah stared at herself in her mirror the next evening while her maid arranged her hair for the Christmas Eve ball.

         She’d woken that morning all alone in her bed, which made perfect sense.

         Adam mustn’t be found in her bed. It would ruin her reputation.

         He was only thinking of her. Being practical.

         Still, it was hard to not feel restless. Confused. Had last night been all Adam wanted from her? He had made no promises, unlike the rake who had destroyed her reputation.

         And yet…she hadn’t had a chance to talk to him alone today, caught up as she had been in the preparations for the ball tonight.

         She badly wanted to talk to him.

         She inhaled, steadying herself. He was leaving tomorrow—she’d heard from Mama—but that still left tonight to find out what he wanted from her.

         If they could perhaps have a future together.

         “There, miss,” said Doris, her maid, stepping back. “You do look a treat.”

         Her hair had been threaded with pearls and looped at the back of her head. She wore more pearls at her ears and wrists, setting off the deep, lush green of her gown.

         “Thank you,” Sarah said, meeting the maid’s eyes in the mirror. “You can go help Charlotte and Jane now.”

         “Yes, miss.”

         Sarah took one last look in the mirror and turned to leave her bedroom, then made her way to the ballroom.

         She found Mama there, overseeing the last preparations.

         Hedge House’s ballroom was a long gallery across the back of the house. Tall windows gave a view of the snowy back garden. Night had fallen, but Mama had arranged for tiny lanterns to be lit and hung on the bare branches of the apple trees in the garden.

         “It looks like a fairy garden,” Sarah said in awe to her mother as she reached her side.

         Mama turned and embraced her, then stepped back. “You’re lovely, my dear.” Mama met her eyes. “I hope you’ll enjoy the dance. I just want you to be happy.”

         They’d never discussed Mama’s obvious reasons to invite three bachelors to the Christmas house party.

         Sarah smiled, though her lips trembled. “I know.”

         “It’s just…” Mama’s mouth twisted with sorrow. “I think life is easier to journey through with a partner.” She squeezed Sarah’s hands. “With a husband. I was so happy when I met your father.”

         Sarah felt a pang. Mama didn’t mention Papa often, but she knew the older woman missed him terribly. As they all did. “Mama—”

         “You’ve hidden yourself for so long, Sarah,” her mother said gently. “You cannot live properly without risk. If you build so many defenses, trying not to be hurt, you simply wall the world out. Open your walls. Let risk—and life—in.”

         “Yes, Mama.” Sarah smiled.

         “Ma’am,” one of the footmen called. “The guests are arriving.”

         “Oh my.” Mama smoothed down her skirts. “We’d best greet them.”

         Sarah and her mother stood by the door, welcoming everyone as they came in. Jane and Charlotte joined them and soon the ballroom was crowded with a laughing, chattering throng. Ropes of evergreens and holly hung in loops from the sparkling chandeliers, and the hired musicians were playing a lively tune.

         At one side of the room, long tables were being laid for a midnight feast: Cold cooked turkey and goose, pheasant, and joints of ham. There were jellies in jewel colors and puddings decorated with sprigs of holly. Huge bowls of hot mulled wine and cold punch stood with lines of crystal glasses, waiting to be served. Clove, cinnamon, and ginger scented the air.

         Sarah inhaled. It was perfect—at least it was almost perfect.

         “May I have this dance?” Adam’s deep voice came from beside her.

         She turned and found that he was dressed in a black silk suit worked in gold and red embroidery on the pockets and down the edges of the front. His wig was snowy white and his eyes…

         His eyes seemed to promise something.

         “Yes,” she breathed, and placed her hand in his.

         There had been several country dances, but now they readied for a more sedate, sophisticated dance, standing in line with the other dancers, their joined hands raised.

         The music began, and she and Adam paced forward.

         “Do you still dislike Christmas?” she murmured to him.

         They turned to face each other, and she could feel her heart beating hard as she looked up to meet his gaze.

         His beautiful lips quirked. “I find that I’ve come to a new appreciation of the season.”

         She couldn’t seem to help the smile spreading across her face. There was something beating wildly in her bosom. A feeling, an emotion she’d never felt before.

         They separated, whirling through the dance steps, and then came together again, pacing around each other without touching.

         “Will you leave tomorrow?” she asked huskily.

         He seemed to search her face. “Perhaps. Much depends on…”

         She tipped her face to his. “Depends on what?”

         He cursed softly under his breath and took her hand, leading her from the dance floor.

         Behind them there were shocked murmurs.

         He stopped, glancing around the room, and then headed to the tall glass doors that led to a balcony, pulling her behind him.

         Sarah saw her brother frown and start in their direction.

         She shook her head frantically at him.

         Megs put her hand on Godric’s arm and said something to him.

         And then Adam was opening the doors to the balcony and taking her outside.

         He shut the doors behind them.

         Sarah wrapped her arms about herself. Her ball gown exposed her arms and décolleté, and she was already shivering.

         Then Adam dropped to his knees, there on the cold stone of the balcony, and she forgot the temperature.

         He looked up at her and said, “Will you do me the honor of marrying me, Sarah St. John?”

         She opened her mouth, but no sound came out.

         Well, save for the chattering of her teeth.

         He frowned. “I know this is too soon, but I want to…” He stopped and inhaled, closing his eyes. “I need to marry you, Sarah. I love you and it’s the most awful thing I’ve ever felt.”

         “A-awful?” Sarah stuttered, a bit insulted.

         His gray eyes snapped open, glaring now. “I think of you day and night—every hour, every minute. When you walk into a room I look at nothing but you. When you leave, I want to follow. If a man looks at you I want to blind him. If you smile at another man, I want to end him. I dream of you. Of your breasts, of your sweet quim—but worse, much worse, I dream of your eyes and of your laugh. You haunt me and I’m afraid all of the time that I’ll turn and you won’t be there. It’s terrible. I’ve never been so pathetic in all my life,” he muttered as if to himself in disgust. He inhaled and said slowly, his eyes locked with hers, “Please. For God’s sake put me out of my misery and marry me.”

         She couldn’t help her lips’ curving. “Yes.”

         He surged to his feet and caught her face between his palms, kissing her passionately.

         At that moment she didn’t care about the cold. Her heart was swelling near to bursting with happiness.

         He pulled back a little, his hot breath washing over her lips as he muttered. “Thank you, my beautiful, wonderful Sarah. I love you. I love you. I love you.”

         “I love you, too,” she whispered, and he bent to her again.

         The doors opened behind them and the sound of clapping came to them along with a rush of warm air.

         Sarah turned in Adam’s arms and saw that her family and all their friends were there at the windows, applauding.

         She turned her face into his shirtfront, feeling her cheeks heat.

         Standing there in her lover’s arms, fairy lights all around them, on the night before Christmas, she’d never been so embarrassed—or happy—in her life.

         Adam bent to smile against her temple. “Shall we go in and tell them? Though I think on the whole that they already know.”

         “Yes,” she replied, taking his hand.

         And they walked together into the future.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         
            Prince Brad frowned. “I thought enchanted princesses were always beautiful.”

            The former frog—now a young woman—rolled her cornflower-blue eyes above cheerfully freckled cheeks. “I think we’ve already established that not all princesses are beautiful. Besides, whatever makes you think I’m a princess?”

            Prince Brad stared in horror. “You’re not a princess?”

            “No.” She curtsied. “Miss Sylvia Smith. How d’you do?”

            “I can’t marry a commoner,” Brad muttered to himself.

            “Again. Whatever makes you think I’m going to marry you?” asked Sylvia.

            “Because,” Prince Brad said, getting a devilish gleam in his eye as he stalked toward her, “you chased after me when I left you by the pond, you managed to frighten away all my other marriage prospects, and you let me kiss you.”

            Sylvia made an indignant squawking sound. “That was to break the enchantment!”

            “Details,” Brad said, and kissed her again.

            He was still kissing her when the queen opened the door. “Bradley!”

            “Yes, Mother?”

            “Who is this?”

            “Why, Princess Sylvia, who I just now saved from the frog curse,” Prince Brad replied, smoothly elbowing Sylvia in the side and making her oof when she was about to protest this outrageous lie.

            “Oh, lovely!” the queen said with deep approval. “I suppose you’ll be marrying her?”

            “Naturally.”

            “Then I’d best be off to plan the celebrations,” the queen said, and left.

            Sylvia turned to Brad. “I never said I’d marry you. Won’t you be embarrassed when everyone arrives and there’s no bride?”

            “I certainly would be,” replied Brad. He got down on one knee. “So I hope with all my vain heart that you’ll take pity on me and marry me to save me the humiliation.”

            Sylvia stared at the kneeling prince. “That’s it? No protestations of love?”

            He cocked his handsome head. “Well I do feel as if my heart might break apart into tiny little pieces if you leave me and I never see you again, but it seems terribly soon to mention it, don’t you think?”

            Sylvia smiled at him tearfully. “No, it’s not too soon to mention it, you great lump of ridiculousness.”

            So Prince Brad and the newly de-frogged Miss Smith were married and lived happily ever after, though Princess Sylvia did spend a great deal of her marriage rolling her eyes and kicking her spouse under the table when he said rude things to guests. But then no marriage—or person—is entirely perfect.

            And besides.

            Perfection is rather overrated anyway.

            —From The Frog Princess
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         April 1742

         Considering how extremely dull her life had been up until this point, Iris Daniels, Lady Jordan had discovered a quite colorful way to die.

         Torches flamed around her on tall stakes driven into the ground. Their flickering light in the moonless night made shadows jump and waver over the masked men grouped in a circle around her.

         The naked masked men.

         Their masks weren’t staid black half masks, either. No. They wore bizarre animal or bird shapes. She saw a crow, a badger, a mouse, and a bear with a hairy belly and a crooked red penis.

         She knelt next to a great stone slab, a primitive fallen monolith brought here centuries ago by people long forgotten. Her trembling hands were bound in front of her, her hair was coming down about her face, her dress was in a shocking state, and she suspected that she might smell—a result of having been kidnapped over three days before.

         In front of her stood three men, the masters of this horrific farce.

         The first wore a fox’s mask. He was slim, pale, and, judging by his body hair, a redhead.

         The second wore a mask in the likeness of a young man with grapes in his hair—the god Dionysus if she wasn’t mistaken, which, oddly, was far more terrifying than any of the animal masks. He bore a dolphin tattoo on his upper right arm.

         The last wore a wolf’s mask and was taller by a head than the other two. His body hair was black, he stood with a calm air of power, and he, too, bore a dolphin tattoo. Directly on the jut of his left hipbone. Which rather drew the eye to the man’s penis.

         The man in the wolf’s mask had nothing to be ashamed of.

         Iris shuddered in disgust and glanced away, accidentally meeting the Wolf’s mocking gaze.

         She lifted her chin in defiance. She knew who this group of men was. This was the Lords of Chaos, an odious secret society composed of aristocrats who enjoyed two things: power and the rape and destruction of women and children.

         These…creatures might kill her—and worse—but they would not take her dignity.

         Although right now she rather yearned for her dull life.

         “My Lords!” Dionysus called, raising his arms above his head in a theatrical gesture that showed very little taste. But then he was addressing an audience of nude, masked men. “My Lords, I welcome you to our spring revels. Tonight we make a special sacrifice—the new Duchess of Kyle!”

         The crowd roared like the slavering beasts they were, but Iris blinked. The Duchess of…

         She glanced quickly around.

         As far as she could see in the macabre flickering torchlight, she was the only sacrifice in evidence and she was most certainly not the Duchess of Kyle.

         The commotion began to die down.

         Iris cleared her throat. “No, I’m not.”

         “Silence,” the fox hissed.

         She narrowed her eyes at him. Over the last three days she’d been kidnapped on her way home from the wedding of the true Duchess of Kyle, had been bound and hooded, and then shoved into a tiny stone hut without any sort of fire. She’d been forced to relieve herself in a bucket, and had been starved and given very little water. All of which had given her far too much time to contemplate her own death and what torture might precede it.

         She might be terrified and alone but she wasn’t about to go down without a fight. As far as she could see she had nothing to lose and possibly her life to gain.

         So she raised her voice and said clearly and loudly, “You have made a mistake. I am not the Duchess of Kyle.”

         The wolf glanced at Dionysus, and for the first time he spoke, his voice smoky, “Your men kidnapped the wrong woman.”

         “Don’t be a fool,” Dionysus snapped at him. “We captured her three days after her wedding to Kyle.”

         “Yes, returning home to London from the wedding,” Iris said. “The Duke of Kyle married a young woman named Alf, not me. Why would I leave him if I’d just married him?”

         The wolf chuckled darkly.

         “She lies!” cried the fox and leaped toward her, his arm raised.

         The wolf lunged, seizing the fox’s arm, twisting it up behind his back, and forcing the other man to the ground on his knees.

         Iris swallowed, staring. She’d never seen a man move so swiftly.

         Nor so brutally.

         The wolf bent over his prey, the snout of his mask pressed against the man’s vulnerable bent neck. “Don’t. Touch. What. Is. Mine.”

         “Let him go,” Dionysus barked.

         The wolf didn’t move.

         “Obey me,” the Dionysus said.

         The wolf finally turned his mask from the fox’s neck. “You have the wrong woman, a corrupt sacrifice, one not worthy of the revel. I have the right to claim her. She is forfeit to me.”

         Dionysus tilted his head as if considering. “Only by my leave.”

         The wolf abruptly threw wide his arms, releasing the fox and standing up again. “Then by your leave,” he said, his words holding an edge of mockery. The firelight gleamed off his muscled chest and strong arms.

         What would make a man with such natural power and grace join this gruesome society?

         The other members of the Lords of Chaos didn’t seem as sanguine at the thought of having their principal entertainment for the evening snatched out from under their noses. The men around her were muttering and shifting, a restless miasma of danger hovering in the night air.

         Any spark could set them off, Iris suddenly realized.

         “Well?” the wolf asked the Dionysus.

         “You can’t let her go,” the fox said, getting to his feet. “Why the bloody hell are you listening to him? She’s ours. Let us take our fill of her and—”

         The wolf struck him on the side of the head, a terrible blow that made the fox fly backward.

         “Mine,” growled the wolf. He looked at the Dionysus. “Do you lead the Lords or not?”

         “I think it more than evident that I lead the Lords,” the Dionysus drawled, even as the muttering of the crowd grew louder. “And I think I need not prove my mettle by giving you this woman.”

         The wolf was standing between Iris and the Dionysus and she saw the muscles on his legs tense. She wondered if the Dionysus could see that the other man was readying for battle as well.

         “However,” the Dionysus continued, “I can grant her to you as an act of… charity. Enjoy her in whatever way you see fit, but remember to make sure she can never tell others about us.”

         “My word,” the wolf bit out.

         He grabbed Iris’s bound wrists and hauled her to her feet, dragging her stumbling behind him, as he strode through the mass of angry masked men. The crowd jostled her, shoving against her from all sides with bare arms and elbows until the wolf finally pulled her free.

         She had been brought to this place hooded and for the first time she saw that it must be some sort of ruined abbey. Stones and broken arches loomed in the dark and she tripped more than once over weed-covered rubble. The spring night was chilly away from the fires, but the man in the wolf mask seemed unaffected by the elements. He continued his pace until they reached a dirt road and several waiting carriages. He walked up to one and without preamble opened the door and shoved her inside.

         The door closed and Iris was left panting in the dark empty carriage.

         Immediately she tried the carriage door, but he’d locked or jammed it somehow. It wouldn’t open.

         She could hear men’s voices in the distance. Shouts and cries. Good Lord. She imagined a pack of wild dogs would sound the same.

         She needed a weapon. Something—anything—with which to defend herself.

         Hurriedly she felt the door—a handle, but she couldn’t wrench it off—a small window, no curtains—the walls of the carriage—nothing. The seats were plush velvet. Expensive. Sometimes in better-made carriages the seats…

         She yanked at one.

         It lifted up.

         Inside was a small space.

         She reached in and felt a fur blanket. Nothing else.

         Damn.

         She could hear the wolf’s voice just outside the carriage.

         Desperately she flung herself at the opposite seat and tugged it up. Thrust her hand in.

         A pistol.

         The door to the carriage opened. The wolf loomed in the doorway, a lantern in one hand. She saw his eyes flick to the pistol she held between her bound hands. He turned his head and said something in a strange incomprehensible language to someone outside.

         Then he got in the carriage and closed the door. He hung the lantern on a hook and sat on the seat across from her. “Put that down.”

         She backed into the opposite corner as far away from him as possible, holding the pistol up. Level with his chest. “No.”

         The carriage jolted into motion.

         “T-tell them to stop,” she said, her voice stuttering with terror despite her resolve. “Let me go now.”

         “So that they can rape you to death out there?” He tilted his head to indicate the Lords. “No.”

         He reached for her and she knew she had no choice. She’d seen how he moved, how fast and how ruthlessly.

         She shot him.

         The blast knocked him into the seat and threw her hands up and back, narrowly missing her nose with the pistol.

         Iris scrambled upright. The bullet was gone but she could still use the pistol as a bludgeon.

         The wolf was sprawled across the seat, blood streaming from a gaping hole in his right shoulder. His mask had been knocked askew on his face.

         She reached forward and pulled it off.

         The face that was revealed had once been as beautiful as an angel’s but was now horribly mutilated. A livid red scar ran from just below his hairline on the right side of his face, bisecting the eyebrow, somehow missing the eye itself but gouging a furrow into the lean cheek and catching the edge of the upper lip on that side, making it twist. The scar ended in a missing divot of flesh in the line of the man’s severe jaw. He had inky black hair and emotionless crystal gray eyes—though they were closed now—and she recognized him.

         He was Raphael de Chartres, the Duke of Dyemore, and when she’d danced with him—once—three months ago at a ball, she’d thought he’d looked like Hades.

         God of the underworld.

         God of the dead.

         She had no reason to change her opinion now.

         Then he gasped, and those cold crystal eyes opened and he glared at her. “You idiot woman. I’m trying to save you.”
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         “Hoyt’s writing is almost too good to be true.”

         —Lisa Kleypas, New York Times bestselling author

         “There’s an enchantment to Hoyt’s stories that makes you believe in the magic of love.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         
            DUKE OF DESIRE

         

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! Far darker than many of Hoyt’s romances, Duke of Desire is emotionally powerful, and readers will be transfixed by this poignant tale of revenge and redemption.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         
            DUKE OF PLEASURE

         

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! Hoyt…[is] a powerful storyteller whose novels have a depth of emotion and originality that lifts the genre to new heights. Always unique, wonderfully romantic and highly sensual, Hoyt’s stories take readers’ breath away.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “Hoyt once again successfully deploys her irresistible literary triumvirate of marvelously engaging characters, boldly sensual love scenes, and elegant writing brightened with just the right dash of dry wit.”

         —Booklist

         “So many ingredients make this story phenomenal. First and foremost, the chemistry between our hero and heroine. It drives the narrative and we can’t get enough of their interactions.”

         —HeroesandHeartbreakers.com

         
            DUKE OF SIN

         

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! Hoyt delivers a unique read on many levels: a love story, a tale of redemption, and a plot teeming with emotional depth that takes readers’ breaths away. Kudos to a master storyteller!”

         ―RT Book Reviews

         “A darkly humorous and lushly sensual historical romance.…Hoyt truly outdoes herself in Duke of Sin.”

         —HeroesandHeartbreakers.com

         “Hoyt has created two dynamic characters.…[The book] includes a delicious collection of hot and steamy scenes. A wonderful balance of comedy and pathos, Hoyt’s latest is a deeply satisfying read.”

         —BookPage

         
            SWEETEST SCOUNDREL

         

         “While I’ve long been a fan of the Maiden Lane series, I think this is my favorite.”

         —FictionVixen.com

         “4½ stars! Maiden Lane and its inhabitants have long captivated readers, and the latest series installment is just as enchanting as fans could desire.…It is a story that takes your breath away and leaves you uplifted. Hoyt does it again!”

         ―RT Book Reviews

         
            DEAREST ROGUE

         

         “[This] superbly executed historical romance is proof positive that this RITA Award–nominated author continues to write with undiminished force and flair. When it comes to incorporating a generous measure of dangerous intrigue and lush sensuality into a truly swoonworthy love story, Hoyt is unrivaled.”

         ―Booklist (starred review)

         “4½ stars! Hoyt takes an unlikely pair of characters and, through the magic of her storytelling, turns them into the perfect couple.…A read to remember.”

         ―RT Book Reviews

         “Sexy, sweet, and emotionally satisfying.…Dearest Rogue is everything the reader of a Regency historical wants; it’s funny, fast-paced and has plenty of historical flavor and a romance that develops as naturally as a flower opening in the sun. Fans of the Maiden Lane series will cheer for this couple.”

         —BookPage

         
            DARLING BEAST

         

         “Hoyt’s exquisitely nuanced characters, vividly detailed setting, and seemingly effortless and elegant writing provide the splendid material from which she fashions yet another ravishingly romantic love story.”

         —Booklist (starred review)

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! Darling Beast is wondrous, magical, and joyous—a read to remember.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “A lovely book that I very much enjoyed reading. I love the Maiden Lane series and can’t wait until the next book comes out!”

         —BookBinge.com

         
            DUKE OF MIDNIGHT

         

         “Top Pick! A sensual tale of forbidden love.…Plenty of action and intriguing mystery make this a page-turner.”

         —BookPage

         “Richly drawn characters fill the pages of this emotionally charged mix of mystery and romance.”

         —Publishers Weekly

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! There is enchantment in the Maiden Lane series, not just the fairy tales Hoyt infuses into the memorable romances, but the wonder of love combined with passion, unique plotlines, and unforgettable characters.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “I loved it. I loved Artemis. I loved Max, and I loved their story. I have enjoyed every Elizabeth Hoyt book I have read (and I have read most of them).”

         —All About Romance (LikesBooks.com)

         
            LORD OF DARKNESS

         

         “Lord of Darkness illuminates Hoyt’s boundless imagination.…Readers will adore this story.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “Hoyt’s writing is imbued with great depth of emotion.…Heartbreaking.…An edgy tension-filled plot.”

         —Publishers Weekly

         “Lord of Darkness is classic Elizabeth Hoyt, meaning it’s unique, engaging, and leaves readers on the edge of their seats.…An incredible addition to the fantastic Maiden Lane series. I Joyfully Recommend Godric and Megs’s tale, for it’s an amazing, well-crafted story with an intriguing plot and a lovely, touching romance.…Simply enchanting!”

         —JoyfullyReviewed.com

         “I adore the Maiden Lane series, and this fifth book is a very welcome addition to the series.…[It’s] sexy and sweet all at the same time…This can be read as a stand-alone, but I adore each book in this series and encourage you to start from the beginning.”

         —USA Today’s Happy Ever After blog

         “Beautifully written.…A truly fine piece of storytelling and a novel that deserves to be read and enjoyed.”

         —TheBookBinge.com

         
            THIEF OF SHADOWS

         

         “An expert blend of scintillating romance and mystery.…The romance between the beautiful and quick-witted Isabel and the masked champion of the downtrodden propels this novel to the top of its genre.”

         —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

         “Amazing sex scenes.…A very intriguing hero.…This one did not disappoint.”

         —USA Today

         “Innovative, emotional, sensual.…Hoyt’s beautiful blending of the essential elements of a fairy tale into a stunning love story enhances this delicious ‘keeper.’”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “All of Hoyt’s signature literary ingredients—wickedly clever dialogue, superbly nuanced characters, danger, and scorching sexual chemistry—click neatly into place to create a breathtakingly romantic love story.”

         —Booklist

         “When [they] finally come together, desire and long-denied sensuality explode upon the page.”

         —Library Journal

         “With heart and heat rolled into one, Thief of Shadows is a definite must-read for historical romance fans! Hoyt really has outdone herself…yet again.”

         —UndertheCoversBookblog.blogspot.com

         “A balanced mixture of action, adventure, and mystery and a beautifully crafted romance.…The perfect historical romance.”

         —HeroesandHeartbreakers.com

         
            SCANDALOUS DESIRES

         

         “Historical romance at its best.…Series fans will be enthralled, while new readers will find this emotionally charged installment stands very well alone.”

         —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

         “4½ stars! This is the Maiden Lane story readers have been waiting for. Hoyt delivers her hallmark fairy tale within a romance and takes readers into the depths of the heart and soul of her characters. Pure magic flows from her pen, lifting readers’ spirits with joy.”

         —RT Book Reviews

         “With its lush sensuality, lusciously wrought prose, and luxuriously dark plot, Scandalous Desires, the latest exquisitely crafted addition to Hoyt’s Georgian-set Maiden Lane series, is a romance to treasure.”

         —Booklist (starred review)

         “Ms. Hoyt writes some of the best love scenes out there. They are passionate, sexy, and blazing hot.…I simply adore Ms. Hoyt’s books for her sensuous prose, multifaceted characters, and intense, well-developed story lines. And she delivers every single time. It’s no wonder all of her books are on my keeper shelves. Do yourself a favor and pick up Scandalous Desires.”

         —TheRomanceDish.com

         “Scandalous Desires is the best book Elizabeth Hoyt has written so far, with endearing characters and an all-encompassing romance you’ll want to hold close and never let go. If there’s one must-read book, especially for historical romance fans, it’s Scandalous Desires.”

         —FallenAngelReviews.com

         
            NOTORIOUS PLEASURES

         

         “Emotionally stunning.…The sinfully sensual chemistry Hoyt creates between her shrewd, acid-tongued heroine and her scandalous, sexy hero is pure romance.”

         —Booklist

         
            WICKED INTENTIONS

         

         “4½ stars! Top Pick! A magnificently rendered story that not only enchants but enthralls.”

         —RT Book Reviews
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