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			London, October 1813

			When she looked back on the events of her betrothal ball, Lady Julia Leighton blamed it on the champagne.

			Or perhaps it was the heady scent of the roses.

			Or it was the fact that Thomas Merritt was not her fiancé, and he was handsome, and he’d been kind, and called her beautiful as he waltzed her out through the French doors and sealed her fate.

			Most of all she blamed herself. It had been the perfect night to begin with, every detail flawlessly executed, every eventuality planned for.

			Except one.

			She had waited twelve years for her betrothal ball to take place, and it certainly turned out to be an evening she would never, ever forget.

			She had been engaged to marry David Hartley, the Duke of Temberlay, since she was eight and he was sixteen, and as she smoothed the blue silk gown over her grown-­up curves, she had hoped that David would, at long last, see her as a woman, his bride-­to-­be, and not just the child who lived next door.

			She was grown up, and pretty too—­a chance flirtation in Hyde Park had proven that, and she’d barely been able to think of anything or anyone else since. She wondered now what Thomas Merritt might think of this dress, as she preened before the mirror. Mr. Merritt treated her like a woman, while everyone else—­David, her father, her brother—­all saw her as little Julia, even if her pigtails were long since gone.

			She pushed him out of her mind and practiced a coquette’s smile in the mirror—­the smile she meant to give David when his eyes widened with pleasure at sight of her tonight. She planned to sparkle every bit as brightly as the diamond clips her maid twined into an artful coiffure of dark curls, or the magnificent Leighton diamonds glittering at her neck, wrist, and ears. She slid her betrothal ring—­a sapphire surrounded by pearls the size of quails’ eggs—­over her glove and stared at herself in the glass. She had been raised to be the perfect duchess, and she certainly looked the part.

			“Let me see.”

			Julia turned, waited for her mother’s nod of approval. If the Countess of Carrindale thought her daughter looked pretty, she kept it to herself.

			“We’d better go down,” was all she said, and “Decorum, Julia,” when Julia tried to descend the stairs a little too eagerly, anxious to see the appreciation in her fiancé’s eyes.

			But David wasn’t waiting at the foot of the stairs.

			He wasn’t even at the door to the ballroom, or in the salon with her father.

			She felt her heart sink.

			“You look well tonight, Julia,” her father said, casting his eyes over the jewels, as if assessing their value against her own worth, before turning away to take her mother’s arm.

			She glanced up at the portrait of her bother James that graced the wall of the salon. He smiled down at her in his scarlet regimentals. If he were here, he would have bussed her cheek, teased her, told her she looked very pretty, and made her laugh, but James had been killed in battle in Spain a year ago.

			She felt the familiar pang of grief as she met his painted eyes. She missed his friendship, his easy company, and his advice. Her childhood had ended with the heart-­wrenching sorrow of his death. “Courage,” he might have whispered now, squeezing her hand. She let her fingers curl around his imaginary ones. James had been her protector, her friend, and her confidant. She hadn’t felt as safe as she did with James until—­Thomas Merritt’s smiling face passed through her brain. She looked down at her satin gloves. He’d squeezed her hand as well, but it hadn’t felt the way it did when James touched her, or even David. It felt, well, intimate, admiring, the kind of caress a man gives a desirable woman.

			She felt her cheeks heat at the memory of the encounter in the park, and gave the painting a pleading look. Would James have been horrified at her behavior? No, he would have done the same thing himself, had he been there.

			Thomas Merritt was a complete stranger to her. She had never seen him at the balls and parties she attended, and she really should not have even deigned to speak to him without a proper introduction. If he’d been a proper gentleman, he would have walked right past her, ignored the fact that she was standing alone in the middle of Hyde Park with tears stinging her eyes, but he’d stopped, and pressed his handkerchief into her hand, and just in time to rescue her from the curious eyes and prying questions of Lady Fiona Barry, the ton’s worst gossip.

			She’d been prattling too much, perhaps, about the details of the wedding, and David was looking bored, which made her try all the harder to amuse him. He’d seen some ­people he knew across the park and stopped walking, taking her hand off his arm and stepping away. “Wait here, Jules. There’s someone I wish to speak to,” David had said. She’d caught his sleeve.

			“I’ll come too, and you can introduce me,” she said, but he’d shot her a look of irritation. “Surely I should know your friends, David. They might be guests in our home some day and—­”

			“It’s business, Julia,” he replied sharply, plucking his arm out of her grip. “Be good and wait here, and I’ll buy you an ice at Gunter’s on the way home.”

			Stunned, she’d watched him walk away, leaving her behind as if she were an annoying child.

			“I would have promised you diamonds,” a voice said, and she’d turned and regarded the stranger by her side. He was watching David’s retreating back.

			“I beg your pardon?” she said, though she didn’t know him, and knew she should not speak to him at all. He could be anyone, or anything. But he smiled at her, his eyes warm, and her breath stopped.

			“To wait, I mean. I would have promised you diamonds, or something infinitely better than a Gunter’s ice, unless of course you prefer those to jewels. Even then I wouldn’t have left you alone in the first place, not with every man in the park watching you with such obvious admiration.”

			She held her tongue and glanced around. The park was indeed filled with curious eyes, and all of them no doubt wondering why she, Lady Julia Leighton, was without an escort.

			“It’s quite all right,” he said. “Think of me as your protector until your brother returns.”

			“Fiancé,” she murmured.

			His brows shot upward toward the brim of his hat, rakishly tipped on dark curls. “I see.”

			Embarrassed anger filled her. “Do you? And just what do you imagine you see, my lord—­”

			“ ‘Mister’ will do. Thomas Merritt,” he said, giving his name and bowing. “And you are?”

			“The Duke of Temberlay’s bride-­to-­be!” she snapped, rising to her full height. She still barely reached his nose, even in the tall, lavishly feathered bonnet she wore. There was amusement in his eyes, which was not the impression she’d hoped for.

			“Forgive me, Duchess. At first glance I thought perhaps you were a younger sister he finds annoying, or a cousin he’d been instructed to squire about for a bit of fresh air, against his own choice. He treats you as if—­”

			“It’s none of your affair how he treats me!”

			He put a hand under her elbow. “Ah, but it is, as your temporary protector. I cannot leave the most beautiful lady in the park all alone, especially when she is on the verge of tears.”

			It was exactly what James might have said, and that only added to her desire to cry. She blinked back tears. “I never cry!”

			He pressed his handkerchief into her hand. “Of course not. Shall we stroll along the path a little way? Lady Fiona Barry is heading this way, and I hear she can smell tears from a hundred yards.” He took her arm.

			Julia’s stomach froze. Fiona Barry? This was disaster! She would report everything to her mother, then to everyone else in the ton—­David’s absence from her side, the lack of a proper escort, and of course the presence of the handsome stranger by her side.

			“Laugh, my lady,” he murmured, leaning under the edge of the feathered bonnet.

			“I don’t think I can,” she admitted.

			“Then I shall make you smile. I will promise you diamonds and pearls,” he said.

			“I prefer emeralds,” she murmured.

			He looked down at her, his eyes moving over her face and her elegant new moss green walking gown. “Yes, I can see that they’d suit you very well indeed,” he said, his voice low, seductive, something in his gaze suggesting he was imagining her draped entirely in emeralds and nothing else at all. She felt heat surge through her body, and she couldn’t help but smile.

			“There now, that’s better,” he said, but his eyes remained on hers. He had gray eyes, glittering and dangerous, filled with the kind of male admiration she’d never seen directed at her before this moment. She’d been wrong. This was where childhood ended, with the first look of male appreciation a girl received. She liked it very well indeed. Her spine turned soft for a moment, and she had the oddest desire to lean into his strong shoulder.

			“Good morning, Julia,” Fiona Barry said as she approached. Julia’s spine stiffened to attention at once, and she tore her gaze from Thomas Merritt’s handsome face. Fiona was examining the gentleman as if he were a cream cake and she was starving. “And who is this? Do introduce me, my dear.”

			“This is Mr. Thomas Merritt,” Julia said. Even her voice sounded more adult, husky and soft. “Mr. Merritt, this is Lady Fiona Barry, a dear friend of my mother’s.”

			He bowed over Fiona’s hand. “Good morning, Lady Barry. A pleasant morning for a walk in the park, is it not?”

			“Indeed,” Fiona said. “But where is Temberlay, my dear?” she asked Julia. “I was sure I heard your mama say you’d gone walking with him this morning when I called.”

			Julia felt her face heat. Fiona could also sniff out lies. “He’s just—­”

			“He’s been called away for a moment, and he asked me to escort Julia,” Thomas Merritt said smoothly.

			“I see. And will you be attending the betrothal ball on Thursday?” Fiona asked, accepting the explanation, lost in Thomas Merritt’s dazzling smile.

			“No,” Julia said hurriedly.

			“I wouldn’t dream of missing it,” he countered, and smiled down at her, turning her knees to water again, squeezing her hand ever so slightly.

			Fiona grinned, baring her teeth like an aging hound scenting prey. “It is an event not to be missed. The Countess of Carrindale gives the most marvelous parties, and her dear daughter’s betrothal ball will surely be the event of the Little Season, surpassed only by her wedding.” She sighed like a bellows. “I remember you in leading strings, Julia. It is hard for me to imagine you all grown up and about to become a duchess, my dear.”

			Julia felt Thomas Merritt’s eyes on her once more, warm and appraising. He squeezed her hand yet again. “Forgive me, but I’ve remembered an appointment I cannot break, Julia.” Even her name sounded honey-­sweet from his lips. “I’ll leave you to chat with Lady Barry.”

			He kissed her hand, and she felt the warmth of his mouth through the lace of her glove. It flowed through her limbs like whisky. “It was a pleasure,” he said, looking into her eyes, and she could see that he meant it, that he was stepping away with regret. Her tongue wound itself around her tonsils, making speech impossible. And then he was gone, walking away without looking back, his long legs eating up the cinder path until the trees swallowed the sight of him. She suppressed a sigh of regret, just as Fiona heaved one of her own.

			She let Fiona tell her the latest gossip without even hearing it. She felt like a woman. Not a lady, or a bride, or the daughter of an earl. A woman.

			It felt like stepping into the heat of the sun on a cold day, and she wanted more.

			“Julia! Did you hear me? It’s time to go in. We all miss James,” her mother said, and Julia realized that she was standing in the salon, staring up at her brother’s portrait, and seeing not his face, but Thomas Merritt’s. “You are the future now, Julia. Your son will not only be Duke of Temberlay, but also the next Earl of Carrindale.” She didn’t want to think of the fact that she was simply the conduit for the next generation of the peerage.

			“Temberlay has waited long enough,” her father added gruffly, barely glancing at his late heir.

			He hadn’t spoken James’s name since the news of his death came, and he was no doubt pleased the wedding would take place at last. The nuptials had been delayed while her family mourned, but men without heirs to succeed them were ever anxious about the future, though David hadn’t objected to the delay. How could he when his own brother, Nicholas, was a captain in the same regiment as James? Every man in the regiment had escaped certain death thanks to her brother’s heroic self-­sacrifice. She was proud, of course, but she wished—­just a little—­that he had found another way to save the others, so she might still have her brother with her now, tonight, when she needed his reassuring arm to lean on.

			Julia drew herself up straight. She was a woman now, a lady, and a duchess-­to-­be. She could and would stand on her own two feet. She cast one last glance at James, and pushed the image of Thomas Merritt’s appreciative smile out of her mind. She would soon see the same look on David’s face.

			“I’m ready.”

			She followed her parents into the ballroom, brilliantly lit with a thousand candles. Jewels glittered, regimental badges gleamed, champagne sparkled, and her betrothal ring shone brightest of all.

			David didn’t even notice her entrance. He was deep in conversation with a group of gentlemen as Julia approached, just a trifle irritated by his inattention tonight, of all nights.

			“Good evening,” she purred, and dipped a curtsy. The gentlemen bowed.

			“Oh, hello, Jules,” David said with a vague smile. He dropped an absent kiss on her forehead—­the kind of kiss her brother might have bestowed on her. David didn’t tell her she looked pretty. Nor did his eyes light with pleasure, or anything else. In fact, he looked away from her, swept the ballroom with a bored glance, and took a glass of champagne from a passing footman without offering one to her. She reached for her own glass, and David’s eyebrows quirked in surprise, as if he thought her still too young for wine. She gave him her practiced coquette’s grin and sipped.

			Her mother beckoned them to the receiving line, and David took her glass and set it down with his own before he offered his arm. “Shall we?” He led her to her mother’s side and stood with his hands clasped behind his back as they waited for their guests to arrive. Julia watched the cream of the ton descending the stairs like an invading horde, drew a shaky breath and pasted on a welcoming smile.

			Lady Dallen swept in like an ill wind, examined Julia’s necklace through her lorgnette, and wished her happy in a dry tone before going to stir things up in other corners of the room.

			Lord Dallen slapped David on the back and said he looked forward to playing cards tonight, once “this betrothal business” was concluded, as if Julia was an interruption to the evening, and not the reason for it. David, damn his eyes—­she borrowed one of her late grandmother’s favorite and most forbidden phrases—­looked extremely pleased by his lordship’s invitation. In fact, he gazed at Dallen with the kind of appreciation she had hoped for. If that was the way to his heart, she would have to learn how to play cards before the wedding. Her mother would hardly approve, but what else was a bride to do?

			David didn’t enjoy poetry, or music. He didn’t read or hunt. They would have to spend their evenings at Temberlay castle doing something. She felt a blush rise at the other idea that came to mind, but she was an innocent, and he had never so much as hinted at the physical aspects of marriage that would transpire between them after the vows were said. Why, she’d learned more about that from a single glance into Thomas Merritt’s glittering gray eyes.

			“David, my mother has agreed to allow me to waltz this evening,” she said, leaning into his shoulder, brushing against him in the most unsisterly way she could manage in her parents’ ballroom.

			He patted her hand and smiled vacantly at her. “I don’t know how to waltz, Jules.”

			Her heart sank to her ankles.

			“Then perhaps—­” But she didn’t have a suggestion. She folded her tongue behind her teeth and turned to smile at the next guest. Her heart stopped dead in her chest.

			“Thomas Merritt,” he said in a dark voice, as if they’d never met. He bowed over her hand, his grip warm through her glove, his eyes never leaving hers, filled with a mischievous, knowing, intimate stare. The heat in that look set her heart beating again, very fast. He smiled, a slow, dangerous grin, and his gaze roamed over her. His appreciation was perfectly obvious. Her heart climbed higher still, and lodged in her throat, making speech impossible. A lock of dark hair fell over his brow, and she clenched her fist against the urge to brush it back. He did so himself in a polished gesture as he stepped away.

			He was the handsomest man she’d ever seen. Her imagination hadn’t played her false. He was just as she remembered him from their brief encounter. She let her eyes linger on the lean length of his legs, the breadth of his shoulders under the black wool of his evening coat as he walked away. She dared to guess that he waltzed . . . among other things.

			He glanced back and caught her looking. She felt heat rise over her cheeks, and she made a small sound of dismay as he grinned at her again.

			“Pardon?” David asked, glancing down at her.

			“Nothing,” she managed. She snatched another glass of champagne from a passing footman and took a long restorative sip. The bubbles were almost as thrilling as Mr. Merritt’s wicked smile.

			She watched him out of the corner of her eye. He did not go into the card room or join the other guests. Instead, he leaned against the wall insouciantly, in her line of sight, and watched her. She felt her composure slip. Suddenly her gown felt too tight, too low-­cut, and the room too warm.

			She sent him a scathing glance, meant to discourage such behavior, squelch it utterly, but he had the audacity to wink at her. It made her stomach wobble and her knees weak. She plied her fan, hid behind it.

			Had he come to reclaim his handkerchief? It was upstairs, hidden in her drawer.

			“Stand up straight,” her mother whispered. Julia stiffened, but with more annoyance than grace as the waltz began and David disappeared into the card room, arm in arm with Lord Dallen.

			“D’you suppose they’ll take a house together by the sea for the summer?” he quipped, and she turned to find Thomas Merritt beside her, watching David and Dallen go. He was so tall she had to look up to meet his eyes. “May I have this dance?” He extended his hand as if he was already sure of her acquiescence.

			A thrill rushed through her. There was something about this man that warned her to say no, to run for the safety of her mother’s side, but she was a grown woman. Surely the tingle low in her belly at the look in his eyes proved that well enough.

			“Thank you.” She took his hand and let him lead her out.

			He waltzed smoothly. “You look beautiful, by the way,” he said, as if he knew she’d craved the compliment, exactly the way she’d needed a protector in the park. Did he intend to make a habit of rescuing her?

			“Thank you,” she said again. She was acutely aware of the heat of his hand on her waist, searing through the layers of silk and lace. He made a perfectly proper touch feel intimate, as if they were alone. She felt a tingle of something unexpected course through her as his eyes dropped to the slopes of her breasts and lingered before he met her eyes again.

			She felt beautiful.

			“Does His Grace realize just how lucky he is? I wondered that the other day when we met.”

			“Of course he does,” she said tartly, and felt her skin heat. How bold that sounded.

			“You’re blushing, but you shouldn’t. A woman should be aware of her worth.” His gaze flicked over her jewels. “Beyond the value of her jewelry, of course. I’d be willing to wager you’ve been betrothed for a very long time, or it’s an arranged match, perhaps, since he already behaves like you are an old married ­couple, bored by familiarity.”

			“We have known each other since—­forever,” she said breathlessly. Why did every word out of her mouth make her sound like a ninny?

			He quirked an eyebrow upward. “Forever is a long time. I suppose when someone looks constantly at a familiar object, no matter how lovely it is, they cease to see its beauty.”

			Exactly so. David would always see her as the child he’d grown up with. She imagined their wedding night, how awkward that was going to be. She stumbled.

			Mr. Merritt caught her, lifted her, twirled her through the air and took the next step before he set her back on her feet. For an instant her breasts were pressed to his chest, her heart pounding against the hard muscles under his shirt. His hand spread wide on her waist, supporting her, and his thumb brushed the underside of her breast. Another rescue.

			She swallowed a gulp of heady surprise.

			“You look flushed, my lady. Perhaps some air?” he asked, glancing toward the French doors that led to the terrace.

			She looked out into the velvet darkness of the late spring evening. She should refuse. It was against all the rules she’d been taught. But she was an adult, almost a married woman, and she nodded and let him waltz her out onto the terrace.

			“Would you care for some champagne?” he asked, and stepped inside to beckon to a passing footman. He took two glasses and brought one to her.

			She watched the bubbles dance in the light that spilled from the ballroom.

			“Shall we drink to your happiness?”

			“I am happy.”

			“Oh, I didn’t doubt it for a moment,” he drawled in a tone that suggested he doubted it very much indeed.

			“David is simply—­” She hesitated. What? Kind, titled, stiff? Her grandmother’s nickname for him came to mind. Dull Duke David.

			“Oh, I know. He is handsome, rich, and safe.”

			“Safe?” She met the mischievous glitter of his eyes in the shadows. He laughed.

			“Interesting you chose that word out of the three.”

			“Well, of course he’s the other two things as well—­and more. I suppose he’s safe, too. Who would harm him?”

			He tilted his head. “I meant he’s a safe choice of husband. Not likely to do anything unexpected or in the least shocking.” He sipped his champagne. She watched his throat work above the edge of his cravat, his skin dark against the white linen.

			Dull Duke David, she thought again, and pushed the idea away. “Such as?” she said, made bold by the wine.

			He studied her for a moment, reached to caress her cheek, then ran his thumb over her lower lip. “Such as waltzing you away into the garden to steal a kiss, which I have wanted to do since I met you in Hyde Park. But then, I’d bet that even his kisses are safe. Do they set you on fire?”

			“I—­” She began a tart response that it was none of his affair how David kissed her, but she had no idea. He had only ever offered dry pecks on her cheek or forehead. His lips were always cool. She stared at Thomas Merritt’s well-­shaped mouth. She’d wondered what it might be like to kiss him too. In fact, the idea had occupied her thoughts far more than it should have over the past two days.

			He held up his champagne and stared into the amber depths. “A woman should feel like there are stars coursing through her blood when a man kisses her properly. Even if it is the simplest brush of his lips on hers, she should feel it in every inch of her body.” He stepped closer, leaned in. “Is that how His Grace’s kisses make you feel? Breathless, hot, desired?”

			Could a kiss really feel like that? Suddenly she wanted to kiss a man who could never, ever resemble a brother.

			Or her fiancé.

			She lifted her face to his, stood on tiptoe, her mouth watering. “Show me,” she said.

			He didn’t need a second invitation. He took her glass, set it on the edge of the balcony, cupped her face in his hands and lowered his mouth to hers. His lips were warm. She could taste the champagne on his breath, smell the soap he used, the scent of his own skin. A thrill of pure excitement ran through her, curling her toes. She tightened her fingers on his arms.

			He didn’t pull back. His lips shaped to fit hers, moved over her mouth expertly.

			Oh my.

			Her hands crept up to touch his face, to draw him closer. With a sigh, she kissed him back.

			He licked the seam of her lips, and she drew back in surprise. He merely shifted his attention, laid a dozen kisses along her jaw, down her throat, blazing a trail of fire. She tipped her head, gave him access, permission. Above her the stars did indeed glitter.

			He put his hands on her waist, spanning it, and drew her closer. She slid her arms around his neck, pressed against the warm length of his body. He nibbled a particularly delicate spot under her ear. “Oh,” she sighed, shivering. Her eyes drifted shut but she could still see the stars.

			He captured her mouth again, nipped at her lips until she drew a breath and opened. He tangled his tongue with hers. He tasted of champagne. She moved closer still, marveling at the way her hips fitted to his, how her curves perfectly accommodated his angles. His heat radiated through her clothes. More. She wanted more. She pressed her tongue against his, experimenting. He gave a soft groan, and his hands slid up her back to cup her neck and tilt her backward, deepening the kiss.

			Oh, she did indeed feel breathless, hot, and desired!

			Something tickled at her brain, the tiny part that could still think. She should step back, move away, go inside, but she could not stop kissing him. How had she ever lived without kisses? She hadn’t even known such sensations existed. It was like the first sip of champagne, the heady tang of summer berries purloined from the garden, the sweetness of honey and wine and cake all in one. Surely this was what her grandmother had meant when she told her romantic stories, whispered them in her ear so her mother couldn’t hear, of kisses such as this, bestowed on a princess in a tower by a lover who dared to climb the vines to her bower.

			He pulled away, and cool evening air rushed in like sanity. Julia opened her eyes and stared at him. He was staring back, just out of reach, his face in shadow, breathing hard as if he’d been running.

			“I think we’d better stop.” His voice was an octave lower than it had been. It vibrated over every aroused inch of her flesh. Good sense returned like a dash of cold water. She should be ashamed—­scarcely a dozen feet away, her guests were dancing, drinking, celebrating her betrothal to another man.

			Dull Duke David.

			She didn’t know what to say. Her lips still tingled, and despite the chill of the spring evening, her body burned.

			“I’ll go back inside. You’d better slip in later,” he murmured, looking over his shoulder now, scanning the crowd for curious eyes, worrying far too late if anyone might have seen them. David could call him out and shoot him for the liberties he’d taken. Would he shoot her too?

			He was far too busy playing cards.

			Mr. Merritt bowed, backed away. The light hit him, illuminated the copper lights in his dark hair, the silhouette of his lean body—­the body that only moments earlier had been pressed against hers—­then he stepped inside with a single regretful glance at her and was gone.

			She put a hand to her lips, swollen and soft.

			She needed a mirror.

			She needed a cold bath.

			Julia picked up her skirts and hurried along the terrace to the French doors that led into the library. She slipped inside and leaned on the cool glass for a moment. The room was dark and empty. Light from the street spilled through the windows, painting long golden rectangles on the floor.

			Her heart slowed. The library was a place of sobriety and decorum. Somewhere beyond the double oak doors the party continued. She could hear laughter, voices, and music. She crossed to the mirror but could not see anything in the darkness. Was she different now? Disheveled? Did she look wanton? She smoothed a careful hand over her hair, checked for loose curls, touched her swollen lips, felt the tingle on her cheeks where his rougher skin had grazed her.

			Of course she was different. She’d been different the moment she met Thomas Merritt, and now—­

			She perched on the edge of one of the armchairs that smelled of cigars and her father’s hair oil. With nervous fingers, she tucked back a strand of hair. In a moment she would have to walk back into the ballroom, and act as if nothing had happened, but her heart was beating against her ribs like a caged bird.

			She jumped to her feet when the door opened.

			The light from the hall raced across the room, blinded her for a moment. Was it her mother, looking for her, or David, perhaps? Would they be able to tell what she’d been doing in the dark garden with the handsome stranger? Guilt tightened her gut even as resolve stiffened her spine. She had received many lectures in this particular room, standing on the carpet before her father’s desk. She clasped her hands behind her back, as she always did, ready to face the consequences, whatever they might be.

			Thomas Merritt stepped into the silence of Lord Carrindale’s library and waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark. He had come to the lavish betrothal ball for one reason, and it wasn’t to wish the ­couple happy.

			He had no idea when he met Julia Leighton in the park that she was Carrindale’s daughter. She’d been a lovely, distraught lady in need. He should have walked away, but he couldn’t. Not when he saw the tears in her eyes. When Fiona Barry had said Julia’s name, mentioned the betrothal ball, the very ball he had every intention of attending anonymously, he should have taken it as a warning.

			From that moment, things had gone awry. For one thing, the countess was not wearing the magnificent tiara he’d come to steal, which meant it was most likely still in the safe. And for another thing . . . He glanced up at the shadowed portrait of the grim-­faced Earl of Carrindale and grinned.

			I’ve been kissing your daughter.

			That was the other problem—­the luscious lips of Lady Julia, the bride-­to-­be, Carrindale’s unexpectedly lovely daughter. He’d noticed the stunning necklace she wore, of course, and the matching earrings, and then he saw the woman behind them, and the jewels had paled by comparison. She was even more beautiful than he remembered from their brief encounter.

			Fool! He wasn’t a natural thief, didn’t find it easy, and the distraction didn’t help.

			Thomas wasn’t the kind of man who lost himself in a simple kiss. He wondered how far he would have let it go if sanity hadn’t saved him. And what if he’d been caught with Julia in his arms? Would Carrindale have called the watch, or simply had him spirited away to a watery grave in the stinking Thames? The earl would certainly not insist that she marry a rogue like him when she had a duke in hand.

			His pedigree was good enough, though not as high as the Duke of Temberlay’s, or would have been had his brother not disowned him for his sins. He was plain Mr. Merritt now, a man who made his own way in the world without family ties to help or hinder him. This adventure would gain him only a memorable kiss, perhaps a stolen tiara—­and one of Julia’s diamond earrings, a souvenir of the encounter. It rested in his breast pocket now.

			He licked his lips to refrain from taking it out and looking at it, and tasted champagne. He’d never kissed anyone like Julia Leighton. None of the rich widows, the bored ton wives, the milkmaids or whores he’d known compared. He marveled at Temberlay’s stupidity in not knowing how lucky he was. What kind of man could resist the delectable charms of a woman like Julia? They had been betrothed for years. Surely by now Temberlay had claimed his right to touch her, bed her.

			He shook his head, freeing his mind from that image, so he could find the damn safe and get the hell out—­

			The rustle of silk caught him by surprise.

			She stepped out of the shadows. A mixture of fear and unexpected pleasure kept him rooted to the floor.

			“How did you know I was here?” she asked him. “I thought—­”

			He knew what she thought, that he’d left the ball—­which he would have if he’d had any sense at all—­and she’d never see him again. She would have wondered about her lost earring longer than she’d remember him. Suddenly the diamond bob weighed heavy in his pocket, and he could feel it against his breast like biblical guilt.

			Though shalt not steal. Not kisses, or jewels.

			But a man had to eat.

			He caught another hint of her perfume—­it was on his clothes, would stay with him for days. Violets. It was a sophisticated, unusual scent for such a young woman. It spoke of hidden depths, secrets. Most debutantes wore lavender or rosewater.

			“I—­” He was lost for words. He glanced at the small landscape painting on the wall behind her, which probably hid the safe. For some reason, men like Carrindale always chose to hide their treasures behind nondescript art that wouldn’t otherwise have a place in their elegant homes. He could hardly stride to the picture, take it down, and ask Julia for the combination to the safe.

			He supposed in other circumstances a gentleman—­or even a rogue like him, if he had any sense—­would bow, make a joke of his inexplicable presence in this dark room, say he mistook the door for the way to the jakes, and take his leave before there was trouble.

			But he was already in trouble. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, the way the faint light outlined the shape of her neck and shoulders, the shadowed vee between her breasts, the ghostlike shimmer of her gown. The glitter of her jewels paled before the gleam of her eyes. His mouth watered.

			“I—­” He tried again, but she gave a desperate little sigh and rushed toward him. He opened his arms, caught her. Her lips landed on his, and it began all over again.

			He was powerless to resist. He wanted this woman. He couldn’t recall a time when he hadn’t been in complete control with a lover. He never lost himself to passion. Women were a means to an end, for physical gratification or gain. He offered them pleasure, took what he wanted, and left before they could beg him to stay.

			But it was different with Julia, and he couldn’t begin to say why. Perhaps because she was forbidden to him, belonged to another man. Was it the thrill of stealing something he otherwise couldn’t have? No, it was the lady herself—­beautiful, trusting, half innocent, unconsciously seductive. She’d set his blood on fire with a simple stolen kiss in a dark garden, and now—­

			He knew exactly what she wanted.

			Him.

			It wasn’t rescue this time. It was plunder. She was making soft sounds as she sought his mouth, pressed her lips and her hips to his. He lifted her into his arms, carrying her the few steps to the deep leather settee, laying her down, his body on hers, as desperate as she. Her arms tightened, pulled him nearer. He was wrapped in her perfume, mesmerized by her eager kisses. She let him raise her skirts, slide his fingers up the silk of her calves, thighs, hips.

			Her hands fumbled with the buttons of his shirt, then fell away as he found the wet center of her.

			“Oh,” she sighed, and his fingers played over her, bringing her pleasure before he took his own. She gripped his lapels, pulled him down against her as she cried out, her body bucking against his fingers. He caught the sweet whimpers in his mouth.

			He reached for his flies, opened them expertly with one hand as he kissed her, unable to get enough of her mouth.

			She gasped as he entered her, and tensed beneath him. She was tight, almost too tight.

			Nervous, no doubt. He should have locked the door, but it was too late for that. He was beyond reason, beyond stopping, but she didn’t ask him to. She gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his flesh, right through his shirt, a sweet, sharp, sensual pain.

			He didn’t last long. One last, long thrust, and he filled her, felt the hot rush of release.

			He fell against her, stunned. He stroked her face, kissed her gently, still buried inside her. He couldn’t read her expression in the low light.

			What the hell had he done?

			He moved off of her, turned away and used his handkerchief to clean himself before he fastened his clothes.

			She sat on the settee, arranging her own clothing, trying to fix her hopelessly disheveled hair.

			“Oh no, my earring! Well, my mother’s, actually. I’ve lost it! She’ll lecture me for an hour on carelessness, heedless behavior, and—­” She began to laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” he asked.

			“Heedless behavior!” she said. Her laughter faded. “I should not have—­”

			Nor should he. Not here, not now. The stakes were too high. He sighed. He wished he could afford to leave here empty-­handed, with nothing but the memory of a lover that finally made him feel something, even if only for a moment. The diamond in his pocket would feed him for a week, the Carrindale tiara for a month, and Julia’s necklace for half a year.

			She was searching the floor for it, and he almost relented. Taking her hands in his, he pulled her close for a moment, distracting her. Desire surged again. What the devil was the matter with him? He did not allow his feelings to get in the way of his survival. He hadn’t even realized he had feelings until now. He kissed her gently, making it farewell. She pulled away.

			He braced himself for tears, accusations, but she simply said, “You should go. The French doors lead to the garden, and there’s a gate that leads to the mews and the street.”

			“Yes,” he agreed.

			“I shall go upstairs. I’ll send my maid down to mama to say I have a headache.”

			There was no mention of Temberlay. Had the duke even noticed she was gone, that she’d been absent from the ballroom for nearly an hour? Thomas glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel.

			Less than an hour.

			He straightened his rumpled cravat as best he could and bowed over her hand. Her fingers coiled around his for a moment, as if she could not bear to let him go. He pulled free gently and let himself out.

			It wasn’t until he’d reached his lodgings that he saw the blood on his handkerchief. How could he have been so stupid?

			Lady Julia Leighton had been a virgin.
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			Thomas waited outside Carrindale House in the rain until he saw Julia get in the coach and drive away. He followed her to Bond Street, watched her alight and go into an exclusive modiste’s shop. He watched through the window as she tried on a gown of sapphire blue silk. The shop assistant spread a lace veil over her dark hair, and a bitter taste filled his mouth. Her wedding gown. He clenched his fists and stepped away to wait for her to emerge.

			“Why Lady Julia, how pleasant to meet you here so unexpectedly,” he said brightly, as if he had merely chanced upon her in the street. He watched her pale cheeks bloom like roses, saw fear war with curiosity in her eyes.

			She dipped a curtsy and turned to her maid. “Wait in the coach. I’ll be along in a moment.” After the girl complied, she whispered to him, “What are you doing here?”

			“I found your earring,” he said, and taking her gloved hand in his dropped it into her palm. It was the only excuse he had come up with to see her again, returning what he’d stolen. Well, half of what he’d stolen. “It must have gotten tangled in my clothing when we—­” She shot him a wide-­eyed look of horror, and he fell silent. “Are you—­well, my lady?” he asked stiffly, resisting the urge to touch her flaming cheek.

			She glanced at the earring and closed her hand on it. “You’ve rescued me yet again.”

			There were a million things he wanted to say—­apologies, offers of marriage, confessions of feelings he had no right to, everything from concern to—­affection. He’d call it that.

			“Someday I shall have to return the favor,” she said.

			“I came to see if—­” But she tilted her head, and even if her blush betrayed her embarrassment at what had passed between them in the darkness of her father’s library, she schooled her expression into the same polite look of interest she’d given Fiona Barry in the park. She did not need him, after all. She was stronger than she looked. He felt admiration for her. She would make a magnificent duchess.

			He took her arm and escorted her the few steps to her coach. “So when is the wedding to be?” he asked.

			“January. At Temberlay Castle.”

			They reached the vehicle, and he let her go and bowed. “Then I shall wish you well,” he said. “And happy.”

			She lowered her gaze. “I am . . .” She paused, and he watched her throat bob as she swallowed the lie. “Thank you,” she managed.

			He kissed her hand, felt her fingers tighten on his for an instant. He let her go and walked away, resisting the urge to look back. Whatever the future held for him, it did not include Julia Leighton.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3
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			August 1814, London to Brussels

			It wasn’t home anymore—­merely England now, Julia told herself as she stood at the ship’s rail, watching the chalk cliffs disappearing behind the fog that blanketed the coast, white on white, a body disappearing into a shroud.

			Appropriate, she thought, since a ruined lady was indeed dead to almost everyone who had known her in better times. Her father had told friends she was dead after he’d discovered her sin, and disowned her on the spot. He had insisted she leave the country, not just his house, since it wouldn’t do for “decent” folk to see her ghost walking the streets of Mayfair, and feel the need to ask awkward questions.

			No, it was better this way, a fresh start, a new life all her own.

			In her arms, Jamie squirmed, waved chubby arms at the seabirds that wheeled overhead. She kissed her infant son and passed him to his nurse, and watched as they hurried belowdecks out of the wind. It would be hours before they reached Antwerp, and Julia knew she should go below too, but she stayed where she was and let the salt wind buffet her, wanting one last glimpse of the coast.

			Her parents had never even asked about the child, named after her brother James, the family hero. In better circumstances, Jamie would have been his grandfather’s heir, the next Earl of Carrindale, but he faced an unknowable future, like she did.

			It could be far worse, Julia thought, tightening her hands on the rail. Her fate was not so terrible as David’s. He’d died in a duel, scant days after she broke their engagement and confessed she was with child by another man. She did not fully understand the circumstances of the duel. The details had been buried along with David, yet another family secret. It wasn’t Thomas Merritt who killed him. She had refused to name her lover, and besides, Mr. Merritt had taken ship and gone from England soon after her encounter with him, mere days after she’d seen him on Bond Street, and long before she knew she was pregnant. She’d made discreet inquiries about him. It had turned out his name was well known, and he was a most popular topic for gossip. He was a rogue, a charmer, disowned by his family too, for his own ruinous behavior. Not at all the kind of man who rescued ladies in distress. Yet she could not entirely blame him. She shut her eyes. So much sorrow and misery had been caused by her foolish desire for a kiss—­a kiss that had ruined so many lives. As much as she wished to banish Tom Merritt from her thoughts, forget him forever, she could not.

			“Good afternoon.”

			Julia turned to find Major Lord Stephen Ives standing behind her, his cloak open to reveal his scarlet military tunic, bright as blood against the silver fog.

			She felt a pang in her heart. It was the same tunic her brother had worn, from the same regiment, the Royal Dragoons. James had died a hero in that tunic, and it was due to James’s bravery that it turned out she wasn’t entirely without friends after all.

			Nicholas Hartley, David’s brother, had stood by her. He’d given up his commission in the Royal Dragoons when David died and he inherited the title. He’d come to see her when he returned to England, as bewildered by the circumstances of David’s duel as she was. Nicholas never once blamed her for the way things had turned out. A friend from her childhood, he was as close to her as her own brother had been. He had arranged for a house, a midwife, and a nurse, and when her father insisted yet again that she leave the country, Nicholas had arranged an introduction to Major Lord Ives, and a chance for honorable employment.

			She was now the paid companion to Lord Ives’s sister, Dorothea Hallam, hired to accompany the brother and sister out of England. Stephen Ives was a diplomat, on his way to the peace talks in Vienna, and his sister was a recent widow, alone in the world. Neither had asked for details of her scandal fortunately, since she had used up all the favors. It was time to stand on her own two feet, rescue herself and her son from the consequences of the past.

			“Have you been out of England before?” Major Lord Ives asked now, coming to stand by the railing, yet keeping his distance from her. Was this how it would be from now on, respectable folk refraining from touching her or coming too close for fear that scandal was catching? Stephen Ives’s face was carefully blank, correct, but not unkind.

			“No, I’ve not traveled, but I’ve heard many stories,” she replied.

			“From your brother, no doubt,” he said with a polite smile.

			“Actually, it was my grandmother.” She swallowed. “And you, my lord—­have you been far afield, aside from Spain? War seems a hard way to see the world.” Someday she would work up the courage to ask him how James died, but she barely knew Lord Ives yet, was still learning the boundaries between a servant and employer from this side of the coin. Once, she had been his social superior—­an earl’s daughter, the fiancée of a duke—­but she was no longer even his equal.

			He studied her face for a moment, gauging her interest, perhaps, and she held his eyes.

			“Yes, war is the hard way to travel. I saw Portugal, Spain, and France through a soldier’s eyes, in ruins, mostly, after battles.” He forced a dry smile. “Now I’ll see Paris and Vienna as a diplomatic aide. I trust it will be much more pleasant, if, of course, the other envoys all agree to behave themselves at the peace negotiations.”

			“A least there will be no guns or swords,” Julia said.

			“No, we’re not enemies anymore, nor yet are we friends. A war of words can do as much harm as a battle.”

			She knew that. Her maternal grandmother had once been married to a diplomat, had traveled with him, learned protocol, foreign manners, and how to tread cautiously in the presence of courtiers and kings. Julia’s toes curled in her shoes. She was secretly thrilled to be walking in Arabella’s footsteps. Would she meet pirates or pashas or kings? Kings at the very least, she supposed, since every one of the crowned heads of Europe were expected to take part in the peace conference.

			A maid came on deck and dipped a curtsy to Major Lord Ives before turning to Julia. “Lady Dorothea wants you, Miss Leighton. The sea is making her feel poorly.” She pulled her woolen shawl tight around her throat against the wind.

			“Then I’ll not keep you from your duties,” Lord Stephen said, dismissing her.

			Julia followed the maid below. Would she ever get used to being addressed as plain Miss Leighton? She was not Lady Julia any longer. She was Lady Dorothea Hallam’s paid companion.

			It wasn’t an unpleasant post. She had known Dorothea slightly in happier times, like regimental sisters, since Dorothea’s husband Matthew had also been a Royal Dragoon. They attended some of the same parties, danced at the same balls. But Dorothea lost her husband and newborn son to fever, and had barely recovered herself. Her grief had made her a recluse, and Lord Stephen could not leave her behind when he accepted his posting, so Julia was hired to keep her company.

			Julia knew he hoped the trip to Vienna would improve his sister’s health and lift her spirits.

			She opened the door to Dorothea’s cabin, and a second maid looked up gratefully, then thrust a clean basin into Julia’s hands before taking her leave to empty the full one. Dorothea was as pale as the fog outside, still retching.

			Julia put a cool cloth on her forehead.

			“Will the boat sink?” Dorothea moaned, clutching Julia’s hand. “Death surely couldn’t be more horrid than mal de mer.”

			Julia rubbed Dorothea’s hands. “It won’t be long until we land in Antwerp.”

			Dorothea sank into the pillow and stared at the low ceiling. “D’you remember the last ball you attended?” she asked dully.

			“Yes,” Julia said carefully. She would never, ever, forget that night.

			Dorothea sighed. “I can’t. I know I must have danced with my husband. I must have been happy, but I don’t remember anything specific about the evening. I’m afraid I will forget the details, the little things, about our life together.”

			“The room was filled with flowers, and everyone was drinking champagne,” Julia said. There were flowers and champagne at every ball.

			Dorothea smiled wanly. “Oh yes, of course. I remember dancing with Matthew, laughing at something he said.” Her brow furrowed. “What could he have said? I should have committed every word to memory, just in case—­”

			“He told you how beautiful you looked,” Julia said.

			“Yes. I was probably wearing that blue silk gown he liked.”

			“The night was warm, and he brought you champagne on the terrace,” Julia went on, seeing another party, another face, in her mind.

			“Did he?” Dorothea asked.

			Julia fixed her eyes on Dorothea. “Of course.”

			“I suppose he must have,” Dorothea sighed. “One ball is so like the others, but I would have liked just one memory I was sure of, our last waltz, our final supper together. It happened so fast, at the end. Matthew said he had a headache, and the baby was fractious, and then I was trying to keep both of them alive, but I couldn’t. I remember very little about that day either, or any day since.”

			“You will,” Julia soothed. Dorothea would remember everything when she was ready, but right now her stricken face showed Julia that she couldn’t manage it. Lord Stephen had told her how fragile his sister’s health was. She had resorted to laudanum to sleep away her grief, and the drug left her a shell of herself. Julia held the basin as Dorothea called out her husband’s name and was sick again.

			Hours later, Dorothea was still green and queasy as Lord Stephen carried her ashore and put her in the waiting coach.

			“A few more hours, Doe,” he said, trying to sound jaunty. “We’ll be stopping for the night in Brussels.” His sister lay back against the squabs and shut her eyes.

			He handed Julia into the coach. “I trust you were not affected by seasickness on the voyage, Miss Leighton?”

			She wrapped a rug around Dorothea’s knees. “Not at all.” He shut the door and the coach lurched forward.

			“Where’s the baby?” Dorothea murmured.

			Julia glanced at her. Did she mean her own child or Jamie? “Jamie is with his nurse in another carriage,” she said. Her son, and Thomas Merritt’s too. She pushed the thought of him away. Whatever else she regretted about that night and its consequences, she could not regret Jamie. He was the love of her life.

			Dorothea shut her eyes against the jolting of the coach. She clutched at the watch she wore pinned to her dress, which held painted miniatures of her husband and her son, and sighed deeply. She opened it and a lullaby played.

			“We’ll be in Paris within the week,” Julia said, to distract her from the discomfort of the trip. “I believe I shall buy a new bonnet.”

			Dorothea pursed her lips. “I won’t go out. I am still in mourning, but I’m certain Stephen will escort you wherever you wish to go.”

			Surely Stephen Ives would have official duties to attend to, and far better company than his sister’s companion to squire about the city, Julia thought. What if someone had heard of her disgrace? She must remember that her new place in the world was in the shadows. She didn’t want Lord Stephen’s kindness in hiring her used against him. Society’s good opinion turned like a rabid fox, and once bitten, it was fatal. He had his career, his own reputation to consider.

			“It’s the Fête de St. Louis in Paris. The whole city will be celebrating—­there will be receptions, parties, even fireworks to honor our arrival,” Julia coaxed. “Surely Lord Stephen will take you to—­”

			“No one will be looking for our arrival. They will be awaiting the Duke of Wellington. We will scarcely be noticed,” Dorothea said tartly. “I don’t think I could endure such a crush. I would prefer to stay in, rest my nerves. Stephen says there will be weeks of travel before we reach Vienna.”

			“But think of the adventures we’ll have!” Julia said.

			“Bad roads, worse food, lumpy beds, vermin,” Dorothea countered. “I shan’t go out until we’ve reached Vienna, and even then . . .” Her voice trailed off.

			Julia settled back as Dorothea fell asleep. It was for the best. A companion—­or a ruined woman—­did not go to parties, and surely she, of all ­people, should know adventures could be dangerous things.
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