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Prologue

	1815 — The Duke of Ryleigh’s Ballroom

	Lady Gabriella Lynwood, youngest daughter of the Duke of Ryleigh and sister of the Marquis of Dorset, grinned widely then spun in a giddy whirl before the full-length looking glass in her bedchamber. “This is the most beautiful gown in all of Christendom.”

	Her friend Lady Rebecca Thatcher was the Earl of Rivers’ only child and little broke through her too-serious resolve. She stood off to the side, her eyes on the ivory froths of her own gown frowning. “I don’t know, Gabs. This gown is not me in the least.”

	“It’s definitely you,” Gabby retorted. “You are just unused to dressing for society events.” This was Gabby’s come out debut and she had insisted Rebecca be allowed to share it with her. Her father was somewhat, um, absentminded, and her brother? As starchy and proper as any brother in line for a lofty title could be. In other words, tiresome. Gabby turned her gaze back to the mirror, running one last look over herself. “You should attach yourself to my brother.”

	Rebecca had moved behind Gabby and stood a head taller where Gabby was able to meet her friend’s horrified expression in the glass. “What? No!”

	“Why not? Sebastian’s not so bad. I suspect you could chip away some of that over-responsibility demeanor of his. Besides, when Papa expires, he’ll be a duke.”

	Her shudder was visible. “I have no wish to be a duchess. How can you suggest such a thing?”

	Gabby shrugged. She stepped to the side, tugging Rebecca forward. “You’ll need your gloves to hide that horrid scar on your arm.” Her own words hit her ears and she winced. “Ohhh, I’m—” The mark on Rebecca’s arm was entirely Gabby’s fault, and her words reflected she was much too used to dealing with her siblings. Rebecca was nothing like them. “I’m sorry—” 

	Rebecca gave her a quick hug. “I know what you meant.” 

	"I truly am the most insensitive person to ever live,” she moaned.

	“Don’t fret so.” Rebecca ran a critical eye over her reflection.

	Gabby braced herself for what was coming. Her friend was the least vain person of her acquaintance. 

	“My hair is falling.” She touched one of the tendrils near her ear.

	“That’s how it is supposed to look, you ninny. It softens your appearance.” Brita, Gabby’s maid, had managed a fantastic feat even though Gabby’s and Rebecca’s hair was dressed almost identically. “You look stunning. I vow, you won’t have a single slot free on your dance card. Don’t listen to anything I say. You deserve to wear your scars proudly.”

	Rebecca’s shoulders slumped. “Ye gads. I have to dance too?”

	A giggle escaped Gabby. “Certainly. You and Sebastian would make a striking couple.”

	Rebecca dropped her head in her palms. “Stop. Please, just stop. Marriage is not what I wish to do with my life.”

	That brought Gabby out of her preening. She inhaled deeply, then spoke softly. “What is it you wish to do?”

	“Help mothers who have too many children and so little choices. There is… so much poverty while we have so much.” 

	The shift in the atmosphere changed drastically from exuberant to somber.

	Gabby moved to the settee and sat. Not gracefully either. Rebecca was right. “That is a very noble wish. One I wouldn’t mind assisting you with,” she said slowly, surprised to find she meant every word. Rebecca lowered next to her and Gabby reached over and squeezed her hand. “We’ll do it,” she promised. “We’ll make this dream of yours come true. Somehow.” She stood and shook off the solemnness. “In the meantime, you and I have a debut to attend.” She went to the vanity and snatched up their gloves, tossed Rebecca’s to her. “We shall have a fabulous time. You’ll see.” She pulled on her own and checked her appearance one last time before spinning again. “I shall snag the most handsome and richest man in the ballroom tonight.”

	“Yes, you likely will,” Rebecca muttered, pulling on her own gloves.

	Gabby dragged her out the door. “We shall make him fund our efforts.”

	~~~

	James Winthrop, Earl of Huntley, resisted an urge to loosen his cravat. He was in polite company which meant discomfort was the issue of the day, or night, as it were. He gazed out over the throng of dancers, amazed at the jovial atmosphere when a battle raged across the Channel in war-torn France. He was twenty-two for God’s sake but felt as if he was as old as Father Time.

	His work for the Crown had led him home. Otherwise, he would never have been forced to attend such a frivolous event. 

	Baron George Welton, who couldn’t have been eighteen, stood next to him, drinking brandy and speaking too loudly. But James was an expert at appearing interested while simultaneously tuning one out. 

	Shufflebottom strolled up. The marquis had the Prince Regent’s ear, and was also known for his frivolity. The ruffles at his wrists and neck were most telling, along with his mustard-colored waistcoat. He slapped the baron on the shoulder, causing the baron’s drink to slosh over the rim of his glass but Welton didn’t seem to notice.

	“Mmm.” The tone of Shufflebottom’s voice had James’s head whipping around. “This year’s debutantes have me tempted in giving up my bachelordom.”

	James followed his gaze to a petite, dark-haired beauty he didn’t recognize. Green eyes as dark as pristine emerald sparkled with mischief. There was no doubt she’d be snapped up before Season’s end. “Who is she?”

	“Now, what would be the fun in divulging such information,” Shufflebottom said, then strolled away.

	James kept a vigilant eye on her as the set ended and watched as she made her way near windows to stand beside a gangly tall female with blond hair who didn’t look all that happy to be in attendance. A woman in which he could wholeheartedly relate. Shufflebottom appeared to be watching as well.

	The petite of the two women, the one with the dark hair, looked over and met James’s gaze head on. A dizzying sensation rippled through him. Her friend said something to her, causing the eye contact to break. A second later she had her friend’s arm. He was able to follow their progress to open doors by way of the tall blonde. The petite girl was nowhere to be seen—she was too short. 

	Shuff followed as well, and James did not especially care for the man’s too-casual predatory gait.

	James slapped Welton on the shoulder thus causing another bout of spilled brandy and took off after the trio.

	~~~

	Gabby sipped at her tepid lemonade. “I’ve found him.” 

	“Found whom?” Rebecca’s fan fluttered furiously. “I can’t bear the heat, Gabs. I need air.” 

	Panic edged her friend’s voice and Gabby’s gaze broke from the attractive man she’d spotted on the other side of the dance floor to her friend. “All right.” She set her glass on a passing tray and took Rebecca’s arm and fought their way through the crowd to the open French doors onto a well-lit terrace. The cool night breeze was a welcome change.

	But Rebecca didn’t stop on the terrace. She strode down the steps towards a pond where there was much less light. Gabby hurried after her. By mutual silent ascent, they moved to a small bench set off to one side.

	“Thank you, Gabs. I was perilously close to collapsing.”

	“You haven’t been dancing,” Gabby accused her. “I thought sharing our debut would make things easier for you.”

	Rebecca rubbed her gloved hands over the bared part of her arms. “You know I’m uncomfortable in situations such as this. Your brother shooting daggers at me isn’t helping in the least.”

	“He’s not!” But Gabby wasn’t so sure. Sebastian had been furious with Rebecca, blaming her for Gabby’s mischief at Miss Greensley’s Comportment School for Young Women of Quality and had yanked her out before the end of the term. Refused to let her send letters, though Gabby had managed a few. She had tried to tell Sebastian she was responsible for her own behavior, but as usual he’d refused to listen.

	“Yes, he was.” Gabby felt her shiver. “I don’t wish to ever marry.”

	Gabby frowned. “You’ll have to eventually, Becs.” That was a woman’s lot in life, like it or not.

	Rebecca lowered her voice, speaking softly. “When that boy went after you… he wasn’t going to stop, you know.” Her gaze was on her scarred arm, though it was covered by her glove. 

	Now it was Gabby who shivered. She’d snuck into town to flirt with the stable boy. Rebecca had saved her by going after him with horse tack. He’d retaliated with a rake or hoe or some other garden tool. It had all happed so quickly.

	Rebecca was the bravest woman Gabby had ever known. More than anything, she wanted to be as good as her friend. But she didn’t feel so courageous. 

	The differences in their lifestyles were tremendous. Gabby had three older sisters and an older brother who were always telling her what to do, and how and when to do it. Rebecca had only her father to contend with. “You’ll still be able to help those women. You’ll see.”

	Rebecca’s features lit up with her first smile of the night and Gabby’s heart soared. This was the friend she’d missed. 

	“Are you ready to return inside?” Gabby asked her. She would stay with Rebecca as long as need be.

	Rebecca let out a resigned sigh. “I suppose.”

	But someone had followed them. “Oh, blast,” Gabby whispered. “It’s Sebastian. He can’t see me.”

	“What?” Rebecca stepped forward.

	But someone grabbed Gabby’s arm, startling her. “Hello, love.” She didn’t recognize the man’s voice, but she did recognize the ruffles of his sleeves. The marquis. Shufflebottom. She jerked her arm from him and inadvertently bumped into Rebecca, sending her stumbling into Sebastian. 

	Swallowing her groan, Gabby turned to confront the reprobate instigating this disaster, but the man was lying on the ground in a heap. 

	Another man stepped forward—him. One finger rested on his lips urging her to silence. 

	She nodded, mesmerized by the deep pools of his eyes. They seemed to bore through her. She blinked then cast a quick look over her shoulder at her brother. His hands gripped her friend’s arms to keep her from falling. He appeared angry but Rebecca—as her boldest and most courageous friend—could handle him. 

	She turned back to the most attractive man she’d ever seen in her life, unsure what to do now. He took her hand and led her around the house and back inside through a different door. They wound their way through the darkened hallway, bypassing the servants. She would have to ask him how she knew her house so well. 

	“Who are—” she started.

	He shook his head, leaned in, and brushed his lips lightly over hers.

	The sensation shook her to her bones. Before she could gather her wits, he’d silently melted away, leaving her heart pounding loud as a drum in her chest and her questions lodged in her throat.

	 

	~~~

	 

	James Winthrop, Earl of Huntley, hunter of the dregs of society, seeped into the darkness behind him. His dark clothes would shield him. His pulse throbbed in his ears in perfect synchronization with his inner chastisement: stupid, stupid, stupid. Her liveliness was in direct contrast to the black in his heart. Why had he come here? He was in no position to offer for a wife. Certainly not a green girl straight from the schoolroom.

	She stared into the depths from which he stood as if those brilliant emerald eyes of hers could see straight through to his black soul. He stepped back farther, his shoes silent in the thick rugs beneath him. He kept moving until he could no longer see her, slipping into the duke’s private office and out the terrace doors. Back to the life he was destined for. One with no light, or lively green eyes.

	 

	
PART 1

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	One

	1821 Wedding of the Season

	 

	Another year, another season. Never in Gabby’s life would she have believed she would tire of dancing or of the glittering ballrooms. But… she had. They sickened her. Since her come-out seven years ago, each of her siblings had married. Not Sebastian, he was more skittish than her. Which was a source of great amusement, had she been able to laugh. 

	Unlike the early years since she’d debuted, tonight’s gown didn’t resemble any shade of white, instead was a soft seafoam green with a cream satin sash that tied in the back. It was a flattering look that hid the flare of her too-wide hips. Her gloves and slippers were a perfect match to the seafoam. 

	Seven years! At four and twenty, she was skirting the proverbial shelf. A shelf to which she had no intention in consigning herself. Every season she traipsed through the slog of hopefuls, while doing her utmost to rein in her own hope—would this be the year he reappeared? But year after year, her secret savior remained as elusive as the lure of that light kiss they’d shared that long ago eve. Despite the many proposals she’d received, she’d never been able to erase that night from her memory. Over the course of time, she’d come to an inevitable conclusion: she was more like Rebecca than she’d ever dreamed. What need had she to marry? Truly. There was no need, not if she would be forced to give up hers and Rebecca’s aspirations to help those in need.

	“The gathering is surely not that boring, Lady Gabriella.” 

	Gabby cut her gaze to the popinjay sidling up next to her. “Good evening, Shufflebottom. It is rather.”

	He turned the full of his attention on her and she resisted the urge to step away. “Walk with me in the garden and I shall be happy to relieve you of your tedium.”

	They’d been through this over the years. In all honesty, Gabby couldn’t resist attending in the event she might catch sight of her mysterious rescuer all those years ago. She half feared she wouldn’t recognize him. If only she’d been able to talk Rebecca into attending too. But her friend had been furious that night, believing Gabby had deliberately pushed her into Sebastian’s arms. Not only had Rebecca refused to listen to her explanations, but her brother had stifled any word regarding the matter as well. “So you say, my lord. Please excuse me—” She turned to walk away but he clasped her wrist.

	“You dare to mock me, my lady, when all I wish is to marry you?” 

	Even as a shudder of revulsion rippled through her, Gabby’s shock was so complete, she was left momentarily speechless. Yet not for long. Never for long. She dropped her eyes to her clasped wrist and speared him with sheer condemnation. “Forgive me, sir, I hadn’t meant to come across as mocking. That was my hobbling attempt at rejection.” 

	He released her as if her skin burned his hand through the layers of each of their gloves.

	She spun around and slammed into a solid wall of pure masculinity.

	“Good evening, my lady. I believe this set was reserved for me.”

	Her gaze snapped up and drowned in the pool of navy eyes, stymying her for the second time within the span of seconds. Her wrist clasped, also for the second time. Yet, the heat from this touch was not one of distaste, but rather searing awareness that coursed through her blood. There was no opportunity to object, and she was whisked onto the parquet floor into an energetic waltz.

	Emotions roiled through her with the force of torrent waves out of control on a distant shore. She, being the distant shore. She feared she might not recognize him, but she’d been wrong. Not his voice—for they hadn’t spoken all those years ago. It struck something hot and liquid deep within her.

	“We’ve not been introduced, sir. This is highly improper.” Her voice was unaccustomedly and aggravatingly breathless.

	“A minor inconvenience,” he responded. “You don’t recognize me?”

	“No.” An outright lie. There had been whispers all those years ago of the Earl of Huntley slithering in and out of London, but she’d never been quite sure he was the man who’d saved her from Shufflebottom’s nefarious intentions. She’d shared nothing of that night with anyone. Not even Rebecca, holding it close to her heart. How else was she to keep the memories unsullied and picked apart from her perfect do-gooder siblings?

	His lips curled, as did her toes, which had to be the reason she stumbled. Her face flamed in a way it hadn’t since Sebastian had pulled her from Miss Greensley’s school when she was but sixteen. They finished the set in silence, where he deposited her near her eldest sister, Rose, and promptly disappeared. She narrowed her eyes on his departing figure as he skirted the outer throng of the crowd until he was waylaid by the prime minister himself.

	Interesting. “Who was that?” she asked, mostly to keep Rose from realizing she knew exactly who he was.

	Rose’s teeth gnashed. “Honestly, Gabriella. You danced the waltz with a man you hadn’t even had a proper introduction to?” Her sister didn’t bother waiting for an answer. And, why should she? Gabby had an unfortunate reputation for impulsive behavior. “Earl Huntley. It’s been years since he’s shown his face in Society.”

	Seven to be exact. Gabby refused to be drawn into whatever drama Rose was attempting to embroil her. 

	“Lady Gabriella, would you honor me with this set?” 

	Stifling her groan, Gabby turned away from her annoying sister to face Baron Welton. For once, he sounded somewhat sober. “It would be my pleasure, sir.” She set her gloved hand on his arm, allowing him to lead her away with Rose’s disapproving sniff wringing in her ears. 

	~~~ 

	James wandered the ballroom until Liverpool cornered him, holding out a brandy. Ah, blackmail then. His third of the evening. “Huntley.”

	“Sir.”

	“I have a task for you.”

	“Not interested.”

	“’Tis your obligation.”

	“I’ve fulfilled my obligation in the ten years I’ve already donated.”

	“Then what, pray tell, is another week or two?” The prime minister spoke mildly, yet the sound of his voice grated over James’s skin.

	He was able to quell the growl rumbling up his chest. Barely. And, only by compressing his lips and suppressing all sound. He glanced out over the dancers and let out a low epithet. Lady Gabriella didn’t appear to have an ounce of sense. First, Shufflebottom, now Welton? Welton did not hold his liquor well. 

	God, she was lovely. His dreams hadn’t altered his memories one iota. Yet gone was the child he’d kissed that night. In her place was all woman. Every lush part of her, stirring every male part of him. There was nothing of her light that fit the murkiness that had become all too much a part of him. Something that would swallow and extinguish the exquisiteness that was her.

	Why hadn’t she married? His suspicions leaned toward disobedience and forthrightness. But then, she was the sister of one of the most powerful men in Europe. Definitely not the woman for him. The petite, green-eyed beauty still haunted his dreams, night after night, even after all this time. Seven years.

	He tore his gaze from the obscenity of Welton touching her. Liverpool was right. What matter was another week or two? “Against my better judgement, I shall hear you out,” he said on a resigned sigh.

	“You know as well as I” —Liverpool’s eyes glittered with intensity— “that just because the war is over and Napoleon is dead, England is still quite vulnerable.” 

	A given in any situation as far as James could tell. But then he was a cynic after witnessing the worst humanity had to offer for years on end. Still, this conversation should have been moot. “Why me? We’d already come to terms regarding my… involvement.”

	Liverpool’s lips tightened but he ignored James’s comment. “A young woman has disappeared from Drury Lane.”

	“Young women disappear in London every day, sir. ’Tis a sad state of fact.” James spoke mildly, but a tendril of ice slithered down the back of his neck.

	“Someone one higher in the hierarchy than you feels differently. It’s imperative we find her. Look, Huntley, you are the best we have. Besides that, you are unattached. It’s the best solution for all concerned.”

	Which meant he was expendable and that infuriated James. “Perhaps you should find someone else. I shall offer my assistance at that time.”

	Liverpool’s mouth flapped as if to refute James, but James steeled himself. If he didn’t, he’d never get out from the Prime Minister’s thumb. But, damnit, his mother’s death the year before had left him with a hoard of work. If he was to save, not only his entailment, but the people he was responsible for, he must leave the safety of the Crown to others more mentally equipped. He no longer had the fire required to survive the hazards involved.

	Out of habit, he surveyed the ballroom. No Lady Gabriella nor Lord Shufflebottom. Dread filtered through him. He downed the contents of his glass. “Send word with your protégé’s name. Now, if you’ll pardon me, I must be off.” He hurried away. 

	Liverpool sputtered his frustration. “Perhaps, I’ll assign Welton…”

	The idea of Welton working for the Crown was so ludicrous, James didn’t bother responding.

	From what James recalled of Lady Gabriella, she seemed to prefer the night air, but just as he reached the far side of the ballroom, he caught the remnants of a conversation that had him freezing in his tracks.

	“He’s had his eye on you all evening. I say, it’s quite romantic.”

	James didn’t recognize her voice, so he failed to understand why his skin prickled with trepidation. 

	“Time is against you, Gabriella. All I’m saying is that there are many paths to the altar. And, of those, many practically guarantee the outcome. If handled strategically.”

	“Honestly, Claire.” Gabriella’s exasperation was an aura that seemed to darken her already dark hair. She tossed her head. “I believe I’m offended by yours and Rose’s absolute certainty of my utter incompetence.”

	Incompetence? 

	Claire lifted her shoulder without responding.

	Sparks flew from Lady Gabriella’s emerald eyes.

	“In case you haven’t noticed, there is a whole wall of debutantes planning those very stratagems. They are much younger and pliable than you, my dear.”

	James followed Gabriella’s gaze to the “wall.” He counted at least eleven young women, so young, the thought of bedding one sickened him. He snagged another brandy and tossed back its contents then staggered his way to the warm night air. Too warm. 

	He rarely drank to excess but that was exactly what he felt—drunk. What had she meant by incompetence? Was she out to trap a husband? She was close to being relegated an unmarriageable spinster.

	He stood in a shadowed corner, his elbows resting atop the stone wall, and inhaled deeply. At once he was inundated with an exotic scent that belonged in the wilds of Asia rather than a stuffy, overcrowded ballroom in the heart of England. Jasmine. It reminded one of the desert’s hot, sultry nights, tempting him into stripping every stitch of clothing from his body. The confinement of his cravat was suffocating. The enticing fragrance had him slipping further within the shadows. Would she attempt her wiles on him? Curiosity consumed him, along with her drugging perfume and a mild hope that she would. He must be inebriated. Damn.

	She hadn’t yet seen him.

	He waited in silence. But she didn’t appear to be searching for anyone. After a moment, she patted her face with her gloved fingers. Then dug in a dainty reticule at her wrist and pulled out a lace handkerchief. 

	He could wait no longer. The spirits rushing his blood had to be what had him acting so uncharacteristically. “Things can’t be that bad, my lady.” Though he spoke softly, she spun around startled, tripping over her skirt. He caught her before she stumbled to her knees and righted her. He didn’t stop there. He couldn’t. And pulled her gently against him. 

	The moonlight reflected in her jewel-toned eyes, morphing them from emerald to a starlit ebony. He lowered his lips to hers, not quite touching but reveling in the mingled air between them.

	She was all that was delicate in his arms. If he hugged her too tight, he feared she would snap.

	Slowly, he touched her lips with the tip of his tongue. She gasped but didn’t jerk away. He swooped in, covering her mouth with his and drank in her hopes, her dreams, her innocence. She’d been waiting for him.

	“You bastard!” The harsh voice broke through James’s frenzied brain.

	He lifted his head and met the fury of the Duke of Ryleigh.

	Gabriella jumped back and damn if James didn’t have to steady her a second time.

	“Get away from him, Gabriella,” Ryleigh commanded. Behind him stood “Claire” the woman Gabriella had been speaking with inside. 

	“No.” Lady Gabriella’s chin lifted, and she met her brother’s hard gaze head on.

	James dropped his hold, narrowing his eyes on the trio. Disbelief roared through him. Had she set a trap for him? A trap even the most naïve of debutante’s were taught from birth. Did he even care? His body tingled with slow burning need. All he desired was another minute or two with her. She held her small frame proud and rigid against her powerful brother’s blistering gaze. As if that alone would sway her. It didn’t.

	“I’ll see you in my library tomorrow at eleven,” the duke was saying. “Or would you prefer Hampstead Heath at dawn? Pistols?”

	“No!” Gabriella stepped in front of James as if to protect him from the duke, this time sounding frantic.

	James placed his hands on her shoulders and forced her aside, stunned to find his insides quivering. No one had ever stood up for him before. Yet here was this fierce young woman preparing for battle on his behalf. It floored him. Angered him on her behalf. Angered him flat out—he was never one to leave his battles for another to take up. “Your library at eleven suits me,” he ground out, irritated at his loss of control of the situation. He needed time to think, but there was no time. He turned on his heel and stole around the house rather than returning inside, three pairs of eyes boring through to his spine, right between the shoulder blades.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	Two

	Two months later

	It all culminated to this. A loveless match with a husband, she thought glumly, who spoke to her only when addressed directly. Who believed the very worst of her. Every soiree, garden party, glittering ball was now tainted with their stilted conversation. Not once since he’d negotiated their nuptials with Sebastian had he taken her for a turn through Hyde Park or initiated a conversation to smooth the awkward transition of their situation. Not once had he offered her an explanation for his absurd reaction to him kissing her on that damn terrace in the dark of night. Sebastian, she fumed, had ruined everything.

	Now, here she sat in her obnoxiously, Georgian-ly outdated bedchamber alone on her wedding night, in her most provocative negligee, pacing like a nervous cat—her last ditch effort for peace in this unsought union. With every pass before the hearth to the windows and back, anger seethed through her with barely banked fires. The slightest touch of oxygen, and her body would ignite.

	She stopped at the table where a tray of fruit and champagne with two flutes awaited. Ignoring the fruit, she poured out a measure of bubbly and lifted her glass to the ceiling. “Who is there to care?” she demanded to no one. She downed the pale gold liquid and poured out another. Then another until tears trekked silently down her cheeks.

	The wedding breakfast had been a disaster. Her sister closest in age, Antonia, was ill and had left almost as soon as she and her husband had arrived. On the other side of the coin, Rose and her husband, Baron Stantford had lingered for hours on end. And, arbitrator Claire was fielding the lobs, while Sebastian sat back saying nothing, with a watchful yet indiscernible expression on his face.

	She stared daggers at the adjoining door. A second later it flew back, hitting the wall behind.

	Gabby jumped but quickly gathered her scattered wits, seeing him in his silk robe and appearing stronger and more intimidating than ever. A man who belonged to the night. Her heart thudded until it deafened her. “Well, if it isn’t the doting earl,” she bit out, her anger spewing forth. “My. Husband.”

	~~~

	The brandy hit James harder for seeing the gossamer fabric that hid nothing of his bride’s delectable body. The outline of enticing areolas surrounding protruding nipples. The darkened apex at the top of her thighs. James swallowed and fought to steady himself. How long had it been since he’d had a woman? At the least, two months. In reality, longer. Much longer. There was no hiding his erection. Painful and desperate. She was so irate she hadn’t yet noticed.

	Her green eyes flashed, and outrage heightened the color in her cheeks. She was a beauty. His wife. He could hardly countenance it. Her dark hair was a thick braid that hung over her left shoulder, blocking her left breast.

	But he was angry too, yet was unsure why. Because he wanted her? Because his desire for her dulled his normally razor-sharp senses? The sensation was unfamiliar. Uncomfortable. This would not do. Not do at all.

	He sauntered to the table where an empty flute stood next to a plate of ripe strawberries and peeled grapes… and a half-full bottle of champagne. He reached for the champagne and was appalled to find his hand shaking, causing him to overfill the flute. 

	He drank down the contents then set the glass aside. He faced his wife, licking the wine from his damp fingers. Took in her compressed lips and stubborn jaw. He been right in his assessment of her. Even in the current murkiness of his mind, he could see she would not be the least bit obedient, and her forthrightness would drive him wild if he didn’t find a way to—tame?—suppress?—accept?—deal with this debacle. 

	Heat was a slow boil through his system. What had those claims to her sister—her braggadocio—meant? She had no need to trap him, as her sister had plainly laid out. She was his, he was hers. The distance he’d perfected in the past months now swept away with their uttered vows. Need shuddered through him.

	He flexed his hand. He would bed her, tame her—a low groan rumbled through him—accept her. She was his, he was hers. “Perhaps you should retreat to the bed, madam. We have business to transact.”

	Shocked. She was shocked beyond words based on that adorable gaping mouth. A point in his favor. 

	The key to subduing this fiercely independent woman was keeping her off balance. He took a menacing step forward. “The bed,” he reiterated softly, dropping his silk robe to the floor.

	Her eyes widened but he didn’t detect fear; just fascination as her gaze roved his body. His cock stiffened as if her fingers grazed him.

	Her stunned expression snapped to his face. 

	The blood simmered beneath his skin. 

	He matched her step for step as she backed to the bed. A slow and predatory dance until the bed prohibited further retreat. He reached out, drew the back of his finger lightly up her arm. She quivered beneath his touch and the heat in the chamber soared. He leaned in and set his lips against the graceful column of her neck. 

	Her breath hitched and released against his shoulder. The simmer ratcheted up.

	He grasped her upper arms and pulled her against his chest. The gossamer fabric scraped his skin, but the softness of her breasts could not be denied. He dropped to his knees and suckled her nipple through the delicate material. 

	Her fingers clutched in his hair. 

	He moved his mouth to the other breast. The alcohol he’d imbibed roiled through him. He wanted her, and it excited him. The manipulations—whether by agents of the Crown, Society, or his own wife. He was consumed with her scent, the taste of her skin.

	He came to his feet in an unsteady lurch. “Is this your only… garment… of this sort?” he ground out.

	“No,” she whispered.

	He ran the tip of his finger over the top edge of the bodice, attempting to rein in the overpowering emotional turmoil. Her skin was so smooth. He stopped at a button and flicked it open. But there were hundreds… 

	He lifted his gaze to hers and stilled. 

	She was a mesmerist. A white witch that had him wanting to fall once again to his knees and kiss her dainty toes. His vision wavered and he gripped her bodice as his control teetered on a precipice of sheer air.

	He drew in a shallow breath to counter his fragile equilibrium. All that did was assault him with the heady fragrance of jasmine, renouncing all resolve. An inner vigor rippled within. He swept her off her feet and dropped her in the center of the mattress. 

	Again, his vision wavered. He fell on top of her, slanted his mouth over hers. Her mouth parted and he didn’t hesitate. His tongue grappled with hers. Any gentleness was beyond him. 

	He rubbed his chest over her. The delicate night rail she wore barricaded his cock for entrance to her body. His desperation grew. The nagging logic plagued the farthest reaches of his brain… take it slow. But her grip on his shoulders, her tongue dancing in tune with his, stroke for stroke, overrode common sense. The brandy, the champagne, doing their part for suppression. 

	He tore his mouth from hers. “I-I’ll make it up to you,” he promised, mortified by the slur he failed to control. He planted his knees on either side of her and rose. Those billions of buttons shifted from one in place to three down the front of her body. 

	Finesse was outside his abilities. He fingered the part at the top and, with another breath, ripped it right down the center, exposing her breasts, her flat stomach, her rounded thighs. 

	“My lord?”

	“No. You are mine. Bought and paid for,” he growled.

	Her protests were swallowed by his kiss. Once more, he was entranced by her hold on him. He parted her legs with his knee, positioned himself at her entrance. “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?” she panted.

	He surged forward, her pained cry piercing his ears.

	Three strokes. Three, and his release claimed him. He had enough sense to fall to her side rather than atop her. “I’m sorry,” he whispered again before the depths of exhaustion claimed him.

	~~~

	Gabby woke slowly the next morning to an empty bed, save for herself. Her body didn’t feel like her own. She’d been invaded by a drunk and lumbering beast. She came slowly to her feet and rang for hot water. 

	No one told her she would hardly be able to walk after such an ordeal. She couldn’t understand why his kisses hadn’t smoothed the way for their intimate exchange. She blinked back a sting of tears. There was something wrong with her.

	His silk robe had disappeared. Where the devil was he anyway? Likely sleeping off his abhorrent behavior. But was it abhorrent? 

	If she was truthful with herself, and she tried valiantly to be so, his predatory prowl had excited her. She’d been kissed speechless, senseless. Her body tingled in places she’d never considered alive. 

	But the pain. The pain was not her imagination. She needed to talk to someone. Not her condescending sisters, and Sebastian was out of the question. If only Rebecca were in town.

	Brita led the procession in to fill her tub.  

	Two hours later, after she was dressed, after she’d broken her fast, there was still no sign of her wayward husband. She peered in his library. A large fire in the hearth blazed and she wandered in. His massive desk was despicably organized, whereas she was a whirlwind of chaos when it came to order. She stopped short of invading his privacy and went back upstairs to check his bedchamber. Why should he be allowed to slumber the day away? 

	But there was no sign he’d slept in his bed after he’d left hers. She withdrew from his room, disturbed by the scent of him assailing her.

	Someone must know where Huntley had disappeared. “Oh, Diggs. A moment, if you please.”

	“Of course, my lady.” 

	Gabby couldn’t help feeling the man despised her. Perhaps it was herself she despised. Which made no sense. “Did Lord Huntley happen to mention any appointments for today?”

	One imperious brow lifted. “Appointments, madam?” 

	“Where is my husband, Diggs?” Her impatience bled through.

	“I fear he doesn’t feel obligated in sharing such information with me.”

	“Or with anyone it appears,” she muttered. She hurried back to her bedchamber, irritated she’d let the stolid butler get to her. She snatched up her reticule. Checking on Antonia seemed a safe enough diversion for her afternoon.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	Three 

	James huddled deep within his cape against a frosty morning. His head pounded, and despite the aftereffects of his over inebriated state instigated from the night before, he recalled every unfortunate detail of his clumsy actions. He’d let frustration dictate the treatment of his virginal wife. And it was abominable. He’d been unable to face himself in the mirror as he’d dressed. 

	The note from Liverpool arrived at eight that morning, an ungodly hour after a night of such intemperance. The protégé Liverpool selected had sobered James right out of his fogged stupor. George Welton. Liverpool was not known for his drollery, and everyone in London knew Welton for the fool he was, he thought shaking his head. It had to have been a jest.

	The walk to Vauxhall took twenty minutes. James didn’t wish to announce his presence with the pounding of his horse’s hooves, or his marked carriage. Instinct compelled his clandestineness.

	He’d passed a number of merchants already readying for a busy day at market. Liverpool’s note indicated an area that would fill with families out for an enjoyable afternoon of picnics and noisy children. Notoriously, that same area under the night skies would turn from safe to dangerous and be populated with prostitutes and pickpockets. 

	Before 1816, the only access to Vauxhall had been via boat, but in James’s years abroad, a bridge had since been constructed for foot traffic. Despite Vauxhall’s popularity, James was not all that fond of the park, culminating his experiences with the dregs of human behavior. Vauxhall peeled away the strictures of society where strangers could meet without the normal censures.

	He reached the bridge at the south bank of the Thames and stopped to pull his cape up and his hat down—a necessary yet familiar disguise. He was ready to leave the secrets behind. And while he was still angry at his wife’s brother for snatching his and Gabriella’s opportunity to grow to know one another, it would make for a long and contentious life if he failed to give it, if not thrive, at least the opportunity to survive. 

	His attention was instantly jarred—he spotted Welton. So, it was true. Liverpool really had picked the Baron. It was unfathomable. The man was standing in the middle of an open field where anyone could attack—a tow-headed child appeared in his peripheral vision. 

	James started forward prepared to give the fool the set-down of his life… 

	The horrific scene played out as a badly acted stage production complete with a dastardly scraggly villain appearing straight from London’s underbelly. James took off in a run. Before he reached the baron, the bastard leapt on Welton without warning.

	The child stilled like the marbled statue of Mr. Handel at the Triumphal Arches that commemorated the walk’s entrance. 

	Trepidation of iced tentacles congealed James’s blood as the child’s presence caught the man’s attention. “Run,” James
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