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—Julie Anne Long, aut hor of W hat  I Did for a Duke
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—Laura Lee Guhrke, aut hor of T rouble at  t he W edding

“March’s elegant  st yle is a joy.” —Publishers W eekly
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“Her w rit ing is addict ive, superb, and hopelessly romant ic.” —T he Romance Review s cont inued . . .
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“Exquisit e prose and an emot ional st ory—t his is my favorit e kind of book.”
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“A delect able, sensual love st ory.”

—Romant ic T imes (4 st ars)

“Addict ive . . . w icked . . . sizzling . . . lit erary gold.”

—Booklist

“Ashley March joins t he ranks of must -read romance w rit ers.” —Night  Ow l Review s

“A bril iant  debut .” —Not  Anot her Romance Blog

“T his debut  novel is one t hat  everyone should enjoy!”

—T he Romance Dish

“Addict ing and t horoughly delicious.”

—Y ankee Romance Review ers
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Chapter 1
London, A pril 1849

It was not a hearse. Hearses were dark and gloomy things. This was a king’s chariot, a vehicle drawn by finer animals than even the four horses of the A pocalypse. A ngels probably sat up top beside the coachman.

A lex ran his hand over the black squabs he sat upon. He’d done very well with the Holcombe purchase—a London town house replete with enough rooms to sort out all the siblings, enough servants to clean every inch of all the rooms, and a masterpiece of a carriage to cart them around from balls to soirees and possibly even musicales in between.

“You must admit it smells like death,” Kat said beside him, her voice muffled by the kerchief covering her mouth and nose.

A lex arched a brow at his younger sister, his gaze flicking to the window blinds beside her shoulder. Black blinds. The late Earl of Holcombe had been an unfortunate gambling drunk, but he’d certainly had good taste in matching things.

Black carriage. Black squabs. Black blinds.

If it had been a hearse, Holcombe could have done no better.

“Nonsense,” he replied, smiling indulgently. “It must be the absence of the great unwashed masses outside our doorway that offends your sensibilities. The carriage doesn’t smell like death. It smells of life, of wealth!”

“The house holds a stench, too,” Susan Laurie said from the opposite side. His mother’s hands, encased resentfully in the finest kidskin gloves in all of London, clutched the edge of the seat on either side of her skirts. A s if one careless turn of the horses might upset both her seating and her resolve to abhor every aspect of the evening to come.

“Oh, but you are mistaken, Mama,” Jo said at her side. “It is simply that you are unaccustomed to the scent of life, of wealth!” His older sister stared across at him, her brows raised to meet the high arch of his, condemning and mocking him simultaneously. Of course, that had been the standard line of her countenance for the past few months, ever since he’d informed her that she would be marrying a titled gentleman before their first Season of rubbing elbows with the aristocracy was over. “I’m certain that the houses and carriages of the haute ton are perfect in every way. Just as we soon shall be, too. Isn’t that correct, A lex?”

“No need to grumble, Jo,” he said with a wink. “Even if it takes you longer than the rest of us to attain perfection, a true gentleman will be able to see past your cantankerous outer shell to the soft, mushy insides of your heart.” cantankerous outer shell to the soft, mushy insides of your heart.”

“I’m one and thirty. You mean he’ll see past to the dowry you gave me.” He decided to ignore the reference to her age. Whereas other women might have become morose when dwelling upon the subject, Jo tended to lord it over others—especially A lex, even though he was only a year younger. “A h, yes. The banknotes are soft and mushy, too.” He gestured toward her. “With the money and that very lovely glare you’re wearing, how could any desperate man resist you?”

“A lexander,” his mother reprimanded. He gave her his most charming grin, but she just shook her head. He noted how her grasp of the seat had relaxed, her fingers lingering upon the satin fold of skirt tucked at her thigh, and he stifled another smile. It had taken weeks to gain her agreement to wear the expensive gown for the masquerade. Though not quite an exclamation of delight, the subtle gesture marked the first time she’d expressed approval for anything since his father’s death a year ago. A lex decided to take it as an auspicious sign that the rest of the evening would go spectacularly.

But then she turned her head toward the window. “I agree with Kat. The carriage stinks. A nd the house does, too. More than fifteen servants and it smells worse than a privy.”

“Then I will take them to task and have every surface cleaned, all the curtains and rugs aired out,” he said, knowing she would rather do it all herself. But there would be no more opportunities for her to build calluses on her hands, no more reason for sweat to appear at her brow. Living in Belgrave Square meant that Susan Laurie, for once, would be the one taken care of.

Kat tugged at his arm. “I heard the servants carried the earl’s body all through the house, from one room to another, until the physician came.”

“That explains the stench,” Jo said. Even not looking at her directly, A lex could hear her glare.

His mother nodded.

A lex imagined Holcombe’s flaccid body sloping from one side to the other, his head lolling like a marionette’s as he was trundled back and forth throughout the house by his limbs. “A  ridiculous story,” he pronounced. “He would have been taken to his bedchamber—which, I might point out, also does not smell.” It was by far the truth he most preferred, as he currently slept in the former earl’s quarters.

“Peter said the countess refused to have Lord Holcombe put in the master bedchamber. She didn’t want him set so close to her.”

A lex narrowed his eyes. “Peter, you say?”

In the dim light cast from the lamp near his head, Kat’s cheeks reddened. She shrugged, retrieving her hand from his arm. “That’s why they had to carry him from room to room. Lady Holcombe followed them around, crying whenever they put him down.”
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