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            Chapter 1

         
         The black-garbed ladies mingled through the room like bobbing crows, pecking at the food on their tiny plates with the same
            vigor with which they prattled about the recent demise of Lady Vanderhall, now at eternal rest in the velvet-swathed coffin
            positioned against the far wall of the drawing room.
         

         
         Black baize fully draped the room, hiding the floral wallpaper. The impenetrable fabric covered the windows, too, shutting
            out all light. Candles flickered atop every surface, casting dancing light and shadows in the shrouded space. Tomorrow family
            and friends would escort the coffin to the church for the funeral. Until then vigil was maintained. People came and went,
            never letting the candles burn out. Always the room remained illuminated. Always the body never left alone.
         

         
         “So tragic,” one beak-nosed lady pronounced, waving her ham sandwich about imperiously. As though she were the first to make
            such an observation on this most unhappy occasion.
         

         
         “Do you think her daughters will have any memories of her?” another inquired, searching through the room for the small girls.

         
         “Doubtful. They’re but ten and eight, I believe. Still such infants. It’s doubtless for the best, though.”

         
         Graciela, the Duchess of Autenberry, downed the rest of her lemonade in the hopes it would chase the sour taste from her mouth.
            She looked longingly in the direction of the door, ready to escape.
         

         
         For the best they forget their mother? It would be as though she never existed, dust lost to the wind, and these gabsters deemed that
            for the best? She hoped they were wrong. Entirely wrong.
         

         
         The recently departed Lady Vanderhall had been her friend, and Graciela had few enough of those to feel her loss most keenly.

         
         As soon as word reached her of Evangeline’s unexpected death in a riding accident, Graciela had quit the country and traveled
            back to Town to pay her respects, leaving her daughter and stepdaughter behind at Autenberry Manor. No need to drag them all
            this way for something as dismal as a funeral, and Lady Vanderhall had been only a vague acquaintance to them.
         

         
         At any rate, her daughter and stepdaughter preferred to stay in the country. This time of year Town offered very little diversion.
            Building snowmen and sledding down hills and reading Byron before the fire whilst they sipped chocolate held more appeal to
            the girls. In truth, at this particular moment, it held more appeal to Graciela. This was simply unbearable. She was already
            saddened over her friend’s death, but these mourners only made her grief worse with their unfeeling remarks.
         

         
         She didn’t think she could abide one more moment of poor Evangeline’s vigil, and tomorrow—the funeral—would be even more difficult.

         
         “Bunch of carrion.” Mary Rebecca fell in beside her, perhaps the only true friend left to her.

         
         Like Graciela, Lady Talbot was a young widow not entirely favored by the ton. From the very start, they were outsiders. She
            was Irish, whilst Graciela hailed from Spain. More than one lady had discreetly accused them of stealing a noble husband away
            from a more deserving English lady. Graciela had heard the quiet mutterings when she first arrived in England at the tender age of eighteen. And she still
            heard them now at the age of five and thirty. Some things never changed.
         

         
         “Lud! I think they relish it,” Mary Rebecca murmured. “The misfortune of others makes them feel better at their own bleak
            lives.”
         

         
         Graciela shot a glance at her friend, bringing her cup to her lips. “I think we’ve paid our respects enough for this day.”

         
         “Indeed.” Mary Rebecca nodded in agreement and turned away. “Shall we take our leave?”

         
         They departed the house with but a few snide glances cast their way.

         
         “I’ve a house all to myself,” Graciela announced, slipping on her gloves as their carriages were brought around. Stepping
            out onto the stoop, she nestled into her ermine-trimmed cloak. Faint flurries of snow shook down from the afternoon sky. “Why
            don’t you join me for some refreshment? We can properly toast to the memory of Evangeline and you can recount your holiday
            with the children. I should like to hear of it all.”
         

         
         “A house to yourself? Whatever is such a thing? When I took my leave this afternoon, my boys were pummeling each other with
            wooden swords whilst my daughter pitched a tantrum because she couldn’t find her favorite shawl.” Mary Rebecca looked heavenward.
            “Somehow the fault was mine to bear.”
         

         
         Graciela chuckled, understanding perfectly. “Of course.”

         
         “Indeed, I am in no hurry to return home. Lead the way, dear friend.”

         
         Smiling, Graciela permitted a groom to assist her into her carriage. It was true. She usually never found herself alone. Her
            daughter, Clara, and her stepdaughter, Enid, were always underfoot. Graciela preferred it that way. She enjoyed being surrounded
            by family and friends. She dreaded the day her daughter married and left her. Certainly she wanted Clara to find happiness
            and marry a good man, and at ten and four that day would be here before she knew it.
         

         
         Life passed quickly. It seemed only yesterday Graciela had been running through Papa’s vineyard in her bare feet, a girl with
            tangled hair, giggling as she played games of chase with her siblings and cousins. And now she was the mother of a daughter
            half-grown.
         

         
         It wasn’t just Clara she dreaded losing. She would miss Enid, too. Her stepdaughter was, by all accounts, a spinster. And
            yet Graciela expected she would marry someday, too. She read the longing in her eyes for a home of her own, a husband and
            children. She’d observed this in her face, watching as other girls her age married and started their own families. Her stepdaughter
            was headstrong and clever with definite bluestocking tendencies—not precisely the most sought out characteristic in an English
            bride, but Graciela had no doubt she would eventually meet a gentleman comfortable with her distinct charms.
         

         
         And then Graciela would truly be alone. A widow watching the seasons change as she waited for visits from her family.

         
         When she arrived at her town house, she forced herself to shake off such maudlin thoughts, blaming them on the grim circumstances
            of the day. The house felt quiet without Clara and Enid . . . empty, even though a score of servants occupied it.
         

         
         She and Mary Rebecca made their way to the drawing room. She slid off her gloves and rang for her favorite Madeira, grown
            from the lands that were once Papa’s vineyard. Now some distant cousin held those lands as well as Papa’s title, but one sip
            always took her to the home of her childhood and all its sweet memories.
         

         
         Before Autenberry. Before life became so very . . . disappointing.

         
         Mrs. Wakefield, the housekeeper, brought the decanter along with several cakes and biscuits. More than they could ever eat
            in one sitting, but Graciela and Mary Rebecca fell on them ravenously.
         

         
         “Thank you, Mrs. Wakefield. I couldn’t stomach food earlier today,” Mary Rebecca declared, taking her first bite.

         
         “Such a dreadful shame about Lady Vanderhall,” Mrs. Wakefield opined. “You’ll never see me atop anything with four legs.”

         
         Mary Rebecca exclaimed at the deliciousness of her first bite. “You really must send the recipe for these lemon biscuits along
            to my cook. They are delightful.”
         

         
         “I’ll do that, my lady.” Mrs. Wakefield nodded at Lady Talbot as she moved to the doors, pausing before taking her leave.
            “Will you be dining at home tonight, Your Grace?”
         

         
         Dinner. She stifled a wince at the mental image of herself eating all alone at the great big dining table. “Yes. A tray in
            my rooms will be adequate though. Thank you.” Eating alone in her room was far preferable.
         

         
         The housekeeper nodded and departed.

         
         After several more lemon-iced biscuits, Mary Rebecca fell back on the chaise with an utter lack of dignity, her hands palm-up
            at her sides. “What a terrible day.”
         

         
         Graciela nodded grimly. “I can’t believe she’s really gone.”

         
         “Only a month ago she was talking about joining me and the children in the Lake District before the season got under way.”
            Mary Rebecca shook her head and released a small sound of disgust. “You never know when your end may come.”
         

         
         “She was almost our age,” Graciela murmured.

         
         “Aye, she would have been six and thirty in November.”

         
         Graciela paused midchew. The biscuit suddenly tasted like dirt on her tongue.

         
         “What’s wrong?” Mary Rebecca eyed her as she sat up and reached for another biscuit.

         
         She shrugged, an uncomfortable nest of knots forming in her stomach. “I thought she was older.”

         
         “Evangeline? No, she only looked older. That wretched husband of hers put the years on her face.”

         
         Graciela moistened her lips. “I’ll be six and thirty in September.” Which meant that Graciela was older than Evangeline. Older than her friend who had just died. Her death was unanticipated, to be certain. A freak accident, but
            still a rather jarring realization.
         

         
         “Well, then. I expect you’re next.” Mary Rebecca winked.

         
         “Oh!” Graciela tossed a half-eaten biscuit at her friend. Trust Mary Rebecca to make such a poor jest. “That’s a fine thing
            to say!”
         

         
         “What?” Mary Rebecca swiped at bits of crumbs that dotted her skirts. “You think I like it any more than you do? I’m two years
            older than you. The truth is it can happen to any of us. Death does not discriminate. Evangeline was up and about, talking
            and laughing, one moment, and then . . .” Her voice faded away, but what was left unsaid hung heavily between them.
         

         
         Graciela sighed.

         
         Mary Rebecca added, “It does make you think. I, for one, intend to enjoy my life . . . however much there is left of it.”

         
         Graciela gazed into the crackling fire until she was forced to blink. It did, indeed, make one think.

         
         She was a widow of ten years. She had lived the last seventeen years in England, first as a dutiful wife, then as a devoted
            mother and stepmother. There was little else to her identity.
         

         
         Sweet Clara, so full of life, would be quick to cut strings and embrace her future. Soon Graciela would be alone with only
            the walls to stare back at her. She had no interest in remarrying. Once had been enough.
         

         
         For all intents and purposes, she donned a happy mask when references were made to her late husband. As far as the outside
            world knew, she had been blissfully married to the late Duke of Autenberry. She maintained the ruse for her daughter. For
            her stepchildren. She would not taint the memory of their father with the reality of what was. She would keep the truth to
            herself. The past was best left buried. It did not account for anything anymore.
         

         
         She had the present and future to occupy her.

         
         Before today that had seemed like enough. More than enough.

         
         Sitting here, though, beside Mary Rebecca, with the death of their friend hanging over them like a dark storm cloud, what
            she had in her life no longer felt like enough.
         

         
         She felt a void. A desperate itching need for more. For more now. And more tomorrow.
         

         
         “I better stop eating or I won’t fit into the shameful dress I planned on wearing tonight to Sodom.”

         
         Graciela sat up a little straighter at the mention of the infamous club. Even if she herself had not stepped foot beneath
            its disreputable roof, Mary Rebecca had apprised her fully of all the delights and depravities to be had there. Anything to
            suit one’s tastes. Dark or light. Fleeting or more permanent in nature. Lovers or strangers. All came together there. Admittedly,
            Mary Rebecca’s tales had titillated and scandalized her in equal parts. “You’re going to Sodom? Tonight?”
         

         
         Mary Rebecca had invited Graciela to join her at the pleasure club countless times over the years. Graciela always declined.
            She’d had a man in her bed once. She felt no compulsion to recruit another.
         

         
         “After a day like today a visit to Sodom is more necessary than ever. It will remind me that I’m alive.” Mary Rebecca raised
            a fair eyebrow. “Perhaps you need the same reminder. Will you join me?”
         

         
         It wasn’t long after her husband passed that Mary Rebecca took her first lover. She and Lord Talbot had been a love match.
            Mary Rebecca had been a simple country girl he met while he was buying Thoroughbreds on her father’s farm in Ireland. She
            claimed that once accustomed to the delights of the marriage bed, she couldn’t live without a lover’s caress again.
         

         
         Graciela could not profess the same need.

         
         She had been fond of her husband in the beginning. He had doted on her then. Even if older than herself, he had been a handsome
            man, and yet she had not enjoyed the marriage bed. It had been a disappointment. She had been a disappointment to him in that regard. He’d told her as much on their wedding night. Given your fiery disposition, Graciela, I had thought you would be more exciting than this.

         
         He’d uttered this as he climbed from their bed and donned his robe, belting it rather savagely at his waist, his gaze cutting
            her to the quick. He’d left her that night—their wedding night. Alone. A girl no more in a cold bed, yearning for comfort.
            It was the first night of many where she would swallow disappointment and contend with the vagaries of a husband swollen with
            his own sense of entitlement.
         

         
         Autenberry’s disappointment in her only made her tense and more self-conscious. Hardly conducive to becoming proficient in
            the art of lovemaking. She knew her husband had strayed from their marital bed. In the last years of her marriage, he’d spent
            more time in the beds of other women than in hers. It stung only a little. Mostly it was a relief—and she supposed that was
            a testament to the poor state of her union.
         

         
         Perhaps it was time, at last, to move on and see what it might be like with another man. The act itself couldn’t be so unsatisfying
            all the time or why would so many people make such a fuss about it?
         

         
         She swallowed against the sudden dryness in her mouth. “Mary Rebecca . . . tell me a little more about Sodom. What’s it like
            there?” She had never pried, never pressed to know anything about the place beyond what Mary Rebecca volunteered (which had
            been ample), but now she was curious to know . . . willing to learn. “Going there doesn’t mean you have to . . .”
         

         
         “Oh, no!” Mary Rebecca waved her hands in a flurry of movement. “Your mere presence is not a binding contract into wicked
            deeds.” She released a huff of laughter. “Trust me, there are plenty of voyeurs. There are also those who only drink and play
            cards. They don’t partake in any of the activities above stairs.” Mary Rebecca winked. “Pity, though. That’s where all the
            fun happens.”
         

         
         “Hm,” Graciela murmured, not yet ready to commit.

         
         “You can go there to simply play and be admired . . . no one says you have to bed anyone. Nothing is more exciting and flattering
            than snaring a man’s attention. Even if it’s only flirtatious banter, it feeds a woman’s ego and can make you feel . . . alive.”
         

         
         With a start, Graciela realized it had been years since she felt alive. Perhaps never. There had never been sparks with her
            husband, after all. Almost immediately upon their marriage she had erected walls to protect herself. On the surface she was
            a happy, biddable wife. But inside she was numb and hollow, forcing herself to forgo all her dreams of love and passion for
            her reality.
         

         
         She stared at her friend for a long, thoughtful moment. “Indeed,” she murmured. “It would be exciting to feel alive. Again.”
            She added the last word lest her friend sense how truly deprived she was. Mary Rebecca would only pity her if she knew her
            heart and body had been deprived not only the years since her marriage but all the years during her marriage, too. Graciela
            didn’t want that.
         

         
         “We can don masks. Many do,” she offered.

         
         Graciela snorted. “With my accent? And coloring? They’ll know at once it’s me.” Enough ton ladies had muttered within her
            hearing that she was as swarthy as a field hand. She harbored no misconceptions on that score. She was too recognizable.
         

         
         Mary Rebecca shrugged. “The lighting is dim. And who said you need to speak at all?” She waggled her delicate eyebrows. “You
            can do other things with your mouth. If you wish.”
         

         
         “You’re a wicked woman, Lady Talbot.” Graciela shook her head and laughed. “But what of the banter you mentioned?”

         
         “Then speak. Talk.” She shrugged. “Truly. It’s really no concern. If anyone guesses at your identity, so what? I’ve been going
            for years and everyone knows it is me behind the mask. I’ve endured no adverse consequences. My children have not suffered.
            Ladies of the ton still glare at me . . . as they have always done. It matters naught what I do with my spare time. That will
            never change. I’ll always be that Irish upstart who snared the Earl of Talbot. We’re widows, Ela. We’re allowed a great deal
            more latitude.” She reached across the space separating them and clasped Graciela’s hand. “It’s been ten years. You’re overdue
            for some pleasure. It’s time.” Her friend gave her hand a hard squeeze as though imbuing her with a dose of confidence. “Live
            a little.”
         

         
         Live a little.

         
         She glanced down at her black mourning dress and was reminded of Evangeline, cold and dead in a coffin.

         
         She lifted her chin. “What time are we leaving?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Dipping rather deep tonight, aren’t you, Autenberry? Is it your intention to get foxed?” The Earl of Strickland stared across
            the table at his longtime friend.
         

         
         “Perhaps,” the Duke of Autenberry grumbled with a shrug. “Is it your intention to not?”
         

         
         Colin blew out a breath. “There was mention of cards and women. Any chance we’ll get to that tonight?” The rate Autenberry
            was guzzling brandy, the only place he was headed was facedown on the floor, and then it would fall to Colin to pick him up
            and carry him home.
         

         
         Autenberry’s response was to slam back another glass.

         
         “Is this because of your brother? Are you still annoyed with him?”

         
         Autenberry’s gaze shot to Colin at that question. “Half brother,” he snapped. “And he’s not my brother. He’ll never be my brother.”
         

         
         Colin nodded slowly. Annoyed might be an understatement.
         

         
         “I’m not annoyed,” Autenberry added. “I’d have to give a bloody damn about him to feel annoyance.” His fingertips circled
            the rim of his glass. “I feel nothing at all for that Scot bastard. Struan Mackenzie is nothing to me.” Autenberry’s mouth
            flattened into a hard line at this pronouncement.
         

         
         Colin nodded but held his tongue, not believing him for a moment.

         
         Autenberry’s bastard half brother had won over everyone in his family, and there was no denying he was bitter at the recent
            development—no matter what he claimed.
         

         
         Struan Mackenzie had even won Poppy Fairchurch—stole the tempting little shopgirl right out from under Autenberry. It didn’t
            matter that Autenberry hadn’t known he had the chit in the first place, as he was in a coma at the time. She was married to
            Struan Mackenzie now and that fact did not sit well with Autenberry.
         

         
         “Very well. You’re not annoyed. Just surly and poor company.” Colin gave up on his friend and lifted his gaze to scan the
            room. Just because Autenberry was in a sour mood didn’t mean the entire night had to be a waste.
         

         
         Even though most everyone was in the country for the remaining winter, Sodom was packed tonight. There were several scantily
            clad ladies, clearly indifferent to the wicked cold outside, masked and unmasked, circuiting the room. All manner of women
            to suit every taste and distract any man from his most foul of moods.
         

         
         “You like redheads,” Colin remarked, feeling like an adult trying to coax a child into eating his supper. “How about that
            bird?” He motioned to a likely prospect heading up the broad staircase to the private rooms above stairs. She had a nice,
            inviting sway to her hips.
         

         
         Autenberry shrugged, evidently not tempted.

         
         “Should we move upstairs, then?” Colin prodded, hoping to uproot Autenberry from his position in front of the bottle. “Perhaps
            we might find something to interest you.” Ever since Autenberry woke from his coma, he had spent a good amount of time soused.
            Colin was hoping to break him of the habit.
         

         
         “Go on. I’ll be along once I finish my drink.”

         
         Colin sighed, rather doubting Autenberry would budge from his spot.

         
         Shaking his head, he left Autenberry to drown himself in his brandy, no longer willing to stand witness as his friend spiraled
            deeper into whatever dark mire held him hostage.
         

         
         He knew a brush with death could affect a person. Autenberry had just come out of a coma to find his world altered. That could
            affect a man’s perception. Colin would give him space. Besides, he had his own demons chasing him this night.
         

         
         He’d promised his grandmother that he would take a bride this season.

         
         The old bat had ignored him for most of his life, but recently demanded an audience with him to inform him that he owed an
            heir and spare to the family line. He couldn’t argue the point. It was time. He was nine and twenty.
         

         
         His days of bachelorhood were fast dwindling. He’d always planned to honor his vows, so that meant nights like tonight, when
            he was free to cavort with light-skirts, were in short supply. Of course, he had hoped to harbor enough affection for his
            wife that honoring his vows would be no real trial. He had not met any debutante to tempt him, however. He couldn’t even profess
            fondness for a particular chit. Not that he had spent any time searching among the proper drawing rooms, routs and balls of
            the ton. He had avoided matchmaking mamas, sticking to gaming hells and clubs such as Sodom.
         

         
         Clearly it was time to take note of eligible young ladies. Or at least take heed of his grandmother’s directives, as she did
            pay attention to such things. She had already sent him a list of debutantes she had personally vetted. All from impeccable
            families. All breeders. This, he’d learned, was the most essential criterion for his grandmother.
         

         
         His mother had died bringing him into the world, and his grandmother blamed her for being too weak. From her chaise longue,
            drowning in pashmina shawls and surrounded by her cats, the old dame had proclaimed his late mother fragile and a poor breeder.
            She stabbed a gnarled finger in Colin’s direction.
         

         
         Your father should have married a hardier female. One that did not break so easily. Instead he was a fool, gulled by beauty.
               Not you, lad. I’ll see to that. You’ll be smarter than my Charles. You’ll marry a fine young breeder.

         
         If his grandmother spoke of his future bride as though she were a prize sow, he didn’t bother to object. At nine and seventy,
            there was no changing her ways.
         

         
         Colin’s father died when he was a boy, but he did recall the large shadow of the man invading his nursery. With drink in hand,
            the imposing earl would stare out from red-rimmed eyes at Colin. You’ve her look to you, lad. Then, as though it was more than he could bear to observe, he would turn and leave Colin alone with his nursemaid.
         

         
         That was the extent of his memories of his sire. The earl’s passing was scarcely a hiccup along the stretch of his days. One
            morning the housekeeper informed him that he had died and then in her next breath inquired if Colin would like honey for his
            porridge.
         

         
         His life went about its usual lonely course until he was sent away to school and met Autenberry. Marcus’s family, in a sense,
            became a surrogate to him. Suddenly he wasn’t so alone anymore.
         

         
         Despite his lack of family bonds, he did feel an obligation to keep the Strickland line going. Or perhaps it was because of
            that very thing. His own lack of family. A pack, a clan to call his own. He wanted children . . . the family he never had.
            He’d spent most of his life imposing on the Autenberrys. Anytime he wasn’t at school, he could be found with them. It was
            preferable to idling his time away at a deserted school or staying at his empty mausoleum with only servants for company.
         

         
         His estate would no longer be empty once he married and filled it with his progeny. The thought provided some comfort and
            spoke to the secret longings in his heart. He wanted half a score of children, at least. He snorted. His grandmother would
            be thrilled to hear such hopes from him. Now he need only find the girl to give him those offspring.
         

         
         But not tonight. Tonight he would not spend another moment thinking on marriage or the begetting of heirs.

         
         He ascended the stairs. The second floor was quieter, darker. The kind of shady surroundings that invited trysts. He’d engaged
            in more than a few assignations at Sodom over the years. Tonight seemed ideal for another one.
         

         
         He blinked, acclimating to the sudden gloom as he strolled down the corridor, passing open doors beyond which all manner of
            illicit activity took place. He strolled in and out of a few rooms. Perhaps he would spot that redhead and persuade her to
            go visit Autenberry and tempt him from his drink.
         

         
         And that’s when he noticed her.

         
         Her utter stillness amid a room of voices and laughter and twisting motion snared his gaze.

         
         He entered the spacious salon. Red-hooded lanterns cast the space afire, giving it an otherworldly ambiance. One could almost
            forget they were smack in the middle of London and not in some decadent den of iniquity far off in the Mediterranean.
         

         
         The room had been thoughtfully devised. Alcoves were tucked into every corner and along the edges of the chamber, offering
            privacy for those who desired it. Cries and moans carried from the curtained nooks.
         

         
         He angled his head, studying the female across the expanse of the red-tinged drawing salon, singular in her aloneness. She
            wore a domino like so many of the women present. Her gown was a deep burgundy and low cut, revealing a daring amount of cleavage.
            Nothing shocking about that. In this establishment she was rather modestly attired.
         

         
         He walked deeper into the salon. Several people kissed and fondled each other on the couches. Laughter and chatter buzzed
            through the air. He inhaled the smell of want and sex and unleashed desires.
         

         
         On a settee in the far corner, a man delved his hand beneath a lady’s skirts, working her into a fine frenzy. A few people
            watched, permitting themselves the titillation. One gentleman groped himself in a chair, opening his trousers and massaging
            his erection as the female panted, dragging her skirts higher so that her lover could work his fingers deeper and faster within
            her.
         

         
         Colin knew the scene. He’d observed it before but never lingered long in such scenarios. He preferred privacy when engaged
            with a woman. He didn’t like voyeurs arousing themselves at his or his partner’s expense. When he was with a woman, he wanted
            no distractions.
         

         
         Normally, at this point, he would turn and set about his own pursuits, but there was the woman in the corner still holding
            his curiosity. She reminded him of a rabbit frozen, caught in the sights of a predator. He smiled wryly. In this case, she
            had landed herself in a room full of predators.
         

         
         Bright flags of color marked her cheeks. She was a novice to this scene and he felt a strange prickle of emotion. Pity? Protectiveness?
            The crazy urge to grab her and throw her in a carriage before the wolves got to her overcame him.
         

         
         Shaking his head, he started to turn away. She was a grown woman who obviously knew where she was and what she was about.
            No one came to Sodom without an inkling of what they were about. She wasn’t looking to be rescued no matter how intensely
            she blushed.
         

         
         Then he noticed the pair of men descending on her. The Botsams were brothers, only a year apart and grandsons to the late
            Archbishop of Canterbury, and known all about Town for their depraved inclinations. Yes, the irony wasn’t lost on him. No
            man let a daughter or sister anywhere near the pair of blackguards.
         

         
         He’d attended Eton with them and observed their behavior firsthand. They had been cruel boys, delighting in crushing birds
            or torturing cats that loitered about the grounds. Once he and Autenberry had happened on them with the groundskeeper’s daughter.
            They’d stripped the girl out of her knickers and were in the process of switching her backside raw. He and Autenberry stopped
            the brothers, but not without a fight. Colin still bore a scar above his eyebrow from where one of them had struck him with
            a rock.
         

         
         According to talk, their conduct hadn’t improved over the years. They were still sick bastards and he wouldn’t wish them on
            his worst enemy.
         

         
         His chest tightened as he watched them descend on her. Even through the domino, he noticed her widening eyes as they backed
            her toward one of the alcoves.
         

         
         He cursed beneath his breath, willing her not to be pushed into one of the nooks with them. The last thing she needed was
            to be dragged off where no one could see her or where her cries for help could be muffled.
         

         
         His hands clenched as all three of them disappeared from sight in one of the darkened nooks. He was probably overreacting.
            It was Sodom, after all.
         

         
         “Christ,” he muttered and strode forward.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         One moment she was gawking at the most sordid display she had ever witnessed, wondering where Mary Rebecca had disappeared
            to and how she might take her leave from this place, and then two men were before her, suggesting filthy and lewd things that
            made her ears burn and her stomach lurch.
         

         
         “What are you doing? Unhand me.” Her gasped words and slapping hands went unheeded as they shoved her back down on a well-padded
            couch.
         

         
         They moved in accord, like they had done this countless times. Their hands fell roughly on her. She was spun around, her face
            pushed down onto the couch as if she were some rag doll to be flipped about unceremoniously, without thought or care.
         

         
         “Stop!” she choked as hands grabbed the hem of her skirts. She reached down to seize their groping fingers. Arching her back,
            she lashed out, kicking behind her. Her heeled slipper made contact with something. Pain radiated up her leg as one of them
            cursed.
         

         
         The other laughed. “She’s a fighter. This will be fun. Haven’t had one of those in a while.”

         
         “You want to fight, eh?” A hard hand tangled in the back of her hair, straining her neck on her shoulders, forcing her head
            down and scattering her pins, sending the mass of her hair sprawling around her. “Go ahead. Fight. We rather enjoy that.”
         

         
         This wasn’t happening.

         
         She only wanted a night out . . . and to live a little. To feel alive and not like her poor friend, dead in a box. Now this
            was happening and all she wished for was the safety of her home. To be back in her drawing room before her crackling fire
            with Clara and Enid beside her. Not this. Anything but this. Clearly the thrill and excitement she had been looking for didn’t
            exist. Not for her.
         

         
         She struggled against the rock hard grip, and then suddenly the pressure at the back of her head was gone. She rolled to her
            side, twisting around to watch as a third man appeared, yanking one of her accosters off her. Her attacker lost his balance
            and fell to the floor. The new arrival, a shadowy figure in the alcove, pressed his booted foot against the neck of the man
            on the floor and grabbed the other one by the cravat.
         

         
         She watched, frozen on the couch. Never had she witnessed such a brutal scene before.

         
         “Botsam, I believe you and your brother heard the lady refuse your company. I’m sure you can find someone else receptive to
            your attentions. It is Sodom, after all . . . and there is no accounting for taste.”
         

         
         “You make it a habit of interfering, Strickland. First at Eton . . . now here. What? Are you following us about Town?”

         
         Strickland?

         
         Her heart lurched at the familiar name, knowing she was safe, even if it was regrettable for Lord Strickland to find her in
            such an undignified manner. The earl would never let a lady come to harm. Her stepson’s friend was as honorable a gentleman
            as they came.
         

         
         “As I recall, you both were trounced for your transgressions at Eton,” Lord Strickland said. “Care for a repeat performance,
            Botsam?”
         

         
         “It’s just you here. I don’t see Autenberry at your side this time. Might be difficult to deliver a beating without your friend.
            One against two are not the best of odds.”
         

         
         “Oh, Autenberry is not far. I’m certain he would be happy to deliver another thrashing on you worthless swine.”

         
         Panic swamped her and her heart thrummed in her ears. Her stepson was here?

         
         Oh, no.

         
         He couldn’t see her here.

         
         The earl continued, “Not that I’ll be needing him tonight. I have this well in hand.” He ground his boot deeper into the man’s
            neck on the floor as though to drive home his point. The man cried out and whimpered.
         

         
         “You don’t really want to cause difficulties here, do you? You know Mrs. Bancroft has no tolerance for violence on the premises.
            I’m sure you wouldn’t want your memberships revoked. Permanently.”
         

         
         There was a long moment of silence as the earl stared the man down. She didn’t breathe as she watched them, her hand clutching
            her throat as she tried to decipher the silent exchange occurring between them.
         

         
         Finally Botsam cleared his throat. “As you said. There are more accommodating females present. We’ll leave this one to your
            gentle care,” he sneered.
         

         
         Strickland uncurled his fingers from Botsam’s cravat. “Wise decision.”

         
         Botsam’s gaze flicked to her as he straightened his mussed cravat, assessing in a way that made her feel suddenly like dirt
            beneath his boot. “I confess I don’t have much affinity for dark meat at any rate.”
         

         
         She sucked in a stinging breath. It wasn’t the first time she overheard a scathing, indiscreet remark about her coloring.
            Her dark hair and eyes and less than milky complexion put her in marked contrast to other English ladies. Some men found her
            attractive—her deceased husband had once upon the time. Others, however, did very little to hide their distaste.
         

         
         “You can have her, Strickland,” he continued, waving his hand toward his brother still beneath his boot. “Mind letting my
            brother go?”
         

         
         Colin took his time as though considering that. “If I ever see you mistreating a lady again, there won’t be a next time.”
            He lifted his foot and the Botsam brother on the floor scurried to his feet, holding his injured neck. He treated Strickland
            to one final glare and slunk away.
         

         
         His brother followed at a slower pace, leaving them alone in the alcove.

         
         She was aware of a rushing noise in her ears then. Her heart pounded hard, a dove desperate to take wind and escape. Before
            she could consider her actions, she crossed the space separating them and hugged him, her fingers clutching deeply into his
            shoulder. Her other hand dropped to his chest, trapped between their two bodies. He was a familiar shore amid the dark sea
            in which she found herself.
         

         
         He stiffened with surprise against her. She opened her mouth to express her gratitude and relief that he arrived when he did
            and saved her from the most terrifying moment of her life—but then his voice rumbled out from his chest.
         

         
         “You’re very welcome, Miss . . .”

         
         She started to thank him again, to explain, but then she closed her mouth with a snap.

         
         Her mind raced.

         
         He didn’t know her. Of course. She was masked. It was dark. She had not yet used her voice.
         

         
         This knowledge rushed through her, and it was a different kind of relief but relief nonetheless. He would identify her at
            once if she spoke. So it seemed obvious then that she shouldn’t speak. She couldn’t. There was a chance she could yet extricate
            herself from this situation without Lord Strickland or her stepson ever knowing of her blunder in coming here.
         

         
         She pulled back from the embrace, biting her lip as though that could stop her from speaking. Her fingers fluttered lightly
            where they still rested against his chest. He was firm and solid, his chest broader than she had ever realized.
         

         
         She glanced up and felt snared by his eyes. He had the loveliest eyes. She fought their pull and looked beyond his shoulder,
            half-afraid that her stepson might suddenly appear.
         

         
         “They’re not coming back,” Colin assured her, lifting his hands to give her shoulders a comforting squeeze, misinterpreting
            her trepidation.
         

         
         She returned her gaze to him. He thought she was still afraid of the Botsam brothers? He’d allayed that fear for her. She
            shook her head slightly. The only thing that would allay her other fear was being snug inside her house across Town.
         

         
         He looked down at her, his silvery eyes peering at her through the gloom. She had always thought those eyes extraordinary.
            Always imagined they could see more . . . cut through everything.
         

         
         Her stepson was impulsive, even hotheaded. He’d worried her more than a few times over the years. She had judged Colin to
            be a calming influence. Wise and thoughtful and circumspect. A good friend to Marcus. Precisely the kind of friend he needed.
            He’d even been a friend to her tonight, stepping in and saving her—and as far as he knew, she was a stranger to him.
         

         
         He patted her shoulders. “Come. Let us get you from here.”

         
         By here, she did not know if he meant this room or this house. Whatever the case, she let him lead her away since away was where
            she wanted to be. It didn’t require speaking and that seemed fortuitous.
         

         
         He clasped her arm and tugged her behind him. Once in the corridor, his hand slid down her arm. Neither one of them were wearing
            gloves. His warm fingers wrapped around her hand and her heart beat harder in her chest.
         

         
         A lifetime had passed since a man held her hand in anything more than a fleeting grip. Those touches were perfunctory. Just
            a quick assist from her mount or into a carriage. This was different. It was intimate and slightly possessive.
         

         
         She slid a look at his profile. The strong line of his nose. The square cut of his jaw. She saw him as she always did . . .
            except she didn’t. He looked different somehow now. Here, in this setting, he made her breath fall a fraction too quickly.
         

         
         He was indisputably handsome. She had always thought this, of course, but with detachment. As one observes a beautiful piece
            of art. Or simply a handsome man—a handsome young man a matron such as herself might consider as a marriage prospect for her
            stepdaughter. How could she not? It was difficult not to notice when her stepdaughter stared after Lord Strickland with longing.
            Years ago she had thought perhaps they might make a match, but after watching their interaction, she was certain that Colin
            viewed Enid only as a younger sister.
         

         
         Tonight, however, in this moment, Graciela was achingly aware of him . . . and that was unpardonable. She gave herself a swift
            internal shake and blamed it on her surroundings. Once she was free of this outrageous place, all would return to normal.
            She would return to her senses. She would again be a proper dowager duchess and Lord Strickland would be her stepson’s friend.
            Much younger and much too forbidden.
         

         
         He led her down a hallway, past couples so engrossed with each other they did not cast them a glance.

         
         “I’m assuming you wish to leave?”

         
         She nodded.

         
         “I’ll escort you out and hail a hack for you.”

         
         She smiled and nodded again. Perhaps she could leave word with a doorman for Mary Rebecca without Lord Strickland overhearing
            her. She didn’t want her friend to fret, but neither could she stay another moment in this pleasure club whilst her stepson
            was on the premises. Mary Rebecca would understand when she explained the situation.
         

         
         Graciela looked ahead, noting they were nearing the top of the stairs, where several corridors converged.

         
         A gentleman crested the top, ascending the stairs to stand in the hub of corridors. She tensed, recognizing him at once.

         
         His great height and bearing were as familiar to her as the memory of his father, her late husband.

         
         A sour taste coated her mouth.

         
         She froze, her heart a desperate hammering in her chest. It was too late. Her stepson was here. She was here. They would come
            face-to-face. She couldn’t hide from him. Mortification loomed ahead.
         

         
         Air stirred beside her and she sensed Lord Strickland close. His larger body stopping alongside her. She felt his breath on
            the side of her face.
         

         
         Marcus faced them down the long length of hallway, a dark shape etched against the light from well-lit sconces. That same
            light cast his features into stark relief. There
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