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Chapter 1




London, England

February, 1861

Colin Ramsey, third distinguished Duke of Newark, had been in love with Lottie English for three and a half years. Oh, that probably wasnt her legal name, and of course he hadnt actually been introduced to her formally. But the part of her that so engaged him when she sang upon the stage never ceased to capture his imagination, and, he suspected, would remain at the center of his very erotic fantasies until his dying breathor at least until he bedded her.

Just such a vision of her lingered in his mind as he entered the magnificent Royal Italian Opera House in Covent Garden, vowing that tonight he would meet her face to face at last. Hed attempted to make her acquaintance twice before by calling on her behind the stage after her performances, but shed cleverly eluded him, offering her final curtsy to her adoring public, then hastily leaving the theater by hired hack to places unknown before he could reach her.

That was the mystery of Lottie English, and, Colin supposed, why she endured as his fantasy, haunting his dreams. Nobody knew who she was, aside from her persona as one of Englands greatest coloratura sopranos.

Tonight, however, performing as Susanna in Mozarts The Marriage of Figaro, he would watch her as always, but his plan had changed from all previous attempts to introduce himself after her performance. Tonight, he would catch her unawares during the final interval. Because he was the Duke of Newark, she could hardly deny him a request for an audience.

Highly confident, Colin felt as giddy as a schoolboy as he spied his friends, Samson Carlisle, the Duke of Durham, and the mans new wife, Olivia, sipping champagne in the center lobby of the opera house. Of course everybody he personally knew had, over time, become quite aware of his lustful infatuation with the lovely Lottie, and they were all, one way or another, rather amused by it, enough to tease him on occasion, as they undoubtedly would tonight.

The magic of the impending performance charged the air, as Colin graciously nodded to a few ladies who curtsied to him as he passed through the crowded foyer, lit brightly by wall sconces and crystal chandeliers. Hed dressed formally this evening, choosing his finest evening suite in black silk with velveteen collar and cuffs, a white shirt with pleated frills, and a charcoal-gray waistcoat and matching cravat secured by an onyx tie pin. Hed brushed his hair back from his face, shaved closely, and wore only a trace of musk cologne. Nothing but the best for Lottie English.

Olivia noticed him first, her dark blue eyes sparkling knowingly as he walked up to stand beside her. I see youre looking your best for Lottie English.

Sam snorted.

Colin grinned, grasping her gloved palm and leaning in to kiss her cheek. I was just thinking the same thing.

You never seem to think of anything else, Sam drawled. At least not lately.

He shrugged. It is the winter opera season.

Indeed, Olivia agreed. Then with a nod of her head to beckon them, she moved to her side a little so that she closed in on the wall to her right, taking them away from the growing crowd. After a sip of champagne, she murmured sneakily, Ive heard a rumor about her

Colins brows rose. Oh? I adore rumors.

Especially if theyre about you, Sam said, trying not to smirk.

He ignored that, gazing at Olivia with ardent anticipation. Well?

She began to swivel back and forth, teasing him with a crooked smile. I just left the ladies withdrawing room, where several people who apparently know said theyve heard shes the daughter of a viscount.

Sam chuckled and raised his full champagne flute to his lips. Ridiculous gossip.

It sounded beyond credible to Colin as well. Daughters of nobility dont work on the stage, he said with an exaggerated sigh. Just another dead end, Im afraid.

And yet rumors are sometimes true, are they not? Olivia piped in, twisting a loose tendril of hair at her neck with a finger. At least the rumors Ive heard about you seem to be.

Madam, Colin asked in feigned shock, what has your husband been telling you?

Sam answered for her. Nothing that Im certain she didnt hear whispered first in the ladies withdrawing room.

Colin tipped his head toward her. If thats where youve heard these rumors, then yes, theyre all true.

Oh, really? Olivia mused. Quite the ladies man, arent you?

Colin lifted a flute of champagne from the tray-carrying server walking by. Ill know for certain later tonight.

Sam shook his head, smiling dryly. Here we go again. I suppose youll let us know if you manage to woo her.

Hed said that as a statement, not a question, and Colin only shrugged. I guarantee to both of you, right now, that the lush and lovely Lottie English will one day swoon at my feet. He took a sip from his flute, then pointed it toward them, Mark my words.

Olivia laughed again. Determination counts for something, right, darling?

Sam shook his head but offered nothing in response.


And what are we discussing this blustery evening? came the gruffly cheerful baritone voice from behind him.

Colin turned to acknowledge his longtime friend and immediate supervisor in his work for the Crown, Sir Thomas Kilborne, a stately, rotund gentleman with pinkened cheeks and thinning black hair that he combed over his head from one ear to the other.

Good evening, Sir Thomas, he remarked good-naturedly. We were just discussing the ladies who swoon at our feet.

Ah. Lottie English, again.

Olivia took two steps to kiss the older mans cheek. Good evening, Sir Thomas.

Madam, you look as lovely as ever, he replied, pulling back a little to view her person, dressed richly in dark red satin. Then he turned to Sam and bowed slightly. Your grace.

Sam returned it with a nod of his own. And where is your lovely wife?

Sir Thomas sighed with feigned exaggeration. Ive no idea. She left me to mingle with a group of ladies as soon as we entered.

They tend to do that, dont they? Colin commented.

Sir Thomass lips twitched up making his side whiskers flair. Its a nice reprieve, actually. Shell be tapping me with her fan all evening to make certain I stay awake.

You sound as excited to be here as I am, Sam offered in light sarcasm.

Olivia scoffed, smacking her husband in the arm with her fan, as it apparently worked for all women. Sometimes its necessary to make sacrifices for the pleasure of those we love.

The older man chuckled, patting his hair down atop his head. She dragged you here, didnt she?

Sam took a sip of champagne. I wont go into the nasty details, but yes. She did. My passion for opera extends only beyond my passion for cleaning my teeth.

A bell sounded above the clamor of laughter, rustling skirts, and a thousand and one voices, reminding them that only a few minutes remained before the performance would begin.

Well, Olivia teased, wrapping a palm around her husbands elbow, we dont want to miss the introduction, do we, darling?

I can hardly contain myself, Sam replied slowly.

I cant either, Colin added, his own excitement no doubt far greater than any other man dragged in this night.

Stalling his departure, Sam looked at his friend askance. And just why are you so confident in meeting the famous Miss English tonight?

Colin grinned again and pretended to straighten his tie. Im going to jump up on the stage and declare my love during her first aria. She can hardly evade me when Im standing in front of her.

Good God, Sir Thomas interjected. Just dont start singing.

Olivia giggled.

Sam stared at him. You know that if you do such a disgraceful thing Ill have to disown you as a friend.


Colin shrugged. The cost of love.

Olivia patted his cheek. You need a wife.

Like I need my teeth cleaned, he grumbled. Unless, of course, Sam intends to rid himself of you.

Fat chance, that, Sam said far too casually.

Olivia beamed. Well, then, since Im taken, maybe Lottie English will marry you.

He took a swallow or two of his champagne. I consider that highly unlikely.

Sir Thomas scoffed. Thats because she wouldnt dare. Not if you make a fool of yourself by jumping up on stage during a performance. Youll become the laughingstock of England.

Olivia cocked her head, studying him with amusement. So, how do you really expect to meet your intendedwhat? Friend, shall we call her?

Colin lightly lifted a shoulder in a shrug. Im going backstage to introduce myself during the last interval.

All three of them laughed, including Sam, which meant not only did they consider him a lovesick puppy, they didnt actually believe him.

In the interval, Olivia repeated, brows furrowed in awe.

Colin winked at her. What else is a forlorn and desperate man to do?

Sir Thomas cleared his throat. Well, while youre contemplating your, uh, proposal

You mean his attack, Sam cut in. Poor woman.

Yes, undoubtedly, Sir Thomas agreed. But I would like to have a word with you, Colin, before you lose your head to the beauty on the stage and they cart you off to Bedlam.

Ye who have no faith was his only response before finishing off the contents of his flute.

We do need to sit, darling, Olivia urged again as she tugged at her husbands sleeve. I know you wouldnt dream of missing the opening.

The thought never crossed my mind, Sam lied, trying to suppress a smile as he gazed at his wife.

Turning her attention to the older man, she lifted her skirts to depart. Well then, Sir Thomas, perhaps well see you during the interval.

He bopped up on his toes. Ill be here, of course, with my wife. I have my dignity in check.

Good. And Colin dear, she admonished, shaking her head as she looked him up and down, you behave.

Ill do my best to contain myself, madam, he replied with mock seriousness. But I guarantee itll be a night to remember. At least for me.

Olivia straightened her shoulders and sighed. Then naturally I expect to hear the details. For now, however, we shall see you in your box. With that, she turned and practically dragged her husband toward the inner doors, now filling with theater patrons as they slowly made their way inside for seating.

Colin placed his empty champagne flute next to several others on a small sidebar to his left, then silently, he and Sir Thomas strolled to the far end of the large foyer, waiting for the crowd to disperse even more before beginning their discussion. His nervousness about meeting the famous Lottie intensified as the seconds ticked by, and it made him ever more determined to get their business done, to watch the curtain rise and lights shine down upon the woman of his fantasies.

What do you have for me? he asked as soon as they were alone, squelching his impatience.

Sir Thomas glanced around him intently, skillfully, without looking as if he were doing so. Charles Hughes, he said quietly, lifting his champagne to his lips.

Charles Hughes? he repeated, rubbing his palm across the back of his perspiring neck.

Sir Thomas frowned, his jowls drooping over his starched collar as he nodded. The Earl of Brixham. Seems hes into some rather interesting dealings with foreign governments.

Colin clasped his hands behind his back to keep his growing agitation restrained. What kind of dealings?

Sir Thomas inhaled a full breath, held it for a moment, then let his out slowly, staring at the carpet beneath his feet. Not certain, but we suspect hes trying to sell some kind of information hes gleaned from his involvement in various committees inside the House.

The House of Lords. Colin thought about that for a moment. He didnt know Earl Brixham except by name and perhaps a shared handshake once or twice. But such a suggestion of illegality on the mans part seemed thoroughly unlikely without reason.

Why? he asked simply. What do you have on him?

Sir Thomas looked up at him again, countenance drawn into serious contemplation, his dark brown eyes sharply focused. Hes desperately in debt. Gambles badly and all that. He paused in thought, then added, I think hes at the point where hed do just about anything for money.

Colin tried to keep his mind on the details Sir Thomas provided rather than the lush curves of the famous soprano who would be taking to the stage at any moment. What is it you think I can do? he asked in a mild attempt to get to the point.

Sir Thomas finished off his champagne in a full swallow. After licking his lips, he replied, I need you to meet with him, in his home

Im not an investigator, Thomas, you know that, Colin cut in, cocking his head to the side a little as he gazed at the man with a great deal of skepticism. Dont you have others who can do this better?

The older man shook his head most adamantly. No. He would probably suspect something if we sent in one of our own; youll just appear to be a lazy nobleman, with far too much money on his hands, who would like to buy his antique pianoforte.

Colin chuckled, incredulous. Youre joking.

Indeed, Im not, came the fast reply.

I dont need a pianoforte, Colin said pleasantly, knowing such an observation was entirely moot. Ive got a perfectly good piano that of course I never play.

Sir Thomas scratched his side whiskers, a wry smile playing across his mouth as he glanced around once again to the now nearly empty foyer. Its a good excuse, and the man will certainly sell it. Hes in quite a bind financially, we believe, and the pianoforte is worth a pretty penny. He sighed. But I also want you inside his home, to see how the man is living, to take a general count of his possessions and such. When you offer for the instrument, ask for a complete bill of sale. Thats all. You can work with that, cant you?

Of course he could work with just a bill of sale; he was a professional, after all. Still, Colin remained silent on that point, pondering the strange request from his superior.

Sir Thomas recognized his reservation and piped in jovially, Its for the good of England, old boy.

And that settled the matter. How could he possibly say no? With an exaggerated exhale, he relented. Give me a week or so.

Sir Thomas smiled broadly. No problem, that. The man has a sister, as well. Had three or four Seasons already and she refuses every suitor, or so Ive heard. Perhaps you can court her.

Colin snorted through a chuckle. Not bloody likely.

The older man shook his head with feigned pity. As the lovely Duchess of Durham only just said, you need a wife.

Following that sound advice, Sir Thomas reached up and patted his shoulder, then abruptly left himto hunt down his own consort before she lectured him regarding the necessity of being seated on time, Colin gathered. Wives were trouble, spending all your money on frivolities, whining when you denied them luxuries, and nagging constantly about nothing of any importance. What he needed was a good mistress who did none of those things without risk of losing all she gained by the companionship. It had been ages, it seemed, since hed bedded a woman, and the only woman he wanted right now was the beautiful and artistically brilliant Lottie English.

That thought in mind, he curbed his excitement over the evenings coming events, and turned toward the stairs just as the orchestra began to play.







    

Chapter 2




As always, Lottie English shined on stage. Colin sat next to Sam and Olivia in box three, the very box hed purchased directly after hearing the famed soprano sing for the first time nearly four years ago, before shed become the star she was today. Again tonight, she managed to engage him completely, not just with her mesmerizing performance and spectacular voice, but also by her uncanny ability to own the stage, to captivate the entire audience. He watched her now, dressed in costume, her hair, whatever its true color, hidden behind a tall, white wig, her face covered in cosmetics. Yet she still had the ability to look graceful and poised, even breathtaking, though he supposed her entire performance enraptured him. She had high cheekbones, an oval face, a small waist, and a nicely formed bosom, from what hed noticed over the years. And she sang like an angel.

Shes magnificent, Olivia whispered to him when Lotties first aria concluded and the audience broke out into applause.

He beamed with a silly sense of pride through nearly every second of her performance, a satisfaction that didnt exactly make sense as she wasnt yet his to be proud of. But, God willing, and with a great deal of personal persuasion, she would be soon. Very soon.

Finally the last interval drew close, and his heart began to pound from a sudden, new surge of excitement. The time had almost arrived for him to go behind the stage to meet her, at long last, and she could hardly deny him access to her presence if he presented himself as the noble Duke of Newark. Colin rarely used his title as a ploy to get what he wanted, but he really couldnt see any other way, and shamefully, hed grown almost desperate in his fantasies. He had to know if she stirred his blood in person as she did from afar.

He glanced to Olivia and Sam during the final scene before the break, noting with amusement how Sam could hardly keep his eyes open, which made him wonder how many gentlemen in the audience this night were reacting the same. Olivia, naturally, seemed as enthralled as he, though obviously for different reasons. Quickly, he reached over and gently squeezed her hand, begging for luck, he supposed, and she looked at him, shaking her head.

Behave, she mouthed.

He only winked in response, then stood and silently left his box.

Colin had never been behind the stage during any production, so he wasnt at all sure what to expect. But he fully intended to do everything in his power to remain anonymous and avoid everyone who wasnt part of the opera or theater staff. If Lottie English laughed in his face and dismissed him, he could only imagine the humiliation that might arise if someone from the audience happened to catch a glimpse of him.

The music on stage continued with intensity as he held his head high and pretended to know exactly what he was about. Quietly, he descended the stairs and swiftly made his way down the left corridor that led to the lower orchestra seating, encountering only one or two patrons outside the theater proper who hardly gave him a second glance. He had just a few seconds before applause would break out, signaling the final interval, and he wanted to be inside before anyone noticed him. Finally an overseer of sorts came into view, standing guard in front of the wooden doors that secured the backstage area, probably from people like him who would disrupt the act and its players intentionally or otherwise.

Planting his best charming smile upon his mouth, Colin strode up to the theater employee with a purposeful, regal bearing, until he stood before the scrawny young man who, up close, didnt appear to be more than twenty years of age.

His grace, the Duke of Newark, to see Miss English, please, he stated with casual assurance, pulling down on his velvet cuffs. I wont be but a minute.

The youths eyes lit up fractionally in surprise as he scanned him from head to foot, assessing. Is she expecting you?


Predicting such a standard inquiry, Colin clasped his hands behind his back, never averting his direct gaze. Of course. And its important.

After only seconds of deciding it best not to tempt a confrontation with a man of his rank, the youth nodded once. Youll only have a few minutes, your grace, he admonished, just a trace of disapproval in his tone, before the final act begins.

I shouldnt need more, he replied lightheartedly.

The young man moved to his side and opened the door, just enough for him to slip through, then closed it softly behind him.

Colin stood in the dark, allowing only seconds for his eyes to adjust, then made his way around various bins and large, painted scenes, ropes and pulleys, and props of all kinds, hearing the sudden cheering and applause from the audience just as he neared the small back rooms where he knew the protagonists and players would take a few minutes of rest before returning to the stage for the operas finale.

He heard soft voices and snickering around him as the cast and crew started making their way backstage, though he acted very well as if he knew precisely what he was doing, nodding once or twice to work hands in grubby attire who glanced at him, showing only the slightest interest, or perhaps confusion, in seeing a man in formal regalia treading where he shouldnt. He knew which room belonged to Lottie, as hed attempted to meet her here before, and he walked immediately toward it without interruption. Drawing a deep breath for confidence, and hearing not a word inside, he grasped the knob and let himself in.


Her dressing room was a bit brighter than he thought it would be, taking note of three oil lamps, lit for the interval, two on each side of the dressing table that reflected light from the long, gilt framed mirror, and one across the small room, sitting atop an old oak wardrobe.

Colin first noticed a ladys maid, adorned in costume, placing cosmetics, brushes and little bottles of who knew what on the table in front of the mirror. She glanced up when she heard him enter, staring at him, her mouth opened a bit in puzzlement.

Are youmay I help you, sir? she asked with wide eyes, clutching a thick brush to her breasts.

Colin smiled. Im here to meet Miss English.

Oh. She hesitated, looking him up and down with assessment just as the scrawny youth had done. Is she expecting you?

He wanted to tell her abruptly to leave, and that his reasons for intruding were none of her business. But he supposed it was highly unusual for the famed soprano to be interrupted by strange men from the audience during a performance.

Yes, he answered simply, looking not at her, but around the room, observing for the first time how the decorations were highly indicative of a females touch, including a small, emerald-green velveteen settee leaning against one floral papered wall, and several dozen roses of every possible color, displayed in numerous crystal vases placed on every flat surface he could see. Apparently he wasnt Lotties only gentleman admirer, he thought, amused and a little irked by the revelation.


He glanced back to the girl, who continued to stare at him, apparently stumped. In a fair but commanding voice, he stated, Please excuse us, wont you?

The girl blinked quickly, swallowing. Ibut I need to see to her needs.

Colin slowly sauntered toward her. Ill see to her needs this night.

And just what needs might those be, your grace?

Caught off guard, Colin pivoted quickly around to face the exquisite stature and husky, sensual voice of the great Lottie English, who now stood in the opened doorway, resting her shoulder against the frame, arms interlocked across her chest, forgoing a curtsy as she gazed at him curiously.

He felt his skin prickle with gooseflesh, his face flush beneath the tightness of his collar, and he clasped his hands behind his back to keep them from shaking.

Miss English, he acknowledged, his tone purposely low and controlled, at long last we meet.

The great soprano watched him closely for a few long, awkward seconds. Then she straightened and stepped inside the dressing room with great effort due to the unusually wide hoops of her costume. You may leave, Lucy Beth. Ill handle him.

Handle me? She didnt seem at all pleased by his unannounced and unexpected interruption, and the coolness in her manner took him aback, if only just a little.

Still a bit confused, the young ladys maid nevertheless did as ordered, curtsying twice. Maam. Your grace. And then she scurried out the door like a rabbit on the run, closing it behind her with a thud.


Colin hardly noticed her departure as he held the candid gaze of his fantasy, standing before him for the first time. She looked positively radiant tonight, and more beautiful than hed ever imagined. She wore a period gown of luxurious white and aqua satin, cut low across her breasts, and obviously a corset that lifted them to heights of sheer glory. Her wide eyes, a magnificent blue, were outlined in thick kohl to enhance their color and boldness on the stage, her perfectly shaped face covered in heavy white cream and dusted with powder that matched her high wig, now glittering from the golden ribbons winding through it that reflected the lamplight.

Youre staring, she remarked as she suddenly whisked past him toward her dressing table, sitting in the small, padded chair as gracefully as possible with massive hoops, pausing to consider her image in the glass.

He hadnt realized he was doing that exactly, but he wouldnt deny it. Youre a vision, he admitted soberly, moving his large form very slowly in her direction, watching with fascination as she began to brush more powder on her cheeks.

Why are you here, your grace? Certainly youve got better things to do with your time than interrupt a performance.

How do you know who I am? he asked as he concentrated on his steady breathing so as not to sound totally bewitched.

One side of her painted red lips tilted up coyly as she glanced at him through the mirror. I think everyone knows who you are.

A fair reply, he drawled, his own sly grin etched into his features. But Im more concerned with you and what you know about me.

Are you, she said rather than asked. Without looking at him, she added, Ive been very much aware of you for a long time now.

She would never know how greatly those few words encouraged him.

She sighed and lowered her powder brush to open a tiny tub of bright red rouge. You think I havent noticed you cheering from box three after every performance I give?

That additional comment subdued him a little, realizing for the first time that he might look nothing more than foolish to her. I cant help myself, Miss English, he answered honestly. Youentrance me.

Her smiled deepened a little as she began to paint the red onto her cheeks. Thats very interesting.

He stepped closer. Indeed. And it appears many gentlemen are just as taken with you. Although theyre undoubtedly well deserved, Ive never seen so many roses in one room in my life.

Her smile faded a little, and he had to wonder if his words had annoyed her as his appearance likely had, the last thing he wanted to do now that he was finally speaking to her.

Lottie English is a sensation, she disclosed, her voice husky and contemplative. But none of the men who send me flowers and jewels and chocolates really knows me at all. They simply like what they see, or what I pretend to be. Her gaze quickly scanned his face through the mirror, then returned to her cosmetics. They dont know me any more than you do, your grace.

Softly, he confessed, I understand.

Do you? she asked lightly.

Yes.

She shifted her attention to her bright red lips as she nimbly began reapplying the same crimson color to her mouth with tiny strokes from an outline brush.

Is that why youve never sent me roses?

Truthfully, doing such a thing had not occurred to him, and now he was quite glad it hadnt. Sending her roses would have made him just like all the other admirers she seemed to enjoy ignoring, even brushing aside as a nuisance.

Taking another few steps closer to stand behind her chair, he now peered at her through the mirror. Youre very beautiful, he asserted, his voice a deep, gruff whisper. A token of flowers could never do you justice.

He witnessed the briefest hesitation in her lip application, but she didnt look at him. You flatter me, sir. And yet its true that cosmetics do wonders for a pale and ordinary face.

He frowned a little at that. Never ordinary, dear Lottie. Its exquisite. But I meant all of you, including your voice.

She blinked, clearly unnerved by his candor, her blue eyes vibrant, striking as she stared into his through the glass. Why are you here?

The question, this time, held genuine interest, and the heat of her gaze coupled with the intensity in her tone pummeled him with a sudden rush of satisfaction. Smiling gently, he replied, I want to get to know you better.

She watched him carefully, her eyelids narrowed in stark evaluation. Then she exhaled a quick breath as she lowered her lashes, turning her attention back to her table of cosmetics, reaching for a hair comb. I hardly think youre here to ask me to dinner.

Dinner would be lovely, he swiftly returned.

She shrugged with a sigh. But alas, its not to be. You can hardly court me, your grace, so what would be the point?

The point? To get you in my bed, of course, he thought with exasperation. She had to know that.

Gingerly, lingeringly, he raised one hand and ran his fingertips down the side of her neck in a gentle, wispy movement, relishing the softness, aching to do more. To his relief, she neither flinched nor scolded him. She shivered instead, just minutely, and thats when Colin realized, in a moment of pure elation, how entranced she was with him.

I think youve inquired about me, Lottie. Thats how you know who I am, he said intently, his fingers tarrying at the base of her throat, his palm closing over her bare collarbone.

She almost smiled. I have my fantasies as well, your grace, she replied, her tone raspy and deeply sensual as she gave in to the feel and closed her eyes.

Colin could hardly contain both his mental and physical reactions to her response. He grew hard from nothing more than the sound of her voice, from the sheer knowledge that hed captured enough of her interest for her to ask about him, to show a desire in him, to express a need, ever so slightly, for his touch, to want him almost as badly as he wanted her.

Oh, yes. They would be lovers. Nothing had ever been more clear.

Then we should share those fantasies, he murmured. Im looking forward to it, to our becomingclose friends.

Her lips lifted a fraction and she opened her eyes, looking directly into his as she closely regarded him. So myfriendship is the need you said youd help me with?

He smiled and quietly admitted, It will be my pleasure, and yours, I promise, to help you with every need. I want nothing more than to be with you.

She nodded, folding her hands in her lap. I see. Lowering her gaze, she added in a murmur, I cant say that Ive ever been so charmed.

A sudden knock at the door startled them both, and Colin quickly lifted his palm from her neck, dropping his arm to his side.

Yes? Lottie said at once, her tone returned to one of confident sophistication.

The door opened a crack and a woman in full costume peered inside, fully taking note of him with her mouth open a little in surprise. Uhforgive me. Five minutes, Lottie.

Thank you, Sadie, Ill be right out.

After only the briefest pause, the woman closed the door again.

Colin turned back to Lottie, the sensual angel of his dreams, wishing like hell he had more time. A few minutes in her presence seemed like seconds.

So, youll see me then? he asked in a deep whisper. Privately?

She inhaled shakily, then stood, her large hoops flowing around her as she turned to look up at his face.

He met her blatant stare, capturing her gaze with his, wondering what beauty lay beneath the costume, the cosmetics, the wig, the entire facade, and eager to begin the discovery.

Very slowly, she grinned, her eyes narrowing in mischief. Youd like that wouldnt you? she asked slyly. To take me to your bed, make love to me with infinite passion. To make me your own?

Her boldness inflamed him and he sucked in a breath through his teeth. His palms itched from his enormous desire to reach out for her; perspiration broke out on the back of his neck. Ive dreamed of it for years, he whispered, revealing more of himself than hed originally intended to share. With a quake in his voice, he added huskily, You, and only you, are the center of my most private, most intimate fantasies.

He wanted her to know what she did to him. If hed shocked her by revealing his erotic visions of her during his personal moments of solitary arousal, she didnt show it, which told Colin much about her experience with men.

She raised her chin a little, regarding him almost thoughtfully, her fingers toying with the string of pearls laying against her chest. Its my understanding that men grow quickly tired of playthings, she murmured. Perhaps I want more from a gentleman friend than his intimate devotion.


Colin swallowed from her candor, uncertain how to respond. Then, with a vagueness that surprised him, he said, I think we can settle that with time. And you would never be just a plaything, Lottie. I want all of you.

That seemed to take her aback as her gaze faltered. Then, to his sheer disbelief, she raised herself on her toes and placed her painted lips on his, kissing him softly, withholding an urgency beneath the surface that he could all but feel. It took everything in him not to grab her around the waist and lift her skirts, to savor every inch of her right here in her dressing room. He restrained himself, not wanting to respond too abruptly, but the moment she felt his eagerness begin to build, she slowly pulled away.

Coyly, her breathing quickened, eyes closed, she placed her palm on his chest and whispered, Ill consider it, your grace.

And then with a lift of her skirts, gaze averted, she walked to the door and opened it.

Bursting with hope and gratification, he called out, Lottie?

She drew a long breath and turned back to face him, her palm resting on the door frame.

My name is Colin.

He supposed he was hoping shed reveal her real name as well, but she didnt. Instead, she smiled vaguely and lifted her hand to run her fingertips across the edge of her gown at her breasts.

In a low, seductive voice, she replied, I know.

And then she was gone.

Colin dropped his body hard into the dressing chair, where shed been sitting only moments before, stunned by her reaction, thrilled beyond anything he could have imagined, and shaking in his shoes.

She wanted him. And God, she had kissed him. He ran his fingers through his hair. Nothing in his fantasies had ever compared to the actual feel of her soft lips on his, teasing him, coaxing him, silently pleading for more.

Composing himself as fast as he could, he stood erect, straightening his waistcoat, then practically raced from the dressing room, ignoring the sideways glances and odd looks he garnered from the cast and crew as he walked with ease through the guarded door and out into the lighted corridor.

He reached his box and sat with confidence just as the orchestra began.

Well? Olivia asked impatiently, nudging him with her elbow.

He couldnt stop grinning. Well, what?

Suddenly she gasped. Good heavens, you kissed her!

Sams head shot out from behind his wifes, and then after looking at him strangely for a second or two, he burst out laughing.

What? Colin asked again, annoyed.

Olivia snickered, then pulled off a glove by the fingers and reached up to wipe her thumb harshly across his lips. She left a trace of herself on you, dear man, she said.

Now he understood, and he didnt care. Turning back to the stage, he replied lightly, Im never going to wash my mouth again.

Youre a devil, Olivia said with feigned disgust.


Indeed, he agreed with a sigh. But you just watch. Shell acknowledge me before the night is through.

And she did. As the performance came to a close, the cheering began, and when the diva bowed to the crowd with roses in her arms, she glanced up to his box and smiled.







    

Chapter 3




Colins week had been hell. Aside from having to dismiss a member of his staff for laziness, then tend to his books to discover a critical error his banker had made, hed been plagued by the overwhelming urge to see Lottie again, to touch her, kiss her in passionate need, make love to her slowly with a velvet, lingering caress that left her begging for more. It had been nearly a week since that eventful night hed introduced himself to her at last, and although he hadnt wanted to, he did actually break down and wash his mouth, even as he remembered the gentle pressing of her lips to his that incited a desire he couldnt yet manage to suppress.

He fully intended to contact her again tomorrow night, after watching another performance at the theater, and waiting all week for their next moment together had been pure agony. He really wished he knew where she lived, who she was, so he could call on her at home, but her secrets were, of course, part of her great mystery and appeal, he supposed. At this point he didnt care if she was the daughter of a rubbish collector, he still wanted nothing more than to join her delicious body with his own.

Brushing his impatience aside, he rang the bell of Earl Brixhams townhouse, located, he discovered, not three streets from his own. Immediately, the broad door opened by a dignified butler and he stated his business. He was taken at once and without question to the earls study to await him. Upon entrance, Colin began observantly noting his surroundings, assessing what he could of the earls standard of living.

Brixham kept his study fairly elegantly decorated, despite a lack of furnishings. The room contained two black leather wing chairs in fairly good condition facing a slightly chipped and sturdy oak desk, on top of which sat bundles of scattered paperwork and a lone inkwell. The wallpaper peeled at one of the corners, though it would hardly be noticed by a casual visitor. A coal fire softly burned in the grate to his right, its mantelpiece bare aside from the small watercolor painting of trees on a hillside that hung just above it.

Taking a moment before the earl arrived, Colin casually glanced down to the desktop, moving a paper or two and scanning the contents for anything that might appear out of order in the mans business dealings. Nothing struck him as unusual, however, except one small notation on scrap paper listing numbers that might give a clue to the mans funds. Swiftly, he stuffed it into his pocket and took a seat in one of the leather chairs just as the Earl of Brixham entered the room.


Colin noted his stature, his well-groomed appearance and casual attire in light brown, his strawberry-blond hair and freckled face, though he appeared older than hed expected. Brixham looked to be nearly forty, and clearly a confirmed bachelor like himself.

Good afternoon, your grace, the man said politely, walking toward him to shake his hand. With a genuine smile, he added, I can only hope youre here to inquire about my sister?

Colins brows rose. Your sister?

Brixhams smile faded a little as he strode around his desk and sat in the wooden rocker behind it. I was hopingoh, never mind. He waved a palm through the air. What can I do for you today?

Colin eyed the earl thoughtfully, realizing at once that he seemed more than eager to send his sister packing to a new husband, probably so he could rid himself of her expense. Of course there was nothing particularly wrong with that, especially if his sister was of marrying age, though he certainly didnt intend to be the one to take the girl off his hands. Yet the acknowledgment was telling; Sir Thomas had been right about his debt.

Colin leaned back in his chair and casually regarded the man. Actually, Brixham, Im here to inquire about your pianoforte.

The man fairly gaped at him. My pianoforte?

He folded his hands in his lap. Ive heard youve got an antique, quite old, and Id like to purchase it. For a fair sum, of course.

Brixham leaned back in his chair as well, hands folded in his lap, studying him cautiously. I see.


Colin tipped his head to the side. I collect antiques.

That probably sounded utterly ridiculous, but then hed warned Sir Thomas about his lack of investigative skills, and everybody knew he didnt lie very well. But the man across from him didnt seem to witness any prevarication in his pronouncement, for he rubbed his fingers together absentmindedly and frowned.

The pianoforte belongs to my sister, he said, his thick, reddish-blond brows pinched in thought.

That stumped him for a moment; he hadnt prepared himself for such a complication. I see.

Suddenly Brixham leaned forward, closing his hands together on top of the paperwork on his desk. But since she is my responsibility, I suppose its mine to sell should I choose to. He shrugged, then laughed. Besides, she needs to get married; let her husband buy her a piano, right?

Colin decided he didnt like Brixham very much, or at least that part of him that cared so little about his sisters feelings. Nodding, he agreed, Exactly. How old is she?

He had no idea why he asked that, though he supposed he was vaguely curious.

Nearly twenty-four, the earl fairly blurted, unable to hide his irritation. She refuses every suitor, and Im at the point where Im ready to force her to take the next one or Im tossing her out on her backside.

Colin didnt like him at all, but he covered his annoyance well. Chuckling, he remarked, Females are a menace, are they not?


Brixham shook his head. Youve no idea, he replied, unless you have a sister of your own?

Truthfully, Colin said, Ive got two, both well married by twenty and giving me more nieces and nephews than I can count.

As every good lady should, Brixham agreed.

Suddenly Colin heard the faintest music drift in from beyond the study. Is that her?

Brixham nodded. Cant get her off the thing, though I suppose once I sell it to you, shell have to take her responsibility of choosing a husband a bit more seriously.

Indeed, he replied, squirming a little in his chair.

Would you like to see it? the man asked, already standing.

Very much, Colin replied, completely uncaring what an antique pianoforte looked like at all, though oddly desirous of meeting the poor sister.

The earl strode quickly to the door. You can also get an idea of its sound from Charlottes playing. Sadly, shes quite good.

Sadly? Apparently, the man seemed to think his sister spent too much time wrapped up in nonsense.

Earl Brixham led them down the dimly lit hallway, then paused in front of the last door on their right. Turning back to him, he advised, Dont mind her if shes rude, your grace. Shes not going to like this at all.

I understand, Colin returned, his tone harsher than hed intended.

With a strong hand on the latch, Brixham opened the door to the music room and stepped inside. Immediately the music stopped.


Ive already embroidered this morning, brother, and Id like to play for a while.

Colin heard the soft voice before he saw her. Then he strode around her tall brother to view the stubborn, though clearly talented, Charlotte Hughes for the first time.

Instead of introduction, as he expected, she gaped at him, her mouth dropped open in surprise as she pushed her thick spectacles up the bridge of her nose to see him clearly.

Dont be sassy with me, girl, her brother ordered through a snort. His grace, the Duke of Newark, is here to inquire about the pianoforte.

Her face flushed pink and she bit her lip. Or rather chewed on it. Colin stood with his hands behind him, silently amused, noting her shock, taking in what he could see of her behind the instrument, her slight figure dressed in a simple day gown of cream muslin. She possessed the same coloring as her brother, though her features seemed more refined, her massively curly, thick strawberry-blond hair pulled back from her face with pins and tied with a ribbon, exposing a wide forehead, and sadly drawing attention to her spectacles, which did nothing more than hide her feminine appearance. A scattering of freckles fell across the bridge of her nose and cheeks, which, he noticed, had abruptly gone quite pale as she peered at him from across the top of her pianoforte.

Well, dont just sit there, girl, Brixham fairly bellowed. Either play for the man or stand up.

Her fair lashes fluttered as she realized she was staring. Your grace, she mumbled in acknowledgment, attempting to stand, still in apparent confusion.


He bowed slightly, offering her his most engaging smile. Im delighted to meet you, Lady Charlotte.

She seemed quite confounded for a moment, glancing at him, and then back to her brother. Whats going on? she asked, her voice meekly hushed.

Colin felt suddenly sorry for the girl, wishing for her sake that she could find a husband, and fast.

Her brother pulled down on his sleeves. His grace wants to buy the pianoforte, and I intend to sell it to him. For a fair price, naturally.

Naturally, Colin repeated.

Within seconds, Charlottes face burned with a rush of hot color. Itsits not for sale.

Colin looked at her oddly, cocking his head to the side, wondering if her submissiveness and soft voice were only an act. She seemed as determined as any lady could be under such circumstances, but she didnt sound at all defiant.

Not for sale? her brother repeated, incredulous. Thats not your concern. Get on with you, girl, we have business to discuss.

Lips thinned in a rage she couldnt hide, she moved out from behind the object of their deliberation, and Colin couldnt help but admire her figurelush and curvy with nicely rounded, uplifted breasts that would fill a mans hands. Although she had unruly hair and a fair, freckled face, she should be able to attract a man with her curves alone. But more to the point, he had to wonder why she continued to refuse suitors when, if he were in her shoes, hed have jumped at the first proposal just to be rid of her brother. But then he wasnt in her shoes, and she was, after all, a female without options.


Slowly, hands on hips, she walked toward them, glaring at her brother. Youre ruining my life.

I wouldnt have to if youd get yourself married, the earl said through clenched teeth, trying to remain composed for the sake of his guest but ultimately failing badly.

Lady Charlotte shot a quick glance at him, and the look on her face, determined and incensed, made him pause. She seemed oddly familiar, in a manner he couldnt understand and didnt particularly want to contemplate as he grew more uncomfortable with each passing moment. The guilt he felt burned in his chest, and he had every intention of forcing Sir Thomas to give her back her damn pianoforte. Poor thing seemed to have nothing else that made her happy.

Her face pink, eyes narrowed to slits, she fisted her hands on her sides and glared at him. In a low murmur, she said thickly, Ill never forget this, your grace.

With that, she breezed by them and took her leave, slamming the door behind her.

Earl Brixham groaned and rubbed his eyes. See what I mean? Shes incorrigible.

Colin felt his ire brimming. He needed to be done with them, and fast. I think shes appealing, actually, and certainly talented.

The earl scoffed and waved his hand with annoyance. Shes too wrapped up in her music, is what she is.

That made him think of Lottie English, the bold seductress who made him crazy with her enchanting voice and sensual presence.

Colin cleared his throat, smoothing his hair on the back of his head. Why dont you take the money Ill offer you for the pianoforte and purchase her a new piano? he suggested casually. Perhaps then shell take more kindly to your idea of giving her away to the next man who comes along.

Earl Brixham looked at him askance, his own impatience surfacing as his features grew tight, his body rigid. Ill take care of Charlotte, he said brusquely. Now, lets get down to business, shall we?

Colin knew if he got any more personal with his feelings about the girl and her treatment, hed be asked to leave, thus receiving no bill of sale, no signature, and alas no pianoforte.

He smiled, though he wasnt at all amused. Of course, Brixham. Lets get down to business.
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