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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, England

            1817

         

         A woman laughed, and Alexander Lewis, Duke of Greyland felt the sound like a gunshot to his chest.

         
         It was a very pleasant laugh, low and musical rather than shrill and forced, yet it sounded like The Lost Queen’s laugh. Alex
            could not resist the urge to glance over his shoulder as he left the Eagle chophouse. He’d fancifully taken to calling her
            The Lost Queen, though she was most assuredly a mortal woman. Had she somehow appeared on a busy London street at dusk? The
            last time he’d seen her had been two years ago, in the spa town of Cheltenham, in his bed, asleep and naked.
         

         
         The owner of the laugh turned out to be a completely different woman—brunette rather than blonde, petite and round rather
            than lithe and willowy. She caught Alex staring and raised her eyebrows. He bowed gravely in response, then continued toward
            the curb.
         

         
         Night came on in indigo waves, but the shops spilled golden light in radiant patches onto the street. The hardworking citizens
            of London continued to toil as the upper echelons began their evening revelries. Crowds thronged the sidewalk, while wagons,
            carriages, and people on horseback crammed the streets. A handful of pedestrians recognized Alex and politely curtsied or
            tipped their hats, murmuring, “Good evening, Your Grace.” Though he was in no mood for politeness, responsibility and virtue
            were his constant companions—had been his whole life—and so rather than snapping, “Go to the devil, damn you!” he merely nodded
            in greeting.
         

         
         He’d done his duty. He’d been seen in public, rather than disappearing into the cavernous chambers of his Mayfair mansion,
            where he could lick his wounds in peace.
         

         
         The trouble with being a duke was that he always had to do his duty. “You are the pinnacle of British Society,” his father had often said to him. “The world looks to you for guidance. So you must lead by example. Be their True North.”
         

         
         This evening, before dining, Alex had taken a very conspicuous turn up and down Bond Street, making certain that he was seen
            by many consequential—and loose-lipped—figures in the ton. Word would soon spread that the Duke of Greyland was not holed up, sulking in seclusion. His honor as one of Society’s bulwarks
            would not be felled by something as insignificant as his failed marriage suit to Lady Emmeline Birks. The Dukes of Greyland
            had stood strong against Roundheads, Jacobites, and countless other threats against Britain. One girl barely out of the schoolroom
            could hardly damage Alex’s ducal armor.
         

         
         But that armor had been dented by The Lost Queen. Far deeper than he would have expected.

         
         Standing on the curb, he signaled for his carriage, which pulled out of the mews. He tugged on his spotless gloves as he waited
            and adjusted the brim of his black beaver hat to make certain it sat properly on his head. “Always maintain a faultless appearance,”
            his father had reminded him again and again. “The slightest bit of disorder in your dress can lead to rampant speculation
            about the stability of your affairs. This, we cannot tolerate. The nation demands nothing less than perfection.”
         

         
         Alex’s father had been dead for ten years, but that didn’t keep the serious, sober man’s voice from his mind. It was part
            of him now—his role as one of the most powerful men in England and the responsibilities that role carried with it. Not once
            did he ever let frivolities distract him from his duties.
         

         
         Except for one time . . .

         
         Forcing the thought from his mind, Alex looked impatiently for his carriage. Just as the vehicle pulled up, however, two men
            appeared and grabbed his arms on each side.
         

         
         Alex stiffened—he did not care for being touched without giving someone express permission to do so. People on the street
            also did not normally seize each other. Was it a robbery? A kidnapping attempt? His hands curled instinctively into fists,
            ready to give his accosters a beating.
         

         
         “What’s this?” one of the younger men exclaimed with mock horror. “Have I grabbed hold of a thundercloud?”

         
         “Don’t know about you,” the other man said drily, “but I seem to have attached myself to an enormous bar of iron. How else
            to explain its inflexibility?” He tried to shake Alex, to little avail. When he wanted to be, Alex was absolutely immovable.
         

         
         Alex’s fingers loosened. He tugged his arms free and growled, “That’s enough, you donkeys.”

         
         Thomas Powell, the Earl of Langdon and heir to the Duke of Northfield, grinned, a flash of white in his slightly unshaven
            face. “Come now, Greyland,” he chided. A hint of an Irish accent made his voice musical, evidence of Langdon’s early years
            spent in his mother’s native County Kerry. “Is that any way to speak to your oldest and dearest friends?”
         

         
         “I’ll let you know when they get here.” Alex scowled at Langdon, then at Christopher Ellingsworth, who only smirked in response.

         
         Alex took a step toward his carriage, but Ellingsworth deftly moved to block his path, displaying the speed and skill that
            had served him well when he’d fought on the Peninsula.
         

         
         “Where are you running off to with such indecorous haste?” Ellingsworth pressed. He held up a finger. “Ah, never tell me.
            You’re running back to the shelter of your Mayfair cave, to growl and brood like some big black bear in a cravat.”
         

         
         “You know nothing,” Alex returned, despite the fact that Ellingsworth had outlined his exact plans for the rest of the night.

         
         Ellingsworth looked at Langdon with exaggerated pity. “Poor chap. The young Lady Emmeline has utterly shattered his heart.”

         
         Alex shouldered past Ellingsworth, only to have Langdon move to stand in his way.

         
         “My heart is not shattered because of Lady Emmeline,” Alex snapped. At least that much was the truth.
         

         
         “But why shouldn’t your heart be strewn in pieces throughout Regent’s Park?” Langdon mused. “You courted the young lady for
            several months, and you told Ellingsworth and I that you’d already received her father’s grateful acceptance of a marriage
            offer.”
         

         
         “She never agreed to anything,” Alex said flatly.

         
         “A modest girl, that Lady Emmeline.” Ellingsworth nodded with approval. “She wouldn’t have said yes right away. They never
            do. Nothing to be alarmed by.”
         

         
         “How would you know?” Alex’s voice was edged. Ellingsworth had little experience with offering for ladies’ hands, committed
            as he was to a life of reckless pleasure.
         

         
         Langdon added, “It’d be unseemly for an earl’s daughter to eagerly snap up a marriage proposal the moment it was offered.”

         
         Alex scowled. Despite the fact that, at thirty-eight, he was sixteen years her senior, they would suit well as a wedded couple.
            Lady Emmeline had been perfectly trained in the responsibilities of an aristocratic wife. Though he wished she stated her
            own opinion rather than constantly agreeing with him, there were worse faults one could find in a prospective bride.
         

         
         They could marry at Christmas, eight months from now. It would be a small but elegant wedding, followed by a lavish breakfast
            and a wedding journey in the Lake District. And then, if everything went well, in less than a year, Alex and Lady Emmeline
            might welcome their first child—hopefully a boy so the line would be secure. It would’ve been precisely the sort of match
            Alex’s father would have approved, considering Lady Emmeline’s faultless background and her spotless reputation.
         

         
         “Look at him now, mooning away,” Langdon sighed, smugly thwarting Alex’s attempts to step around him. “He looks poorly.”

         
         It would be bad form to knock his friend to the ground. Damn the social niceties that dictated a man couldn’t punch another
            without repercussions.
         

         
         “Perhaps he should be bled,” Ellingsworth suggested with his habitual smirk. It was his constant companion since returning
            from the War, as if he refused to take anything seriously.
         

         
         “I am perfectly well.” Alex looked back and forth between these two rogues whom he called friends. “No need to call for a
            quack.”
         

         
         “He’s already had an amputation,” Langdon noted, raising a brow as he always did. “One prospective bride—gone.” He made a
            sawing motion at his ankle, as if cutting the shackles of matrimony.
         

         
         Alex glanced down at his own lower leg, as if he could see the invisible links that might have bound him to Lady Emmeline.
            He’d come so close to becoming a married man and sharing the rest of his life with one woman—the faultless duke his father
            had bred him to be. It hardly mattered that Alex felt nothing for the gel other than a sense of distant respect. She would
            have made a fine duchess.
         

         
         “We were at White’s yesterday when we heard about what happened,” Langdon said with disapproval. “Didn’t even tell your two
            closest friends that Lady Emmeline had run off with a cavalry officer. No, we had to hear it from Lord Ruthven, of all people.”
         

         
         Alex didn’t need reminding that the whole world knew about his embarrassment. He’d been ensconced in his study reviewing land
            reports from his holdings when the butler announced a surprise visitor. Lady Emmeline’s father came into the chamber, pale
            and shaky and full of abject, groveling apologies. He’d handed Alex a note written by his daughter that stated she’d run off
            to Gretna Green with a poor but dashing cavalry captain. Alex had stared at the short missive for a good five minutes, trying
            to understand its significance.
         

         
         “You should have come right to us with the news,” Ellingsworth drawled. “So you could spare us the humiliation of learning
            about it secondhand.”
         

         
         “Forgive me for failing to consider your feelings in all this,” Alex snapped.
         

         
         What could he say to his friends that would make them understand how the pain he felt was mostly embarrassment, not sadness?
            He wasn’t even certain he desired their understanding.
         

         
         He was a duke. The holder of countless profitable estates and assets. A prime mover in Parliament. A frequent advisor to the
            Prince Regent—though the profligate fool almost never took Alex’s advice. Marriage to the Duke of Greyland would be considered
            a huge coup for any young lady of gentle birth. But Lady Emmeline had thrown away a chance to be a duchess . . . for love.
         

         
         That’s what her note had said. “Forgive me, Your Grace. But I love him terribly, as he loves me. You deserve better than a
            wife whose heart belongs to another . . .”
         

         
         “Ah, he’s well off without the feckless chit,” Ellingsworth insisted. “Had no backbone, that girl. She trembled like a willow
            whenever he spoke. A fearful lass can’t be very amusing in bed.”
         

         
         “Don’t talk about Lady Emmeline that way,” Alex said, but there wasn’t much heat in his words.

         
         He backed away from Ellingsworth and Langdon, thinking perhaps he could dodge around them. But they were clever, curse them,
            and Ellingsworth edged behind him, blocking him in.
         

         
         Ah, damn and damn.

         
         Alex scowled at his friends tormenting him in the depths of his ill humor. While he felt no loss of affection from the girl’s
            elopement with another man, pain lanced him at her desertion. Was there something about him . . . ? Something that made women
            flee from him? Was he truly that intimidating? Was he—was he unlovable?
         

         
         But that word, that concept—love. He’d never felt it at home, though he’d heard it existed. He’d seen it in the way cottagers at the family estates acted
            with their children—the fond looks, the touches and smiles. Love was real, but it had been in short supply for the Duke of
            Greyland’s children.
         

         
         His jilting brought back that same, gnawing question. If his own mother couldn’t show him affection, perhaps there was something
            about him that was fundamentally unworthy of love. An absence, a lack of a key inner component that would cause someone, anyone,
            to feel for him.
         

         
         Lady Emmeline would have been a fine mother, raising sons and daughters in a way that befitted their station. She wouldn’t
            have loved him, but that wasn’t a requirement for marriage. They could have gotten along with mutual respect. If he felt a
            cold emptiness from this thought, he shouldered it aside. He’d gotten this far without love in his life. He could exist without
            it now.
         

         
         Alex still smarted at her desertion but the greatest damage was sustained by his pride. At least neither Langdon nor Ellingsworth
            looked at him with sympathy.
         

         
         “He’s definitely going home to sulk,” Langdon said disapprovingly.

         
         Ellingsworth looked horrified. “I never spend a night at home, unless I’m too ill, and even with a scorching fever, I go to
            the theater.”
         

         
         “I’ve had a meal out, and now I’m heading home to read a new translation of Euclid’s Elements.”
         

         
         “You see, Langdon,” Ellingsworth noted. “He’s got a romping good time already planned. He’s no need of us.”

         
         “Right about one thing.” Alex grabbed hold of Langdon’s shoulders and forcibly moved his friend aside. He stepped up into
            his carriage, but to his annoyance, Ellingsworth and Langdon followed, seating themselves opposite him. “I don’t have need of you.” He rapped on the roof of the carriage, and the vehicle began to merge into traffic.
         

         
         “That’s where you’re wrong.” Langdon grinned in the semidarkness of the carriage’s interior. He pulled a flask from inside
            his coat, then took a swig. “Stewing at home is for spinsters.”
         

         
         “I’ve done my duty,” Alex said in a clipped voice. “Paraded my carcass on Bond Street so everyone could get a good eyeful
            of me, let them know that Lady Emmeline’s sudden marriage has not one speck of impact on me.”
         

         
         Ellingsworth grabbed the flask from Langdon and took a drink. “You did right by that, old man.” He leaned over and jabbed
            his knuckles into Alex’s shoulder—as close to showing affection as Ellingsworth ever got. “But your night’s not finished.”
            He held the flask out to Alex.
         

         
         But Alex didn’t take the flask, much as he craved a drink. “It is.” He swayed with the movement of the carriage. “I can’t
            stomach a ball tonight, and I’m not interested in going to the theater, or anywhere else I’ve got to show a good face in wake
            of—” He glanced out the window. “In wake of everything that’s happened.”
         

         
         “We aren’t going anywhere respectable,” Langdon said with a wink. “The people there won’t give two figs if you were jilted
            by a goat.”
         

         
         Alex curled his lip. “I’m not going slumming.”

         
         Jabbing a finger toward Alex, Langdon said, “Nothing but the highest company tonight. The most stylish. The most esteemed.
            But they’ll be too busy calculating odds to worry about whether some girl dropped you.”
         

         
         “Are you drunk already?” Alex demanded. “I don’t understand any of the gibberish flapping from your lips.”

         
         “He means that we’re going to a new gaming hell,” Ellingsworth explained. “It’s so new and fashionable it doesn’t have a name.
            Langdon and I were there last night, after we heard about you at White’s. The hell’s been open for a fortnight. People queue
            up around the block to get in.” He leaned forward. “You have to go. It’s going to be open for just a month. Then it closes
            shop and disappears like a faerie kingdom.”
         

         
         “Haven’t heard of any new gaming hell,” Alex muttered, crossing his arms over his chest.

         
         Ellingsworth rolled his eyes. “You’ve been embroiled in le scandale de la Mademoiselle Emmeline. Doubtful that you’d know if St. Paul’s burned down. Which it hasn’t, by the by.”
         

         
         “Come on, Greyland,” Langdon cajoled. “I guarantee that a night at London’s most à la mode gaming hell will raise your spirits.
            Wine. Cards and dice. An abundance of pretty ladies.” He said this as though the presence of lovely females was the ultimate
            trump card. “Join us there tonight, even if only for a few minutes.”
         

         
         “What’s your alternative?” Ellingsworth added. “Geometry? Calculating the surface area of a sphere?” He feigned a yawn.

         
         Indeed, what was Alex’s alternative? Home was huge and empty, a reminder that his attempt to fill it with a wife and children had been an
            utter failure. And it was in moments like this—quiet, introspective times—that thoughts of The Lost Queen couldn’t be held
            at bay. They flooded him like a monsoon in a tropical climate. If he didn’t keep moving, he’d drown.
         

         
         He growled, “Give my driver the direction of this den of iniquity with its wine and dice.”

         
         “And ladies,” Langdon added with a grin. He and Ellingsworth wore matching smiles of satisfaction. “You’ll have no cause to
            regret your decision.”
         

         
         Regret. He’d done everything right. He always played by the rules, never forgetting the importance of his ducal role. He shouldn’t
            regret anything. But tonight, he’d loosen his grip on the reins of his ducal propriety. After all, what had being proper ever
            gotten him?
         

         
          

         A spring drizzle settled over the streets, calling forth scents of wet stone and manure. The slick cobbles gleamed like onyx
            as pedestrians and horses picked their way over the uneven stones. London grew loud with the rain as people shouted to each
            other and hooves clattered.
         

         
         The gaming hell was situated in a slightly raffish part of Piccadilly. It nestled between other stone-faced buildings, sporting
            a colonnade and the slightly overdressed look of a prosperous banker. Heavy velvet drapes concealed the windows. True to Ellingsworth’s
            word, well-dressed prospective guests were queued up on the curb, waiting for the doorman to admit them entrance. No one seemed
            to care about the rain—they were far too busy craning their necks to see how much farther they had to go before being admitted
            entrance.
         

         
         Alex had never seen such a thing in his many years of sampling London’s entertainments. He didn’t know he could still be surprised—which
            was both alarming and intriguing.
         

         
         The carriage drove past the queue on the way to the front door. He, Langdon, and Ellingsworth got out of the vehicle, then
            stood in the street, looking at the latest in gambling establishments.
         

         
         “I’m not getting in line,” Alex stated flatly. The very idea that a duke would queue up like a clerk buying his luncheon was
            utterly foreign.
         

         
         “That’s not a concern,” Langdon assured him. Leading the way, he ascended the front steps and approached a man in green livery.

         
         “Back of the line,” the doorman said without looking at Langdon.

         
         Langdon scowled. “I was here yesterday! With my friend.” He shook Ellingsworth by the shoulder.

         
         “Back of the line,” the servant intoned. “Got to make room for fresh faces, fresh blunt.”

         
         “We brought a new face with plenty of blunt,” Ellingsworth insisted. He pointed at a very irritated Alex. “This is the Duke
            of Greyland.”
         

         
         At last, the doorman’s impassive façade cracked. His eyes widened as he reached behind him to open the door. “Right this way,
            Your Grace.”
         

         
         “And my friends,” Alex said coolly as the other people in the queue shifted and muttered in discontent.

         
         “May of course enter.” The doorman waved them forward.

         
         Alex climbed the steps, then entered a foyer where another liveried servant took his coat, hat, and walking stick. The servant
            performed the same task for Ellingsworth and Langdon.
         

         
         “Ah, Your Grace! My lords!” A man of middle years with silvering hair and an extremely amiable countenance came striding forward,
            his hands outstretched as if welcoming old friends even though Alex had never met the man before. Somehow, word must have
            already reached him from the front of the house that a duke and two other noblemen were in attendance. “Welcome! All of you
            are most welcome to my humble establishment.”
         

         
         Humble wasn’t quite the word Alex would have used to describe the place. From the foyer, he could see into a large chamber adorned
            with crystal chandeliers, shining brass fixtures, equestrian paintings, and curtains fringed with gold braid. It was a cross
            between Carlton House and a brothel—though the two weren’t all that different from each other.
         

         
         “I am Martin Hamish,” the proprietor continued, a hint of Scottish burr in his voice. “And this institution of fortune is
            at your disposal.” Hamish snapped his fingers, and a footman appeared with three glasses of sparkling wine, which Langdon
            and Ellingsworth immediately seized. Alex slowly picked up the remaining glass and sipped at the wine. He was pleasantly surprised
            to find it of an excellent vintage.
         

         
         Hamish waved his hand toward the main gaming hall. “We have hazard, vingt-et-un, faro, which was quite favorable toward Lord Langdon. Plenty of excellent food and drink. I employ a cook straight from the
            court of poor Louis XVI. Lord Ellingsworth most particularly enjoyed our lemon cakes yesterday.” He beamed at them. “Trust
            me, Your Grace, my lords, you will find no more pleasant way to spend an evening than under my roof.”
         

         
         Alex nodded at Hamish, then ambled toward the large gaming hall.

         
         Ellingsworth turned to him. “Stake me a hundred pounds.”

         
         “What? No,” Alex said immediately. He had the money, but he’d seen his young friend lose cash like raindrops in a cupped hand.
            Ellingsworth went through his quarterly allowance at an alarming rate.
         

         
         “Then give me five thousand pounds,” Ellingsworth said easily.

         
         “Did you secretly imbibe a cask of whiskey on our way here?” Alex demanded.

         
         His friend rolled his eyes. “I’m sober.” He thought about it for a moment. “Mostly.” He exhaled. “The hundred pounds would
            set me up at the tables so I could win that five thousand.”
         

         
         “Which you need because . . . ?”

         
         “I have a project I’m working on.” Ellingsworth grinned. “A secret project.”

         
         Alex could just imagine what folly his friend wanted to finance. “An expensive secret.”

         
         Langdon dug into his coat pocket and produced a hundred-pound note. He held it out to Ellingsworth. “Enjoy, old man.”

         
         “My thanks.” Ellingsworth grabbed the money and hurried off toward the tables.

         
         “First of all,” Alex said with exasperation, “what the hell are you doing walking around with that much cash on your person?
            You’re a duke’s heir.”
         

         
         Langdon shrugged. “Most underground gaming in London is cash only. They’re not interested in my vowels, duke’s heir or no.
            Your other question . . . ?”
         

         
         “Why on earth did you give Ellingsworth the hundred pounds? He’s just going to lose. He usually does.”

         
         “He’s my friend, Greyland.” Langdon smiled faintly. “It costs me little to make him happy for a few hours. Mayhap you ought to consider the
            price of your own happiness.” With that, Langdon ambled off.
         

         
         Shaking his head at his youthful friends, Alex stood alone and surveyed the chamber. Unlike at some gaming hells, this unnamed
            one permitted women as well as men to risk their fortunes. Jeweled diadems and plumes were as plentiful as stickpins and Brutus-styled
            hair. Perfume, sweat, and alcohol scented the noisy air as the guests clamored at the various card and dice tables. More servants
            in green constantly moved through the room, bearing trays of food and drink.
         

         
         He moved deeper into the room, taking his time, assessing. Perhaps Alex might be able to carry through with his plan and forget
            himself for a while in this place. Let slip the tether that always bound him.
         

         
         By nature, he wasn’t a man given to gambling. It was the curse of his class, the need to wager outrageous sums on nearly anything.
            The betting book at White’s was proof of that. And this gaming hell was, too.
         

         
         The large vaulted chamber was packed with patrons eager to know the thrill of a bet, the highs of winning and the crushing
            despair of a loss. Boredom ran riot amongst aristocrats, especially now that Bonaparte had been exiled to St. Helena, never
            to escape again. That boredom bred a need for sensation, for emotion. Alex had never felt this ennui, too busy with his responsibilities,
            but he knew several who did. Ellingsworth and Langdon were two of many men hungry for experience in the midst of privilege.
            Langdon, especially, seemed to thrive on challenge and danger.
         

         
         Alex was slightly older, and perhaps he flattered himself to think he was wiser, too. But what had that gotten him?

         
         He took a step toward the hazard table. The hell with it. Time to give up some of his control. Sink his teeth into the meat
            of life.
         

         
         Yet before he made it to the table, he saw more than a few of the patrons looking in his direction. Some of them were whispering
            behind hands and fans. A few glanced at him with that dreaded emotion: pity.
         

         
         He threw back the last of his wine. Damn and hell, was there nowhere he could go to feel at ease?

         
         If they wanted something to talk about, by the devil, he’d give them enough ammunition to set their chins wagging for the
            next decade.
         

         
         He stalked to a vingt-et-un table. People’s gazes and whispers followed him. The Duke of Greyland never gambled. Tonight, he would.
         

         
         He wagered wildly, heedless of his cards. Wins and losses piled up, until he no longer cared how much money he’d lost or gained.
            It could have been a pittance, or a fortune. What did it matter?
         

         
         A small crowd gathered, watching with barely concealed amazement.

         
         “He’s gone mad,” someone whispered.

         
         “The chit broke his sense,” another answered.

         
         He moved to place another substantial, careless bet. A voice behind him made him freeze, however. It planted him like roots
            from an oak, and he couldn’t move under its memorable feminine, familiar spell.
         

         
         “Won’t you play another hand, my lord? I’m certain the house will give you credit. Come, I shall fetch you a glass of wine.”

         
         He knew that voice. Her voice. The Lost Queen.
         

         
         Yet it couldn’t be. Had to be another illusion, like that woman’s laugh at the chophouse.

         
         “Are you hungry, my lord? Cook has just prepared a superb steak avec poireaux vinaigrette.”
         

         
         No—this was no illusion. Two years melted away like ice in a fire as Alex slowly turned around, uncaring that he was in the
            middle of a game. His body roared with pain and pleasure.
         

         
         There she was. Achingly unforgettable. Devastatingly beautiful. As slim as a birch tree, with pale golden hair framing a face
            of shattering loveliness. Dressed in a bronze satin evening gown, her hair held up with amber clips, she stood next to Lord
            Coleman, smiling at the old earl in her winning way. Her hand rested lightly on his sleeve.
         

         
         She wasn’t one of the patrons. She . . . worked here. But how? Why? What did any of this mean?

         
         “Cassandra.” The word came from his lips like a rasp, as though his body was a cavern that had been closed for a millennium.

         
         He didn’t speak very loudly—at that moment, he couldn’t. Yet she looked up at once. Her hazel gaze met his.

         
         For half a heartbeat, her expression registered joy, longing. Then horror.

         
         He blinked, and both expressions were gone from her face. She looked smooth and unreadable. It was as if he’d imagined her
            emotions.
         

         
         He felt both numb and acutely aware of every nerve. His heart pounded and his mouth went dry.

         
         “Alex?” she whispered.

         
         It truly was her. Cassandra Blair. The Lost Queen. The woman who’d shattered his heart two years ago.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         For several moments, Alex and Cassandra stared at each other, as if frozen. The only thing that moved was Alex’s heart, pounding
            like a steam engine in the center of his chest.
         

         
         He barely noticed Lord Coleman looking back and forth between them. “I’ll, ah, investigate the vingt-et-un tables,” the older man muttered before ambling away, leaving Alex alone with her.
         

         
         He’d had lovers and mistresses before—women who enjoyed pleasure and were eager to share it with him—and while he acknowledged
            he’d been attracted to sundry women, his hunger for Cassandra had been sudden and obsessive. He’d seen a flame smoldering
            beneath the coolness of her exterior and it called to him, like a fire seen through a long, dark night.
         

         
         He’d been drawn in by her quiet dignity, so different from the forced frivolity of debutantes in search of husbands. When
            other women looked at him as a collection of wealthy estates, awed by the age of his title and his prestigious lineage, she
            had spoken to him and looked at him as though he was a man, not just a duke. There had been tragedy in her eyes and understanding
            in her smile born from years of lived experience. And—he couldn’t deny it—the carnal awareness she displayed in her movements
            stoked a fire in him he’d never before known. He’d burned to touch her, to taste her kisses, to know the feel of her body
            against his.
         

         
         Now the woman who’d carved a hollow inside his body and brain stood before him, two years older but as powerfully stunning
            as she’d been back in Cheltenham. Seeing her again seared a hole right through him. He’d be reduced to ashes in a moment.
         

         
         All the details of her returned to him in an instant, from the arch of her eyebrows to the birthmark on the inside of her
            thigh. A birthmark he’d kissed.
         

         
         Someone at one of the faro tables shouted, snapping Alex back to the present moment, to this place. Cassandra, too, seemed
            to wake, blinking and furrowing her forehead.
         

         
         He could not speak to her as he longed to do in the middle of a gaming hell.

         
         “Your Grace?” the card dealer behind him tentatively asked. “Do you wish to continue playing?”

         
         “No,” Alex snapped over his shoulder. “I—”

         
         His words died as he looked at Cassandra. Scanning the room, he noticed a secluded corner, partially shielded by an enormous
            Chinese vase holding palm fronds. The middle of a gaming hell was no place to talk to her. No place to see her.
         

         
         Before Alex could think, he took her uncovered hand in his own ungloved hand. The feel of her skin against him was a hot brand
            upon his heart, both a balm and an agony.
         

         
         Wordlessly, she followed him to the corner, where Ellingsworth and Langdon couldn’t cast their curious gazes in his direction.
            Even in a gaming hell, where guests engaged in numerous vices, people gossiped.
         

         
         Her familiar fragrance of rose and warm vanilla drove thorns of heat through his chest. Though her expression remained unreadable,
            the long line of her throat revealed the quick pulsation beneath her flesh. His fingers itched to stroke along that silken
            column, as he’d done before. Or press his lips to the spot at the juncture of her jaw and neck, to taste her again.
         

         
         Her eyes widened slightly, as if she could read his thoughts.

         
         Very slowly, as if defusing an incendiary device, she untangled her fingers from his. But she didn’t put more distance between
            them.
         

         
         “Alex,” she whispered.

         
         “Where did you go?” he demanded lowly.

         
         She didn’t speak. Yet her gaze never left his.

         
         “I woke up,” he continued, “and you had disappeared.”

         
         Her gaze slipped to the side, as if she had trouble looking him in the eye. Was she ashamed?

         
         He pressed. “No one at the hotel knew when you’d left or where you had gone.”

         
         Her lips tightened regretfully. “I know.” She glanced back at him, and a wealth of misery shone in her eyes. “I’m . . .” She
            drew a breath. “I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         Her apology was only a trickle of water upon the hot wound of the past. The words were too meager for the immensity of his
            feelings, broad and vast as a jungle, and just as dangerous.
         

         
         He couldn’t stop the words that tore from him, revisiting that dark time. “And then no word. Not a letter, not a note. Nothing.”
            Anger and fear pulsed beneath his words. And relief, to find her again after so long, after he’d believed the worst.
         

         
         “I looked everywhere for you,” he went on. “Every inn between Cheltenham and London. My solicitors scoured the country for
            word of you.”
         

         
         “England is a vast place,” she whispered. Her face was pale, her eyes wide.

         
         “It always seemed too small to me,” he gritted. “Until I tried to find you. It was as though you were made of smoke. You vanished
            utterly.”
         

         
         She looked down at her clasped hands, her knuckles white as she gripped her fingers tightly.

         
         He gazed at the crown of her head, shining softly gold like something deeply precious. “I thought—” His voice thickened. “I
            thought you’d been hurt. Worse. That you’d . . .” He couldn’t even say the word, though he had proof at last that his greatest
            fear had been unfounded.
         

         
         “Oh, God, no,” she breathed. She glanced up, and then her eyes briefly closed. “I had hoped that you’d forget me. Go on with
            your life as if we’d never met.”
         

         
         “How can you say that?” He realized his voice had grown louder. Alex carefully lowered his tone so that they wouldn’t be heard
            above the noise of the gaming hell. “It’s not my habit to seduce impoverished widows at spa towns.” Sharp, cutting feelings
            threatened to overwhelm him once more—in Cheltenham, he’d reached toward her like a plant finding sunlight. And when she’d
            gone, he could only think that again, he was unworthy of love. The sun disappeared.
         

         
         “Nor is it my custom to become a duke’s lover,” she said, barely audible.

         
         The words seduce and lover reverberated between them. Her pupils widened, darkening her eyes. Her gaze darted up and down his body. A flush stole into
            her cheeks. She blushed like that when she came.
         

         
         He couldn’t think of that now. Not here. Not when there were too many unanswered questions and raw emotion nearly engulfed
            him.
         

         
         “Please,” she breathed. “Forgive me. I acted out of self-protection.” She pressed her hand against his thundering chest. “The
            money you gave me—so honorably—it was enough for me to go home. To contest my wicked cousin.” Her brow furrowed and her mouth
            turned down. “The villain. The clever, shrewd villain. He kept my creditors hounding me. I had to leave for home in the dead
            of night so they wouldn’t pursue me. I had to vanish utterly to keep myself from the Marshalsea.”
         

         
         The thought of Cassandra imprisoned there shot frost through him. The infamous debtors’ prison was a miserable place, full
            of desperation and sorrow. Alex had once been there to visit an old school friend, who had refused to allow him to pay off
            outstanding debts. The Marshalsea was a warren of sad, cramped rooms and hopeless people spending interminable hours in squalor.
         

         
         “Damn it,” he said gruffly. He barely cared that he’d sworn in her presence.

         
         She smiled sadly. “I know.” Her smile faded. “I reached home, also in the dead of night and found my ancestral home barred
            to me. No place to go, no friend to give me shelter. I applied to the local magistrate.” She shook her head mournfully. “Too
            late. My cousin had taken control of my entire fortune. I hadn’t two groats in my pocket. I had nothing, and nowhere to go.”
         

         
         He shook with the force of her revelations. The trials she had endured. Faintly, he heard the shouts of the men and women
            at the gaming tables, the click of dice, and harsh explosions of laughter. They seemed so far away, so frivolous compared
            to what Cassandra had faced.
         

         
         “You could have come to me,” he rasped. Her hand against his torso recalled that night, two years ago, when they had gone
            to bed together. She’d dug her nails into his chest, urging him on, as he’d moved within her.
         

         
         A merciless storm of desire and emotion pummeled him. He wanted to rage against it like a mad king shouting at the tempest,
            yet it had him. All these years had passed, and his hunger for her—his need for her affection—hadn’t dimmed. Not at all.
         

         
         “Already, you’d done so much for me. How could I ask for more?”

         
         He felt his cheeks darken. “What’s the use of my bloody fortune if I couldn’t help you?” Rage at her faceless cousin was an
            acid in his veins. “Tell me that bastard’s name and I’ll wring your fortune out of him.” He’d never meant any words more than
            these.
         

         
         She shook her head once more. “He took my money and went to the Continent. Aix-les-Bains, Vichy, Montecatini Terme. He could
            be at any spa, or any city. There’s nothing anyone can do.” Her lips tightened. “It was difficult enough to ask you for money
            to get me home. I couldn’t come to you with my hands outstretched.” She moved her hand from his chest. “I know you. You’re
            generous. You would have given me what I asked for, because of the strength of your honor.”
         

         
         Another flush stole into his cheeks. He’d been complimented many times in his life—a matter of course for a duke—but none
            of those flattering words had the impact that hers did, perhaps because he genuinely cared what she thought of him. She gave
            out compliments because she meant them, not because she was obliged to.
         

         
         She exhaled in a short burst. “If I was to survive, it would be through my own strength, my own will.”

         
         He nodded, even as he cursed the very thing he admired so much about her.

         
         They’d come to know each other during that fortnight in Cheltenham. She’d married too young to a man of hot blood—but emotion
            had been her guiding principle when she’d accepted his proposal. When he had died of a fever contracted after a hunt, her
            strength had carried her through.
         

         
         It didn’t matter how dire her circumstances might be, she was determined to succeed on her own merits. She was no lost damsel
            in need of rescuing.
         

         
         He thought it would just be a few dull weeks at the hotel while recovering from a riding injury that had hurt his shoulder.
            He’d come into the hotel’s elegant, marble-clad foyer and seen her. All thoughts of his injury fled. Her proud, assured bearing
            had drawn him in, and beneath that, an elusive sensuality. She’d eaten alone in the dining chamber, with its vaulted ceiling
            and echoes of murmured conversation.
         

         
         Alex had never believed in fairy tales, but she seemed an elfin queen in exile. Her pale hair, the clearness of her gaze,
            the sleekness of her limbs all recalled the stories he’d heard from his nursemaid about the fairy folk who lived in the woods
            behind his home. So he’d dubbed her The Lost Queen. He’d been unable to resist her allure.
         

         
         He’d had the hotel’s manager introduce them. They’d talked about fairy tales and old legends and the wish to sail away to
            far-off places. It was as though idle conversation was unnecessary, and they’d spoken directly from their hearts. He’d never
            met anyone who could be so reserved and yet so incisive at the same time. Her contradictions wove themselves into a web, ensnaring
            him.
         

         
         When he’d learned of her plight, he had decided at once to give her money to help. They’d been in the hotel’s conservatory,
            warm and damp and green, and he’d seen a trickle of perspiration work its way down her neck to nestle in the folds of her
            fichu.
         

         
         She had tucked the money there. Not in her reticule. “For safety,” she’d explained, but he had been too distracted by the
            sight of that gleam of sweat to pay close attention.
         

         
         He’d taken her to bed soon after. Not as a man purchasing a woman’s favors, but as further proof of his heart. For the first
            time, he’d allowed himself to feel soul-deep emotion, believing that at last it would be reciprocated.
         

         
         She’d gone away instead. He’d been so hurt by her—but now he knew why she’d been so quick to put distance and silence between
            them. The wounds could at last heal.
         

         
         “What can a woman alone do,” she explained, “but make her way in the world.”

         
         “What did you do?” He was half-afraid of the answer, because there was always a particular option available to women.

         
         She gave him a wry smile without much humor. “Became a lady’s companion.”

         
         He exhaled.

         
         “Yet you’re here now.” He glanced behind him, at the crowded gaming hell full of men and women drinking and wagering.

         
         She blushed deeper, as though ashamed. “Mr. Hamish needed a woman of gentle birth to keep the people at the tables, and I
            had no choice but to accept his offer of employment. The last woman who’d retained my services was a bitter, angry widow—a
            dowager countess. She resented my youth. Accused me of stealing. She planted jewelry in my possessions. I left her employ
            with a blight on my name and without a character reference. Finding more work as a lady’s companion became impossible.” She
            spread her hands, an expression of rueful acceptance on her face.
         

         
         His heart ached with pity. His beautiful, proud Cassandra, brought to this. He couldn’t reproach her for not informing him
            of her whereabouts or circumstances. Had he been in the same place, he would have acted as she had.
         

         
         Yet they were here together again. After two years of fruitless searches, and the resulting despair when he couldn’t locate
            her, providence had seen fit to have them meet again. He didn’t know how or why, only that it was a gift he wouldn’t toss
            aside.
         

         
         “Cassandra—”

         
         She glanced worriedly over her shoulder. “I have to get back to work. Mr. Hamish will notice I’m not on the floor, and I cannot
            afford to lose my position here. And . . . I’m sorry to hear about what happened with Lady Emmeline.”
         

         
         He grimaced. The news was one-day old and everyone knew, even a woman he hadn’t seen in two years.

         
         But he didn’t want to think of his fruitless wooing of another woman. He took Cassandra’s hand in his. “Don’t go.”

         
         “I can’t stay.” She pressed a quick kiss to his knuckles—to his shock and pleasure—then slipped away, back into the heat and
            chaos of the gaming hell. He stepped out from the corner, watching her go as though she was the last glint of light in the
            darkness.
         

         
         Ellingsworth and Langdon appeared suddenly, flanking him.

         
         “Who was that?” Langdon demanded.

         
         “You never mentioned a blonde,” Ellingsworth accused at the same time.

         
         Alex cleared his rusted throat. “That’s a story I won’t be sharing.”

         
         His two friends exchanged glances. Ellingsworth had, despite his vocal disavowals to the contrary, done very well at university.
            His mind was nimble, perhaps overly so. “The unknown lady.”
         

         
         “What of her?” Alex snapped.

         
         “Lady Emmeline was never truly your goal,” he deduced. “You courted her, yes, but it was she who held pride of place in your heart.”
         

         
         “Ellingsworth—” Alex said warningly.

         
         Yet his friend wouldn’t be scared off. “The wooing of Lady Emmeline was merely a way to overcome heartbreak.”

         
         “Stop reading your nieces’ sentimental novels,” Alex muttered, but he couldn’t outright lie and tell Ellingsworth he was wrong.

         
         “Cheltenham,” Langdon suddenly exclaimed.

         
         Alex jerked in response. “The hell are you talking about,” he growled.

         
         “You’re right,” Ellingsworth said with surprise. “You went away to Cheltenham, and when you came back . . . you’d changed.
            Turned even more serious—if such a thing was possible. And there was . . .”
         

         
         “What?” Alex snapped.

         
         “Pain in your eyes.” Ellingsworth looked nearly embarrassed to have noticed this much.

         
         “There wasn’t,” Alex said lowly, but his friends were too perceptive. He grabbed a drink from a passing servant, and his friends
            did the same. Alex threw back his wine, but Langdon and Ellingsworth sipped at theirs.
         

         
         Ellingsworth continued, “It was her. The blonde. She had to have been at Cheltenham, too. You weren’t yourself when you returned.
            Shoulder had healed but you’d been wounded another way. Took months before you came out of that cloud—and when you did, you
            started looking for a bride. Lady Emmeline. A girl to fill the gap left by the Cheltenham blonde.”
         

         
         “Enough of your fancies,” Alex muttered, but there was no denying how close his friends were to the truth. He tipped his glass
            back for more wine, but it was empty. Moodily, he set it on another passing servant’s tray.
         

         
         “Oh ho,” Langdon crowed. “A crack in the ducal defenses.”

         
         Alex scowled, glancing away.

         
         Langdon and Ellingsworth shared another look, this one fraught with unspoken words.

         
         “Let Ellingsworth and me take you somewhere else,” Langdon urged. “There’s a fine tavern in Leicester Square that hosts knife-throwing
            tournaments. Plenty of pretty wenches to turn a man’s head, too.”
         

         
         “No,” Alex said at once. “I’m in no humor for wenches or knives or anything else.” He craned his neck, looking once more for
            Cassandra.
         

         
         A thrill of panic juddered along his spine. Had she disappeared again? No—she was by one of the windows, smiling and talking
            with a gentleman and two ladies. The vise of his fear loosened. He took an instinctive step toward her.
         

         
         “Don’t blame you,” Langdon said, keeping pace beside him. “She’s a striking woman. Got a queenly aura about her.”

         
         Alex wheeled to face Langdon. “She’s not to be leered at.”

         
         Langdon’s brow raised as he held up his hands in surrender. “Not a glance. Not a peek in her direction.”

         
         “Why don’t you go to her?” Ellingsworth asked quietly.

         
         Alex felt his jaw harden. “It would jeopardize her employment here.”

         
         “She works here?” Langdon exclaimed.
         

         
         In response, Alex glared at his friend. He knew he was being churlish to Langdon and Ellingsworth, but there wasn’t a damn
            thing about this situation that he liked.
         

         
         Ellingsworth placed his hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Come on, old man. Let’s get you home. Nothing good will come of lingering.”

         
         A swell of gratitude built in Alex’s chest. His friends were impetuous and pleasure seeking. Ellingsworth continually made
            gibes and jests, and Langdon was always in search of gratification. Yet they clearly wanted to protect him from himself.
         

         
         He nodded stiffly, then turned and headed toward the exit. It took every ounce of his self-possession to keep from looking
            back. Toward Cassandra.
         

         
          

         From her vantage near the windows, Cassandra Blake watched the duke’s wide shoulders as he left the gaming hell with his friends.
            His posture was just as upright and proud as ever—a duke down to his very marrow, despite the shock he’d had tonight.
         

         
         She moved through the crowd, nodding, smiling, urging people to play. Yet her thoughts were leagues away.

         
         Alex wasn’t the only one who had been stunned by the night’s developments. Coming back to London, she’d braced herself for
            the possibility that she might, just might, see him again. Excitement and dread had fought within her, like two cats scrapping
            in an alley.
         

         
         Please let me see him, she’d think when falling asleep each dawn. Please, let our paths never cross, she’d think as she traversed London’s streets.
         

         
         Cassandra had heard through the usual gossip networks that he’d been seriously wooing a young woman of gentle birth. A strange,
            unexpected—and unwelcome—pain had lodged in her chest at that news. Then, yesterday, that lady had jilted him publicly.
         

         
         God, how he must be hurting. She ached for him, even as she secretly rejoiced that the stupid chit hadn’t possessed the good
            sense to make Alex her husband.
         

         
         A duke had to marry, but there wasn’t a single woman alive who was his equal.

         
         She’d seen the worst of humanity, its greed and selfishness and stupidity. She’d never known anyone who didn’t demand reciprocity
            in some fashion. Even saints wanted their halos admired.
         

         
         But Alex . . . he came by his integrity honestly. He never said what he didn’t mean. He gave of himself because he wanted
            better for others, without expecting anything in return. It wasn’t weakness—it was true gallantry.
         

         
         That had been her undoing.

         
         She shoved at the tempest of emotion battling within her. “There is a spot open at the hazard table, my lady,” she told a
            flush-faced woman with graying hair. “I understand the dice favor women.”
         

         
         “Do they?” the lady trilled. She walked on somewhat-unsteady legs toward the gaming table.

         
         Cassandra stifled a sigh. The tables were honest, but the players didn’t always have the best sense. Not my concern. She couldn’t stop people from being fools, and the more rash they became, the more her own profits would go up.
         

         
         People came to gaming hells because they wanted to forget themselves. They dropped their dignities at the entrance in exchange
            for the chance of winning significantly.
         

         
         Not Alex. He was a proud man. He’d never allow anyone to see him as anything less than flawless. He certainly didn’t want
            anybody to observe him hurting. After Lady Emmeline’s rebuff, Cassandra hadn’t known if he would hide. Or make himself visible
            as a way to let the chatterers know he wouldn’t be felled by a lady cutting him loose. Both were possibilities.
         

         
         Cassandra had mentally braced herself, but that had done almost nothing to shield her from the storm of feelings—happiness,
            terror, pleasure, sorrow—that hit when she saw him again. When he’d spoken her name. When he’d looked at her as though she’d
            truly come back from the dead.
         

         
         Or when he gazed at her as though he wanted to carry her off to the nearest bed and make love to her for days.

         
         She now pressed a hand to her chest, willing her heart to slow. It was always an unruly creature and refused to calm, still
            pounding away even though Alex had gone. Her feet wanted to run after him. Her body ached for his touch.
         

         
         Cassandra hadn’t taken a lover in two years. Not since Alex. Maybe that had been foolish. Now there was nothing between her
            body and the memories of him, his dark hair mussed, the hard square line of his jaw tightening as he thrust into her. She
            wouldn’t have believed such an honorable, principled man would make love to her like he was born for the task. As though his
            only desire was to give her unending pleasure.
         

         
         No. Those memories served no purpose. They only put her at risk. But heaven and hell, how she ached for him now. Her knight,
            her lover.
         

         
         “The Duke of Greyland?” Martin Hughes, alias Martin Hamish, asked at her shoulder.

         
         She turned to him, and saw his
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