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			Dedication

			For the Cover Girls

			Who share their love of good books, 
robust laughter, excellent wine, 
and amazing friendship.

			To Kathy and Becky for getting us started.

			To Wendy, Jenn, and Felicia 
for keeping us together.

			Book clubs rule!
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			Prologue

			On the night of November 15, one of the most horrific disasters in British railway history occurred when a passenger train collided head-­on with a train transporting flammable goods. Several cars were instantly engulfed in a fireball of orange flames. It is impossible to adequately describe the horrendous carnage of mangled bodies, impaled and dismembered travelers, and blackened corpses. Twenty-­seven souls were lost . . .

			Reported in the Times, 1858

			As the coach rattled over the rough, uneven road, Nicholson Lambert, the recently anointed Duke of Ashebury, stared at the passing landscape that was as bleak and dreary as his soul. He felt hollow, empty, as though, at any moment, his body would simply crumple in on itself and cease to exist. He didn’t know how much longer he could continue to breathe, to carry on, to—­

			“Don’t touch me,” the Earl of Greyling, sitting across from him, demanded.

			Nicky glanced over in time to see the earl’s twin, Edward, shove on his brother’s shoulder. The earl pushed back. Edward slapped at him. The earl scrambled onto the seat, resting on his knees, his new position giving him height as he made a fist, brought his arm back—­

			“That’s enough now, lads,” Mr. Beckwith said, quickly setting aside the book he’d been reading and lurching forward to put out an arm to shield Edward from his brother’s attack. Still, the earl let his balled fist fly. It landed with an undamaging thud on Mr. Beckwith’s forearm.

			Any other time, Nicky might have laughed at the younger boy’s ineffectual fighting technique. Only a few months before, shortly after Nicky turned eight, his father had taken him to view a boxing match, so he was quite familiar with the sound of a punch that carried power behind it as flesh met flesh. The earl’s fist could have been a rose petal floating to the ground for all the impact it had made.

			“That is not the sort of behavior that a lord of the realm displays,” Mr. Beckwith admonished.

			“He started it,” Greyling grumbled, not for the first time since they’d begun this arduous and horrendous journey from London.

			“Yes, and I’m finishing it. Your Grace, please trade places with the earl.” The order was spoken easily as though Nicky—­he was having a difficult time thinking of himself as Ashebury, wondered if he ever would—­had the ability to move at will, as though he didn’t have to dredge up the strength from some hidden reservoir buried deep inside him.

			Glancing back over his shoulder, Mr. Beckwith arched a brow over blue eyes that seemed to see far too much. “Your Grace?”

			Taking a deep breath, Nicky summoned up the fortitude to push off the bench until his booted feet thudded to the floor. With a great deal of effort, he maintained his balance and swapped places with the Earl of Greyling. Once they were all situated to Beckwith’s satisfaction, the solicitor adjusted his spectacles and returned his attention to reading his book. Edward stuck his tongue out at his brother. Lord Greyling crossed his eyes and pushed up the end of his nose until he resembled a pig. Nicky looked back out the window to the passing scenery, wishing Mr. Beckwith would read aloud so his voice might drown out the screeching of the wind over the moors. He wished—­

			“I’m not staying,” Edward announced. “I’m going to run off. You can’t make me stay.”

			Nicky looked over at Edward. He appeared so confident, so assured, his chin held high, his dark brown eyes penetrating as he glared at the solicitor. Was that all it took to end this nightmarish journey to Dartmoor? To simply make a proclamation that it wasn’t going to be so?

			Slowly, Beckwith lowered his book, his eyes filling with understanding, compassion, and sorrow. “That would not please your father.”

			“My father’s dead.”

			The earl gasped. For Nicky, the words were a physical blow to his chest. He could hardly breathe at the stark truth that he’d not dared whisper even to himself. He kept thinking if he never thought the words, they wouldn’t be true, his father wouldn’t be gone, and he wouldn’t be the Duke of Ashebury. But he was struggling to hold on to the illusion that his world hadn’t shattered.

			“Still, he would expect you to behave in a manner befitting your station,” Mr. Beckwith assured him kindly.

			“I don’t want to be here,” Edward said with vehemence. “I want to go home.”

			“And you shall . . . in time. Your father”—­he looked at Nicky—­“both your fathers knew the Marquess of Marsden quite well. They went to school together, were mates. They trust him with your upbringing. As I’ve explained before, they left instructions that in the event of their deaths, the marquess was to serve as your guardian. And so it shall be.”

			His lower lip beginning to quiver, Edward looked at his brother. “Albert, you’re the earl now. Tell him we don’t have to go. Make him take us home.”

			With a quiet sigh of surrender, the new Earl of Greyling rubbed his right earlobe. “We have to do it. It’s what Father wanted.”

			“It’s stupid. I hate you. I hate you all!” Edward brought his feet up to the bench seat and, turning his back on them, buried his face in the corner of the coach.

			Nicky could see his shoulders shaking, knew he was trying hard not to let on that he was weeping. He wished he could cry but knew it would disappoint his father to show such weakness. He was the duke now and had to be strong. It didn’t matter that his mother and father were dead. His nanny had assured him that they could still watch him, would know if he were misbehaving. If he were a bad boy, he’d go to hell when he died and never see them again.

			“There it is, lads. Havisham Hall. It’ll be your home for a while,” Mr. Beckwith said solemnly.

			Pressing his face to the glass and looking back, Nicky could see the behemoth silhouette standing ominously against the darkening gray skies. The manor house in which he’d been growing up had been as large, but it didn’t appear as foreboding. He swallowed hard. Perhaps Edward had the right of it, and they could run away.

			The coach came to a shuddering halt. No one came out of the house to greet them. It was as though they weren’t expected. A footman climbed down and opened the carriage door. Mr. Beckwith stepped out.

			“Come with me, lads.” His voice carried no doubts that they were supposed to be here, that this was the correct place, and that they would be welcomed.

			Nicky darted his gaze between the earl and his brother. They’d both gone pale, their brown eyes too huge and round. They waited. He was the oldest, the higher rank, so it fell to him to go first. While everything within him screamed to stay where he was, he gathered up his resolve not to be cowardly and clambered out. He sucked in his breath as the cold winds buffeted against him. The brothers fell into place behind him. In silence, they followed Mr. Beckwith up the steps. At the stoop, the solicitor lifted the heavy iron knocker and let it fall. A clang echoed eerily around them. Again, Beckwith knocked. And again, and again—­

			The door swung open, and a decrepit old man stood there, his black jacket and waistcoat faded and threadbare. “May I be of ser­vice?”

			“Charles Beckwith to see the Marquess of Marsden. I’m expected.” With a practiced flick of his wrist, Mr. Beckwith produced his card.

			Taking it, the white-­haired butler opened the door farther. “Come in, and I’ll alert his lordship to your arrival.”

			As grateful as Nicky was to get out of the wind, he wished he’d stayed where he was. The entryway was shadowed and just as chilly as outside. The butler wandered away into a darkened hallway that Nicky feared led into the very bowels of hell about which his nanny had warned him. He could see no end to it. A quick glance at the twins did not reassure him. They looked as though their wariness had increased tenfold. As for his own, it was at least double that. He wanted to be strong, brave, and courageous. He wanted to be the good son, to please his father, but staying here would kill him. He was sure of it.

			They waited in the oppressive quiet. Even the tall clock in the hallway wasn’t ticking, its hands weren’t moving. The silent sentry caused a shiver to race up Nicky’s spine.

			A tall, thin man stepped out of the sinister-­looking hallway. His clothes hung on his frame as though they had been fitted for a man twice his size. Although his cheeks and eyes were sunken, and his hair was more white than black, he didn’t really appear particularly old.

			Beckwith snapped to attention. “My lord, I’m Charles Beckwith, solicitor—­”

			“So your card said. Why are you here?” The rasp of his voice hinted that it wasn’t accustomed to being used.

			“I brought the lads.”

			“What use have I for lads?”

			Beckwith pulled back his shoulders. “I sent you a missive, my lord. The Duke of Ashebury, the Earl of Greyling, and their wives were tragically killed in a railway accident.”

			“Railway. If God meant for us to travel in such contraptions, He’d have not given us horses.”

			Nicky blinked. Where was the man’s sympathy and sorrow at the news? Why was he not offering comfort?

			“Be that as it may,” Beckwith said evenly, “I had expected to see you at the funeral.”

			“I don’t attend funerals. They’re ghastly depressing.”

			Nicky didn’t think truer words could have been spoken. He’d hated the one for his parents. During the wake, he’d wanted to open the casket to be sure they were there, but his nanny had told him that he wouldn’t recognize them. His parents had been burned to cinders. They knew which body was his father’s because of his signet ring, a ring that Nicky now wore on a chain about his neck, but how did they know that the woman they’d buried with his father was really his mother? What if she wasn’t? What if she wasn’t with him now?

			“Which is the reason that I’ve brought the lads to you—­since you didn’t retrieve them yourself,” Beckwith said.

			“Why bring them to me?”

			“As I stated in my missive—­”

			“I don’t recall a missive.”

			“Then I offer my apologies, my lord, for its being lost in the post. However, both the duke and earl named you as guardian of their sons.”

			As though only just becoming aware of their presence, Marsden homed his dark green eyes in on them. Nicky felt as though his heart had been stabbed with a poker. He didn’t want to be left in the care of this man, who didn’t seem to possess an ounce of kindness or compassion.

			Furrowing his brow, the marquess gave his attention back to Beckwith. “Why would they be foolish enough to do that?”

			“They obviously trusted you, my lord.”

			Marsden cackled as though it was the funniest thing anyone had ever said about him. Nicky couldn’t bear it. Rushing forward, he balled up his fist and punched the marquess in the gut, again and again.

			“Don’t you laugh,” Nicky cried, mortified that tears were burning his eyes. “Don’t you dare laugh at my father!”

			“Easy, lad,” Beckwith said, pulling him back. “Nothing is accomplished with fisticuffs.”

			Only that wasn’t true because the marquess had stopped laughing. Breathing heavily, Nicky was prepared to go at him again if he had to.

			“Sorry, boy,” the marquess said. “I wasn’t laughing at your father, merely the absurdity of my seeing to your care.”

			Ashamed by his outburst, Nicky turned away, taken aback when he spotted the scraggly boy—­wearing only breeches that looked to be too small and a white linen shirt—­crouched behind a large potted frond. His long black hair fell into his eyes.

			“But you will honor their request,” Beckwith stated emphatically.

			Shifting his eyes back to the marquess, Nicky saw him give one quick nod.

			“I will. For friendship’s sake.”

			“Very good, my lord. If you could send some footmen out to retrieve the lads’ trunks—­”

			“Have your driver and footman bring them in. Then be on your way.”

			Beckwith seemed to hesitate, but eventually he knelt before Nicky and the twins. “Keep your chins up, be good lads, and make your parents proud.” He curled his hand over Edward’s shoulder and squeezed. Then Greyling’s. Finally, Nicky’s.

			Nicky wanted to beg not to be left behind. Please, please, take me with you! But he held his tongue. He’d already shamed himself once. He wouldn’t do it again.

			Beckwith stood, eyed the marquess. “I shall be checking on them.”

			“No need. They’re in my care now. Be off with you as quickly as possible.” He looked toward the windows. “Before it’s too late.”

			With a slow nod, Beckwith turned on his heel and walked out. No one moved. No one spoke. The trunks were brought in. Shortly afterward, Nicky heard the creaking of the coach’s wheels, the pounding of the horses’ hooves as though Beckwith had ordered the driver to hurry, as though he couldn’t escape fast enough.

			“Locksley!” the marquess shouted, making Ashe jump.

			The boy behind the frond rushed forward. “Yes, Father?”

			“Show them upstairs. Let them select the bedchamber they want.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“It’ll be dark soon,” the marquess said, a faraway look coming into his eyes. “Don’t go out at night.”

			As though no longer aware of their presence, he wandered back into the dark and foreboding hallway from which he’d originally emerged.

			“Come on,” the boy said, turning for the stairs.

			“We’re not staying,” Nicky suddenly announced, deciding it was time he took charge, time for him to be as dukish as possible.

			“Why not? I’d like to have someone to play with. And you’ll like it here. You can do anything you want. No one cares.”

			“Why isn’t your clock working?” Edward asked, stepping nearer to it as though suddenly intrigued by the craftsmanship.

			Locksley scrunched his brow. “What do you mean?”

			Lifting his hand, Edward drew a circle in the air. “It’s supposed to be ticking. The hands are supposed to move around the numbers.” He reached up—­

			“Don’t touch it!” Locksley shouted as he darted in front of the clock. “You’re not supposed to touch it. Ever.”

			“Why not?”

			Looking confused, Locksley shook his head. “You’re just not.”

			“Where’s your mother?” Greyling asked, stepping nearer to Edward, as though he needed the comfort of a familiar presence in this dreary, ominous place.

			“Dead,” Locksley said flatly. “That’s her ghost shrieking over the moors. If you go out at night, she’ll snatch you up and take you away with her.”

			A cold, icy shiver skittered down Nicky’s spine. He looked toward the door, the windows on either side of it revealing the darkness descending, and he feared it would claim him as well, that when he could finally leave this place—­like his parents—­little of him would remain except ash.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			London

			1878

			ETIQUETTE dictated that a gentleman caller did not extend his visit beyond fifteen minutes, so it was that Miss Minerva Dodger knew that her time in the company of Lord Sheridan would be drawing to a close within the next one hundred and eighty interminable seconds. Sooner, if luck was on her side, but the gentleman sitting to her left on the sofa in the front parlor was apparently determined to eke out his maximum stay. Since she had handed him a cup of tea shortly after his arrival, he seemed to have forgotten his purpose in coming here. The fine bone china with the red roses hadn’t once left the saucer that he balanced so expertly on his thigh.

			This visit was his third within the past seven days, and all she’d really garnered from their time together was that he used a little too much bergamot cologne, kept his fingernails well manicured, and periodically released sighs for ostensibly no reason whatsoever. And that he cleared his throat to signal the end of his calling upon her.

			She now welcomed the harsh gurgle as he set aside his cup before standing. Placing her own cup and saucer on the low table in front of her, she pushed to her feet and fought not to look too pleased that the ordeal was finally over. “Thank you so much for coming, Lord Sheridan.”

			“I hope I may call on you tomorrow.” The earnestness in his brown eyes alerted her that he was not truly asking for permission but was merely stating his intent.

			“If I may be so bold, my lord, allow me to ask if this is truly how you want to spend the remainder of your life—­sitting about in heavy silences with only the ticking of the clock to remind us of the passing of time?”

			He blinked. “Pardon?”

			Now she was the one to sigh, hating that she was forced to be blunt because he refused to acknowledge the truth of the situation. “We are not suited, my lord.”

			“I’m not certain how you’ve reached that conclusion.”

			“We don’t converse. I have tried to engage you in several topics of conversation—­”

			“On the wisdom of England’s expansion in Africa. It is not a subject that should concern a lady.”

			“It is going to concern a great many ladies if war erupts, and they find themselves catapulted into widowhood. Not to mention the financial toll on the country—­” She held up a hand. The man looked positively horrified. “My apologies. You didn’t want to discuss it earlier, and I’m quite certain you don’t wish to now as you are preparing to leave. It’s simply that I have opinions and believe I have the right to voice them. You seem to have no interest in hearing my view on anything other than the weather.”

			“You will be a countess.”

			Now it was her turn to blink. “What has that to do with anything?”

			“You will be Lady Sheridan. As such, you shall be too busy overseeing your duties and your charitable endeavors to be sitting about in the parlor with me during the afternoon.”

			“And in the evening?”

			“I have an extensive library that will be at your disposal. Although surely you do needlework.”

			“I don’t, actually. I find it tedious. I much prefer a rousing debate on social reform.”

			“I will not tolerate a wife who engages in rousing debates. It’s unseemly.”

			“Which is why, my lord, we are not suited.” She said it kindly when she yearned to ask him why he thought any woman would want to be his wife.

			“I have a very large estate, Miss Dodger. Granted, it does need some upkeep, but your dowry will set it to rights.”

			And there it was, spoken at long last: the reason for his presence in her parlor.

			“But you see, Sheridan, I come with my dowry. Furthermore, I come as I am. With my own ideas, not necessarily my husband’s, with my own interests, again, not necessarily my husband’s. But I want him to respect my opinions and interests. I want to be able to discuss them with him and know that he is listening.”

			“I’ll give you children.”

			What did that have to do with his listening, which he obviously was failing to do. She felt rather like a mule being tossed carrots in hopes that one would get the beast to move along. And while she desperately wanted children, she wasn’t willing to pay any price in order to obtain them. If she wasn’t happy, how could they be? “Will you give me love?”

			He tapped his front teeth together. “It is possible that, with time, my affections would grow.”

			She gave him a tolerant smile. “I think you would find living with me to be quite challenging.”

			“I have two estates. Once I have my heir, I see no reason that we must live at the same residence.”

			It took everything within her not to laugh hysterically. The man refused to heed what she was saying—­which had been the problem from the beginning. “Call on me if you wish, my lord, but know that under no circumstances will I ever marry you.”

			“You won’t get a better offer.”

			“That may well be true, but I seriously doubt that I shall receive a worse one.”

			Jerking his head around, he glared at her mother, sitting in the corner with her needlework as though she were responsible for the words spewing from Minerva’s mouth. “Your Grace—­”

			“Mrs. Dodger,” her mother interrupted succinctly.

			Sheridan released a frustrated sigh. “You are the widow of a duke.”

			“I am the wife of Jack Dodger and prefer to be addressed as such.”

			He tapped his front teeth together several times before clearing his throat. “Very well, if you insist.”

			She smiled sweetly. “I have from the moment I married him a good many years ago, but I don’t believe you’re here to discuss the choices I’ve made in my life.”

			“You are quite right, madam, I am not. Will you be so kind as to explain to your daughter why she should not be so quick to dismiss my suit?”

			Her face serene, she bestowed upon him an indulgent smile. “To be quite honest, Lord Sheridan, I think your afternoons would be better spent elsewhere.”

			Harrumphing, he pinned Minerva with his glower. “I intend to have a wife by the end of the Season. I shall not wait for you to come to your senses, Miss Dodger. I shall move on.”

			“I think that would be most wise.”

			“You’re foolish to give up what I can provide.”

			“With the help of my dowry.”

			The tapping of his teeth again. In time, the habit would no doubt drive her mad.

			“Good day, Madam, Miss Dodger.” With that, he spun on his heel and strode from the parlor without so much as a backward glance.

			With a deep sigh releasing much of the tension that had accompanied Minerva with his visit, she rolled her shoulders before wandering across the room and dropping unceremoniously into the chair beside her mother’s. “Strange, but I’d have felt more foolish if I’d married him.”

			Reaching across, her mother squeezed her hand. “You’re not foolish at all. You know your own mind. Somewhere, there is a man who will relish that aspect of you and view you as more than an ornament.”

			While Minerva wasn’t prone to pessimism, on this particular subject she couldn’t dredge up her mother’s optimism.

			“I just passed Lord Sheridan going out as I was coming in,” Grace Stanford, the Duchess of Lovingdon, and Minerva’s dearest friend, said as she walked into the parlor, her two-­year-­old son perched on her hip. “I daresay, he bore the look of a storm cloud.”

			“What a marvelous surprise to have you drop by,” Minerva’s mother said, her smile brighter than anything the sun could produce as she rose and crossed over to their newest arrivals. “How is my grandson?”

			The boy reached for her, and she took him into her arms. “I swear, you have grown so much since last I saw you.”

			“You saw him a few days ago,” Grace reminded her mother-­by-­marriage.

			“Too long.”

			Approaching, Minerva tried to read her friend’s expression, but Grace was known for never giving anything away. It made her an extremely skilled opponent at cards.

			“So, Lord Sheridan?” Grace prompted.

			With a sigh, Minerva shrugged her shoulders. “He thought we were well suited. I didn’t.”

			“He has considerable debt,” Grace said.

			“Precisely.”

			“He is rather nice-­looking and can be quite charming.”

			“He sat here for fifteen minutes staring at his teacup as though hoping to catch a glimpse of his tea evaporating.”

			“Oh dear.” Her eyes held sympathy and understanding. Before her marriage to Minerva’s half brother, the Duke of Lovingdon, Grace had been navigating the sea of fortune hunters as well.

			“So what brings you to our door?” Minerva asked.

			“I simply wanted to visit with you for a bit.”

			“I’ll leave you girls to it,” her mother said distractedly, pinching the child’s chubby red cheek. “Come along. Let’s find your grandfather. He’ll be delighted to see you.” She looked at Grace. “That’s all right, isn’t it? If I take him off for a bit?”

			“Of course. I’ll find you when I’m ready to leave.”

			“Take your time,” Minerva’s mother said, before wandering from the room in search of her husband. If Society ever saw Jack Dodger playing peekaboo with his stepgrandson, his fierce reputation would be shattered.

			“She does love him,” Minerva said, ignoring the ache in her chest because she might never give her parents a grandchild.

			“I know. Furthermore, I knew his presence would ensure we had some time alone when we wouldn’t be disturbed.”

			A mixture of anticipation and dread coursed through Minerva. “You acquired the address?”

			“Let’s have a seat, shall we?” As though she could outrun the conversation, Grace moved swiftly to the sofa and sat.

			Minerva joined her there, the excitement over the possibilities drowning out any of her initial trepidation. “Do you have it?” she prodded impatiently.

			Grace shifted uncomfortably. “Are you certain about this, Minerva? Once it’s lost—­”

			“I’m well aware how virginity works, Grace.” She snapped her fingers impatiently. “Give over the address.”

			She didn’t dare say aloud the name of the establishment. No one did. Rumors of the existence of the secretive Nightingale Club had been floating through London for years, but its location was a closely guarded secret because its owners were supposedly ladies of the aristocracy—­married ladies who had established a place for others such as themselves to bring their paramours for discreet rendezvouses, their husbands none the wiser regarding their illicit affairs. Its purpose had evolved over the years so that even those who had no lover might secure one for a night. That was all she wanted. One night.

			“Your brother will kill me if he learns that I assisted you with this endeavor.”

			“He won’t do any such thing. He adores you to distraction. Besides, he isn’t going to find out. It’s not as though I’m going to announce it, but you know full well the sort of life he led before he married you. Why is it acceptable for men to be naughty but not for women to partake in the same liberties?”

			“It’s simply the way of it. What if you fall in love—­”

			Minerva couldn’t help it. She laughed out loud at that. “I’ve seen six Seasons, Grace. I’m on the shelf gathering dust, except for the occasional fortune hunter. I have no interest in a marriage that is a business arrangement. I want to be loved for who I am. My immense dowry doesn’t aid me in finding love. I’m not particularly pretty.”

			Grace opened her mouth to protest, and Minerva cut in before she could speak. “You know it’s true.” Based upon the dowry her father—­one of the wealthiest men in London—­had bestowed upon her, she had not wanted for men’s professed affections, but not a single one had carried an ounce of truth. She wasn’t particularly beautiful, couldn’t even classify herself as pretty or endearing in the looks department. “I have too much of my father in me. His dark eyes, his common features. And I’ve his head for business. I’m smart, and I speak my mind. I’m not demure or biddable. I want passion and fire, not the coldness of silence and sighs as we wait for the minutes to pass until we’re no longer in each other’s company. Do you have any idea how often I have sat in this very parlor with a gentleman who did little more than hold a teacup on his lap and comment on the biscuits and cakes as though they are the sum of my life? I’m intimidating. I know that. I consider holding my tongue, but I don’t want to give a gentleman a false impression of whom he is courting. I’m not shy about spouting my opinions, and men find such behavior intolerable.”

			“You simply haven’t met the right man yet.”

			“It’s not as though I’ve taken to hiding behind fronds. I’ve been visible, seen by everyone. My dowry is attractive; I am not. Men do not seek me out with passion in mind, but rather purse strings. It’s grown wearisome.”

			Grace studied her quietly for a few moments. “What if you should get with child?” she finally asked, and Minerva nearly groaned at the tedious questioning, but she appreciated that her dear friend meant well.

			“I’ve researched. I’ll take precautions.”

			Grace slumped back, nibbling on her lower lip. “The act itself is incredibly intimate, Minerva. I can’t imagine engaging in such actions with someone I didn’t love.”

			“I’m well aware that it won’t be perfect, Grace, but at this point in my life, I want to feel desired. I’ve heard that most of the men who frequent the place are of the aristocracy. So it’s quite possible it will be someone I know, possibly someone I favor. I fancy many of the gents; they simply don’t fancy me.”

			“But after all that you’ll share, won’t it be awkward when you see him in the future?”

			“He’s not going to know it’s me. I’ll be masked.” The mask she’d purchased in anticipation of acquiring the location of the infamous club covered two-­thirds of her face, leaving only her eyes, lips, and chin visible.

			“But you’ll know. Everything he did. Everywhere he touched. Everywhere you touched.”

			Warmth and a bit of discomfiture coursed through Minerva as she imagined being caressed with large, strong hands. She took the images to bed with her every night even though they did little except leave her aching for what she’d never experienced. Her greatest fear was that she might actually weep if a man ever fondled her with bare hands. She’d been touched by men before, but always with cloth—­gloves at the very least—­serving as a barrier. “I’ve thought about the ramifications long and hard, Grace. It’s not something I decided on a whim. Do you have any idea how lonely it is to have never felt so much as the stroke of a man’s finger along forbidden flesh? During dinners, no one sneaks in an errant touch beneath the tablecloth, out of sight of others, when my gloves are resting on my lap and my hands are uncovered. No one does anything untoward where I’m concerned.”

			“If I might be honest, this recourse seems rather tawdry. Perhaps you should seek out a lover.”

			“You don’t understand, Grace. Men don’t find me appealing in that way. They don’t have improper thoughts or consider me alluring. If a man even hinted that he fancied me, I’d marry him.”

			“You’ve had marriage proposals.”

			“From impoverished gents, and it became quite clear, quite quickly that they yearned to hold near my dowry, not me. Your advice helped me identify the fortune hunters, and thus far—­to my everlasting disappointment—­they’ve all been fortune hunters.”

			“Perhaps you took my words too much to heart.”

			“No one looks at me the way my brother looks at you. Even before he professed his love, it was obvious that he wanted you in the worst sort of way.”

			Unable to deny the words, Grace blushed. Minerva stood and began to pace. She was striving so hard not to show how nervous she was about this decision. It was the correct one for her. She wanted to know what it was to be with a man, and she’d grown weary of waiting. “The anonymity appeals to me. If I botch it all up, no one is going to know.”

			“You won’t botch it. But I do worry that you’ll be hurt.”

			Kneeling before her dear friend, Minerva took her hands, squeezed. “How can I be hurt when, for a little while, I shall feel as though I am desired? Grace, I have never once in my life felt as though a man desired me. And while I know that he won’t know it is me, that all he truly wants is my body, it will be my body that he touches, my body in which he takes pleasure, my body that receives pleasure in return. It’s not perfect, but it’s something.”

			“It’s rather rash when there are alternatives. You could proposition a man to be your lover.”

			“And how do I deal with the embarrassment when he says no?”

			“He might say yes.”

			“Six Seasons, Grace, and I’ve never been kissed. Never been ushered into a shadowy garden. My dance partners are becoming fewer and farther between. I am recognized for what I am: a spinster. It is time for me to acknowledge that I shall never experience a grand love, and I won’t saddle myself with a man who can’t love me as deeply as my father loves my mother. Or my brother loves you. If I’m going to be with him for the remainder of my life, I want a gentleman who is besotted. And if I can’t have that, I want to know at least once what it is to be with a man without the barriers of societal mores. Maybe then, I can move on and find happiness elsewhere.”

			With a sigh, Grace worked her hands free of Minerva’s clasp, reached into the pocket of her skirt, and withdrew a folded slip of paper. Minerva wanted to snatch it up, but she feared she would tear it because Grace’s fingers were turning white with her death grip on the frail parchment.

			“Along with the address,” Grace began, “I have included a list of gentlemen to avoid should they cross your path. Lovingdon assures me that they are selfish lovers—­not that he knew why I was asking, but it seems that in the privacy of their clubs, men are prone to boasting about their conquests.” Pursing her lips together, she extended the paper. “Please be very careful.”

			Minerva closed her steady fingers around the answer to her dreams. The time for being careful was long past. She yearned for a night to remember. “Don’t suppose you have a list of whom I should consider?”

			Grace released a forced laugh. “Afraid not. I just wished a gentleman could see you for your true worth, something that has nothing at all to do with your dowry.”

			“Not every gentleman can be as wise as my half brother.”

			“Pity that.”

			Pity indeed. But then, Minerva wasn’t one to languish on the negative. She’d had no luck with the marriage market. It was time to move into the realm of pleasure.

			THE Duke of Ashebury was on the hunt for a pair of long, shapely legs. Standing casually with a shoulder pressed to a wall in the front parlor of the Nightingale Club, he observed with a jaundiced eye those who entered. The ladies wore flowing silk that caressed their skin as a lover might before the night was done. The shimmering fabric seductively outlined the body, hinted at dips and swells. Arms were bared. Necklines were low, the silk gathering just below a tasteful showing of cleavage designed to entice. ­People murmured and sipped their champagne, while exchanging heavy-­lidded gazes and come-­hither smiles.

			The flirtation that occurred within these walls was very different from that found in a ballroom. No one here was searching for a dance partner. Rather, they wanted a bedding partner. He appreciated the honesty on display, which was the reason that he often stopped by when he was in London. No pretense, no ruses, no duplicity.

			He had already claimed a bedchamber, the key nestled in his jacket pocket, as he wanted no one to disturb what he had so painstakingly set up. His needs were unique, and he knew that within these walls, they would be kept secret. ­People did not discuss what occurred at the Nightingale Club. For most of London, its existence was something spoken about in longing whispers by those who knew it only as myth. But for those familiar with it, it served as a sanctuary, liberator, confidant. It was whatever one needed it to be.

			For him, it was salvation, bringing him back from the brink of darkness. Twenty years had gone by since his parents’ deaths, yet still he dreamed of mangled and charred remains. Still, he heard his mother’s terrorized screams and his father’s fruitless cries. Still, his behavior when he’d last seen them taunted him. Had he known that he’d never look upon them again—­

			With resolve, he shook off the haunting musings that sent a chill down his spine. Here, he could forget, at least for a few hours. Here, the regrets didn’t gnaw unmercifully at him. Here, he could become lost striving for perfection, for the ultimate in pleasure.

			He had merely to determine which lady would best suit his purposes, which would be willing to concede to his unusual request without protest. It bothered him not at all that the ladies wore domino masks. He cared little for their faces, understood their need for anonymity. Their concealment worked to his advantage as he’d discovered that ladies were more comfortable with his request when they were assured it would remain their secret—­and his not knowing their identity made them bolder than they might have been otherwise. They liked being a little naughty as long as they weren’t caught. He couldn’t catch them if he didn’t know who they were.

			Still, he had one cardinal rule he always observed: never the same lady twice.

			The ladies brought their own masks, seldom changed them, as the façade became their calling cards, as effective at identifying them as the ones handed over to butlers in the early afternoon when they were making proper visits. The woman in the black mask decorated with peacock feathers had a scar just above her left knee from a tumble she’d taken from a pony as a child. The blue mask, black feathers had two delightful dimples in the small of her back. The green mask outlined in yellow lace possessed bony hips that had proven a challenge, but he’d been pleased with the results when their time together was finished. But then he’d always embraced the challenge of discovering the perfection in imperfection.

			The three glasses of scotch that he’d enjoyed were thrumming through his veins. The din of intimacy was calming. The muscles that had been so tense earlier were relaxed. He was in his element here, or he would be in short order. As soon as he found that for which he was searching. He wouldn’t settle for less than what he wanted; he never did. If one sure thing could be said about the Duke of Ashebury, it was that he knew his own mind. That he was stubborn when it came to acquiring what he needed—­or wanted. Tonight’s endeavors straddled the line of both what he needed and what he wanted. All needs would be met before dawn. Then, perhaps, he could be glad to be back in London.

			Lifting his glass for another sip, he watched a woman wearing draping white silk and a white mask with short white feathers walk hesitantly into the room as though she expected the floor to drop out from beneath her at any moment. She wasn’t particularly tall, but based on the way the silk moved over her flesh with each graceful step, it was obvious that she possessed long, slender legs. He wondered if she was meeting someone, already had an arranged assignation. Some ladies did—­it was one of the reasons that the men didn’t wear masks. So they were easily identifiable if their paramours wanted to meet them here. Another reason was that men simply didn’t bloody well care if anyone knew that they were in the mood for a good tupping. Even the married ones were brazen with their presence.

			The woman in white appeared to have dark hair, gathered up in an elaborate style that no doubt required an abundance of pins. He couldn’t be absolutely certain of the exact shade because the lighting in the room—­only flickering candles—­enhanced the mood of secrecy as well as creating an ambiance for intimacy while providing a gossamer disguise for some distinguishing characteristics that were easily identifiable by color: hair, eyes, even the fairness of skin. Perhaps she moved slowly because her eyes were adjusting to the dimness. Gentlemen not yet spoken for did not swarm to her side. But then that was the rule here. Seduction happened slowly. Ladies needed to hint at an interest.

			But then, if this was her first time, she might not be aware of the subtle rules. He was fairly certain he’d never seen her before. A connoisseur of the body, he would have remembered the elegance of her movements, the way the cloth glided over her skin, outlining her form. Slender legs, but meat where it counted. No bony hips there.

			With one long swallow, he finished off his scotch, relishing the realization that the hunt was over. He’d thought he wanted a tall woman. He’d been mistaken.

			He wanted her.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			MINERVA had spent a little over three hours preparing for her first visit to the Nightingale Club, only to discover upon her arrival that she had to change into something that very much resembled a silk nightdress. Although no nightdress she’d ever worn revealed as much or caressed her skin as lovingly as this one did. After a maid had assisted her in changing, she’d caught sight of her reflection in a mirror. With no undergarments or petticoats between her and the silk, she almost changed her mind and quit this place. Grace no doubt had the right of it, and she should just return to her world, proposition someone she knew, someone she liked even if it was only a little bit—­

			But that seemed even more awkward and unsavory than her present course. What if he wasn’t interested in the least or things between them were . . . awful? He would know who she was. What if he told ­people, his best mates, of their assignation? Grace said men boasted of their exploits. Minerva suspected they made sport of women who did not live up to their expectations. They certainly weren’t likely to confess to any shortcomings of their own. No, coming here was the way to go. The anonymity assured it remained her secret. No one would ever discover what she had done or with whom she’d done it.

			Not to mention there was a bit of titillation to the notion of his not knowing, to her being secretive. Surely men found it provocative as well when an air of mystery was involved.

			Glancing around the dimly lit parlor, she was struck with both curiosity and a dash of irritation. The men were completely clothed in trousers, jackets, waistcoats, shirts, perfectly knotted neckcloths. Why weren’t they forced to wear something that might make them feel as though they were standing about almost naked? Perhaps because a gent’s clothing didn’t leave as much to the imagination as a lady’s might. Still, it seemed rather unfair. Surely, if given the chance, ladies could appreciate muscled arms and bared chests. She fancied wide shoulders. And eyes that glinted with the ability to tease. Most of the men who had visited in her parlor had dull eyes or ones that revealed their thoughts drifting off to other places.

			She recognized several lords. Lord Rexton was standing by the fireplace talking to a tall woman. How she longed for height. Not that she wanted Rexton’s attention. With a blush no doubt creeping from her toes to her hairline, she turned away, knowing it was ridiculous to fear he might recognize her or to be embarrassed by the sight of Grace’s brother wooing someone. He was young, virile. Ladies were no doubt thrilled to have an opportunity to be in his company. He was heir to a storied and powerful dukedom.

			Dear God, she hoped she didn’t run into her brothers. But even if she did, it wasn’t likely that they would recognize her by the sight of her chin and mouth. The rest of her face was covered. She couldn’t do much about her hair, but then the dark russet strands weren’t that memorable anyway. Her dark eyes weren’t the sort to incite poetry. Men weren’t going to drown in them. They were as boring as the rest of her physical appearance.

			Many ­couples were talking. That was no doubt part of the ritual. Silly of her to think that some man was simply going to toss her over his shoulder like some medieval pillager and haul her upstairs to a bed. She wouldn’t have allowed it anyway. She wanted a bit of wooing.

			A footman approached, carrying a tray of glasses filled with amber liquid and flutes of champagne. Going for the amber, she snatched it up and tossed it back, relishing the burn and the heat cascading through her center. In their youth, she and Grace had never shied away from sneaking into liquor cabinets. She supposed, however, to be attractive to a man, she should at least pretend to have a preference for champagne. It was more refined and ladylike, but just as she hadn’t pretended in ballrooms to be other than what she was, she wasn’t going to pretend here. A man might not see her face, might not know who she was, but she intended to own her behavior. If they shied away from a woman who drank scotch, she wanted nothing to do with them. As much as possible, tonight would be on her terms.

			The footman took the empty glass from her. Before he could walk off, she snatched another one, probably should have taken two, then settled for taking merely a healthy swallow. There would be other footmen, other opportunities, and apparently she would have ample time to imbibe. All seemed to go at a snail’s pace. That was good. It gave her a chance to decide.

			As her gaze swept over the crowd, she realized that she had spoken with most of these lords at one time or another. If they hadn’t appealed to her in a ballroom, what made her think they would appeal to her here?

			You’re not going to marry him. You don’t have to really like him. You simply need to determine if he has the physical qualities to be a good lover.

			This was to be a night for fantasy. For broad shoulders and narrow hips. Kind eyes, full lips. A thick head of hair. Shade unimportant. She scoffed. Maybe hair itself was unimportant. A bald man might make a wonderful lover. Having been judged by her too-­large nose, strong brow, and round cheekbones, she wasn’t hypocrite enough to judge a man based on his looks. She wanted someone with a bit of intelligence, a dash of humor, and an interest in the
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