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C
HAPTER
O
NE

D
ouglas Bennet, handsome, charming and heir to a baronet, had reached the age of twenty-nine with very little in the way of adversity or disappointment.

His life had been blessed from the start. He was the only son of Sir George Bennet, baronet. It wasn’t an illustrious title, but it was an ancient one and it came with a large fortune. His mother was the daughter of a former war secretary, and his uncle was the Earl of Doncaster, who had the King’s ear. It was the best possible combination of circumstances, with impressive connections yet no onerous personal responsibility.

He was tall, with a muscular build and an abundance of good health. He was also excessively fond of sport, and was most at home in the boxing ring, with a fencing foil in his hand, or atop a fast horse. Not even a taste for spirits kept him from being trim and strong to a degree other men envied. In addition, he was a handsome fellow, with thick auburn hair and hazel eyes, and possessed a good-humored charm that made him popular with other men and a great favorite among the ladies.

Even his main fault sprang from all these advantages. With his life comfortable and privileged in nearly every regard, Douglas was bent on adventure and excitement. As a boy he was constantly getting into trouble, immune to his mother’s lectures on proper behavior or any punishment she imposed. As a youth he became known for his pranks; nothing was too daring or outrageous for him to attempt. By the time he was a young man, it was wagering, on anything that offered a good contest. After one significant loss, his father had taken him on a tour of the Fleet Prison, where debtors went, and told him frankly that the Fleet was his future if he didn’t show some restraint. After that Douglas took care, but only to the point of never wagering more than he could afford to lose. Thanks to his generous allowance, to say nothing of good luck, this had only a slight impact on his activities.

For nearly eighteen years his most frequent companion in all this hell-raising good fun had been Tristan Burke. They’d met as boys at school and recognized each other as kindred spirits at once. Burke was, quite simply, the best mate an adventurous boy could want. He was bold, daring, unfettered by propriety, willing to wager on anything, and had a wicked sense of humor and fun that only improved with age.

At times Douglas envied him fiercely. His friend’s parents had died when he was a child, and Burke had come into his enormous inheritance at the age of twenty-one, with no limits or oversight. Douglas didn’t envy Burke’s lack of family, much—only when his mother started prodding him to marry, or his sister barged into his house and rousted him from bed at an ungodly hour of the morning—but he rather fancied the idea of being completely free. However much he might deny it, Douglas knew in his heart he’d have to settle down one day. It would kill his mother and deeply disappoint his father if he didn’t, and Douglas was too fond of his parents to do that. Still, he planned to put it off for as long as possible, and certainly as long as Burke did.

It was nothing less than a thunderous shock when Tristan Burke abruptly got married—to Douglas’s sister Joan, of all people. Douglas had been away from town when he got the news, and at first he didn’t believe it. Not that Joan would marry; he knew she wanted to be married, and that his mother had begun to despair of finding her a husband. Joan was tall for a girl and she could be very impertinent, especially when she decided to tease him. But Burke had called Joan a Fury mere weeks before he stood up beside her in the church and pledged himself to her for better or for worse. Despite Douglas’s suspicions that something scandalous must have forced Burke into it, he couldn’t determine what. His parents refused to speak of it, and Burke just grinned. In fact, Burke looked pleased. And instead of spending his nights tearing through London, he stayed at home with Joan.

Douglas had other friends, but none of them had Burke’s audacity, his humor, his energy. He couldn’t say he was sorry to have Burke for a brother-in-law, but he was very sorry to have lost such a jovial companion. Not having Burke around, ready with a sly comment or wager, took some of the verve out of his usual rakish activities.

“Well, well, back to your usual haunts,” drawled William Spence one evening as Douglas strolled through a ballroom in search of amusement but finding himself at loose ends.

“I was away from town.” He propped one shoulder against the wall. “It’s dashed quiet tonight.” It was. The card room was filled with old women and timid men playing for shilling stakes. Aside from Spence, he didn’t see any of his normal companions. First Burke, now everyone else of spirit had abandoned him. Perhaps he should just go to a gaming hell for the rest of the evening.

“Ghastly dull,” concurred Spence languidly. “I don’t know why I come to these parties.”

“There’s always the wine.” He lifted a glass from a passing footman’s tray and raised it in salute.

Spence clicked his tongue. “So tame! Not like the courageous man of adventure I once knew.”

He laughed. That was Spence’s way of goading someone into a prank or wager. “Adventure! In Lady Creighton’s ballroom?”

“Just because it’s quiet tonight doesn’t mean there’s no sport to be had.” Spence tilted his head and nodded toward a distant corner of the room. “There, for instance. A lovely woman, standing and watching others, far less beautiful than she, dance and be merry.”

Douglas looked at the woman in question and felt a flicker of surprise. For once Spence was right. She was a beauty, no question, and yet she seemed isolated and alone. “Who is she?”

“Madeline Wilde.” Spence watched him expectantly, but Douglas had never heard of her and only shrugged. A thin smile spread over the other man’s face. “An unusual woman. A widow, of course. She comes to all the best society events but never dances. No one quite knows if she’s made of ice, or merely too good for mortal men.”

By now he was all but staring at her. Her hair shone like gold under the chandeliers, and her bosom looked plump and perfect in the deep green bodice of her low-cut gown. “Never dances? Why?”

“No one can fathom. It’s become something of a challenge in certain quarters to see what will entice her. More than one fellow’s lost a few guineas over her.”

His pulse jumped. Dance with such a woman
and
win a contest? He was helpless to resist. “I wager I could persuade her,” he murmured, his eyes tracing the slope of her bared shoulder.

“Five pounds says you shan’t,” said Spence at once.

“Done.” Douglas tugged his jacket straight and winked at his friend. “I’ll expect it in coin tomorrow.” And he sauntered off through the crowd, looking forward to making her acquaintance.
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“Q
uite a crush, isn’t it?” He gave Mrs. Wilde his winning smile, the easy, friendly one that soothed anxious nerves and made women of every age and rank like him.

She turned at his voice behind her. Something like mirth glimmered in her eyes. “Indeed.”

“I hardly know a soul here tonight.” He lowered his voice but without leaning toward her. Leaning put women on guard. A low voice made them lean toward
him
, which he much preferred. “It’s rather intimidating, to tell the truth.”

“You?” She arched one golden brow. “You don’t seem the sort to be easily intimidated.”

Douglas grinned. He knew he was a big fellow. Women tended to like it once they got to know him. “Rubbish. I’m petrified just looking at the elegance of this assembly.”

Her lovely lips curved. Her head tipped toward him, just a little. Her dark eyes gleamed. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s true,” he protested. “My heart is racing, my knees are unsteady. Look—see how my hand trembles.” He caught her hand in his, tensing his muscle to produce the tiniest tremor in his hand, and then relaxing it. “Ah. Your touch has healing power, I see.”

She left her hand in his, but that slight smile tugging at her mouth grew a bit wider. “It’s not flattering to a woman, to say her touch calms a man’s heart and body. Usually she wishes it were the other way around.”

His heart did skip a beat at that. She was a flirt; excellent. He adored flirts. Douglas stroked his thumb over the back of her hand. “It only stilled the terror, my dear. I suspect you could elicit an entirely different sort of tremor.” He lifted her hand and brushed the faintest kiss over her knuckles. “We must be introduced.”

“I fear there’s no one here in this quiet corner who will do it.” Her eyes seemed to grow darker as he drew one finger across her palm.

“Then I will risk being appallingly rude and present myself.” He bowed over her hand, his eyes never leaving her face. “Douglas Bennet, at your service.”

“Yes, I know.”

“You do?” He smiled in delight. “Then we should become acquainted . . .”

“Mr. Douglas Bennet,” she repeated, her voice changing just enough to freeze him in place. “Son and heir of Sir George Bennet, baronet. A very handsome title, an even handsomer fortune. An unrepentant rake, gambler, brawler, and sometime rogue. Your mother wants you to marry; you couldn’t be less interested. Your taste runs to tavern maids and opera dancers, preferably French. Your sister wed your bosom friend Lord Burke, much to your disgust, although no one quite knows if you pity your sister or your onetime friend more.” She tilted her head and smiled as he stared at her, blank-faced with shock that was rapidly turning to indignation. “What have I forgotten? Oh yes—you love a good wager. What was the one that sent you over here: a wager to get me into your bed?” She slipped her fingers from his slackened grip. “If it was . . . you’ve already lost. I hope you didn’t stake a large amount.”

“It was merely for the pleasure of a dance,” he said, hiding his temper behind a flat tone.

She laughed. By God, she had a beautiful laugh, throaty and soft, the sort that made a man want to amuse her so he could hear it again. “I doubt it. But then, you’re also accustomed to losing, aren’t you?” She sank into a graceful curtsy, giving him one last view of her matchless bosom. “Good evening, sir.” She turned and walked away, unhurried, unaffected.

He was still standing there, pulsing with unexpected desire and insulted pride, when Spence slung an arm around his neck. “Rough luck,” he said, his voice brimming with amusement. “She’s a cold one.” He grinned and slapped Douglas’s shoulder. “Five quid, gone in a blink.”

Douglas turned a black look on the man. “You didn’t say when.”

Spence raised his eyebrows, still grinning like a cardsharp. Come to think of it, he usually looked like that, right before he took someone’s money. Douglas had won and lost to Spence with equanimity—for the most part—but tonight he wanted to punch his friend. Spence had deliberately dared him to an impossible task, sending him over to be humiliated and rejected. And now he wanted five pounds. “What do you mean?”

“You didn’t say
when
.” Douglas bit off each word. “She rejected me tonight, but there’s always tomorrow night, and the next, and the next after that.”

A scowl darkened Spence’s face for a split second before he threw up his hand. “You’re right! I didn’t. Let’s say . . . within a fortnight. That ought to be enough time to work up some charm and get between the fair widow’s legs.”

“You wagered for a dance, not a tupping.”

“Well.” Spence’s eyes glittered. “I thought I wagered for tonight. Allowances must be made.” When Douglas said nothing, Spence leaned closer. “You’re not afraid, are you? Not going soft in the head like Burke? The woman gutted you and denied you in front of all society, man. Look around.” He swept one arm toward the rest of the room. “Don’t you think half the people here guessed why you sought her out? And now they see her leaving alone, and you looking like she took your ballocks with her.”

Against his will, Douglas’s eyes caught on Madeline Wilde as she made her way toward the doors. Damn, she was beautiful. He
had
wanted to dance with her, and probably get her into bed as well, even though she was not, as she had so baldly pointed out, his usual type of woman. She was . . . something more.

As if she could hear his thoughts, she paused at the top of the short flight of stairs leading out of the ballroom. She glanced back over her shoulder, and her eyes met his. For a moment he felt again a bolt of lust—unwanted this time—and her lips curved, as if she knew. She lowered her chin and smiled in a coy, entrancing way, as if they shared secrets—or as if she dared him to uncover hers. With breathtaking nerve, she pursed up her lips as if in a kiss, and touched one finger to them.

He took a harsh breath as she turned and continued on her way, her emerald skirts swaying bewitchingly. “Why her?”

“Why not her?”

Douglas set his jaw. “You had her marked before I stepped into this room. I saw you watching her, Spence. A former lover? Was I supposed to exact some revenge or retribution by asking the lady to dance?”

“The courtesan’s daughter?” The other man’s lip curled. “Hardly a former lover of mine. I have higher standards than that.”

Not really, in Douglas’s opinion. Spence liked married women who couldn’t impose on his freedom, and who often wished to keep their liaisons secret. That was hardly what one could call a refined requirement. Still, Douglas hadn’t known she was a courtesan’s daughter. He made a mental note to find out more about that.

“She appeared respectable enough to me,” he said.

“To
you
,” repeated Spence with an edge of condescension. “Compared to a tavern wench with rounded heels, she might be. To the rest of us . . .” He snapped his fingers at a passing footman and took a glass of wine from the man’s tray. “You really ought to improve your taste, Bennet.”

Douglas let that go. He did like tavern wenches. They were friendly and earthy, nothing delicate or prim about them. They were more willing to be adventurous in bed, and they demanded so much less of him—financially and emotionally—than any other woman would.

“But why her?” he asked again, circling back to his main question. “Just for the sport of it? Or did you simply want the pleasure of seeing me turned down flat?”

Spence didn’t reply for a moment. His eyes were sharp and calculating. “How plump are your pockets at the moment?” he finally asked.

“Reasonably,” said Douglas. He’d been gone from town for a month overseeing repairs at one of his father’s estates, to the great benefit of his purse. Still, it was a few weeks to quarter day, when his father paid out his allowance. He could always find a use for more money.

Spence lowered his voice. “I suspect our lovely Mrs. Wilde of being more than she appears. And if I’m right, there’s two thousand quid to be had.”

Douglas’s eyebrows shot up. “What is she, a spy?”

“Of some sort,” muttered Spence. “You aren’t acquainted with a little piece of rubbish called
50 Ways to Sin
, are you?”

“No.”

“Get a copy. It’s a pamphlet of a most . . . intriguing nature.” A cunning smile split his face. “I suspect you’ll enjoy it.”

That smile put him on guard. Douglas might not be the most discerning fellow, but he wasn’t stupid, and he knew Spence too well. “If you insist—not that it answers my question about why you wanted me to charm my way into Mrs. Wilde’s good graces.”

“The authoress is unknown. I daresay you’ll guess why when you read it. But she’s piqued more than one man’s pride with her scandalous pen, and there’s a bounty out for her name. Mrs. Wilde seems a very likely candidate.” He shrugged. “If you can unmask her, I’ll split the bounty with you.”

Douglas folded his arms and looked at Spence through narrowed eyes. “I should seduce the woman, gain her confidence, presumably enough to be admitted to her boudoir, where I would have to search for some proof that she writes this pamphlet. And for that, you’ll take half the money? Not so, Spence, not so.”

His friend’s hooded eyes flashed. “Very well. Forget I said anything.”

Douglas shrugged. “Hard to do that. Who staked the bounty?”

Spence hesitated.

“If the bloke’s serious about finding the author, he can’t be too secretive about it.”

“Lord Chesterton,” said Spence with obvious reluctance. “He felt she identified him too clearly in one story and he’s livid.”

“Identified? She didn’t use his name?”

Spence looked impatient. “No, she uses obviously false names.”

“Then how did he recognize himself?”

His friend smirked again. “Find a copy and see if you can deduce that yourself.”

Douglas wondered what on earth this story was that would drive Lord Chesterton to such an action. The man was as correct and polite as anyone could be, distantly connected to the King and as stiff as a piece of kindling. Now he’d placed a public bounty on a woman’s head? What could Mrs. Wilde—if she was in fact the author—have written about him? Two thousand pounds was a small fortune, and certain to attract a fair amount of attention.

Of course, that also made it a much more interesting contest.

“Three to one,” he said after a moment’s thought.

“Eh?”

“Three to one split, if we take the bounty.” He glanced at Spence. “You’re the one, obviously.”

“Two to three,” countered the other man.

“Do it yourself, then.”

Spence muttered a few curses under his breath, but stuck out his hand. “Done.”

Douglas shook on it, already anticipating his next meeting with the wily widow. “Done.”
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