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            This book is dedicated to

            Dr. Ryan Mooney, who calmed my fears and used his surgical skills to send the cancer into oblivion.

            Dr. Deepna Jaiswal, who used her oncological expertise to ensure it stays there.

            All the nurses, NPs, PAs, technicians, and staff who always have a ready smile, a kind word, and provide incredible care during
               a challenging time in a cancer patient’s life.
            

             

            And last but not least . . .

            Nathan, who refused to believe this chapter in our story wouldn’t have a happy ending and held my hand through it all.

            I love you, babe, more than words can ever express.
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            Prologue

         
         
            
               
                  From the Journal of Viscount Langdon

                  It was not an easy thing to be born the son of the Earl of Claybourne—the Devil Earl, as those of influence referred to him
                     in whispers. My mother worked diligently to redeem his unsavory reputation in order to ensure he and his children were accepted
                     by those who mattered. But few could forget, or were willing to overlook, the fact that he’d once killed a man.
                  

                  I found it difficult to reconcile that facet of his past, as I knew him to be a kind and protective father. Although he taught
                     me things that few sons of noblemen knew. How to secretly pull a card from the bottom of a deck. How to deftly pick a pocket.
                     How to accurately measure a man’s worth.
                  

                  But of most import, he taught me to wholly embrace and enjoy my passions.

                  I was six years of age the first time he took me on a journey via the railway. I fell instantly in love with the motions of the coach, the speed. I marveled at how this machine could unite the world, equalize the masses, and quickly take me on adventures. I could spend the day at the seaside and be back home in time for dinner. I could travel places with hardly any bother at all. 

                  And I did. Often. Whenever I had the chance.

                  Then on a dark and stormy June night, in the year of our Lord 1878, the railway that I loved taught me that, with no warning
                     whatsoever, life could drastically change between one heartbeat and the next.
                  

               

            

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Off the Cornish Coast

            April 1879

         

         While the howling wind tore around him and the rain lashed at his upturned face, he staggered to the edge of the cliff, braced
            himself against nature’s wrath, and hurled the empty whisky bottle into the blackened abyss that contained monstrous waves
            thrashing against the rocky, sandy shore.
         

         
         His harsh laughter was carried out to sea as his black greatcoat whipped around his calves, and he wondered why he’d even
            bothered to wear it. The brutal rain had drenched him. The wind threatened to shove him right over the edge. But he stood
            his ground.
         

         
         And trembled.

         
         Just as he’d trembled uncontrollably that fateful night when his world changed completely. There had been a storm then as
            well, as harsh and unforgiving as the one he faced now on his tiny, secluded isle. Where he came to escape the horrific memories.
         

         
         Only they refused to leave him in peace. They battered him as vehemently and with as much fury as the tempest that surrounded him. And if he couldn’t escape them, he could at least teach himself to ignore them, to send them into the darkest recesses of his mind where they might lose the power to plague him. 

         
         Consequently, he stood there stoically and refused to allow them victory, to force him into scurrying back to the residence
            where a warm fire and another bottle of scotch waited. Where he could hide from the unfortunate truth that he’d gone mad.
         

         
         Stark raving mad.

         
         Oh, he did a bang-up job of giving the appearance of being the same as those who surrounded him. Moving among the ton, as he had in the before time, with a lackadaisical confidence, an easy smile, and a bold laugh. He flirted with the ladies,
            danced with them, even charmed them. Many were hopeful of becoming wife to the Earl of Claybourne’s heir, of bearing him children.
            None knew he was no longer worthy of inheriting his father’s title, of carrying his own courtesy one.
         

         
         However, he thought his family was beginning to suspect the truth.

         
         In a few days, he would see them and pretend that he was again as he’d once been.

         
         They’d pretend as well. Pretend to believe him when he told them that he came to this island to study the stars. That he required
            the isolation and solitude in order to devote himself to his new passion for the sky—since he’d abandoned his passion for
            the railway.
         

         
         As soon as the Season had concluded the previous August, while everyone else had departed for their country estates, he’d come here—where a small stone castle had withstood the rigors of time and, with diligent devotion and his own hands, had become once again inhabitable. He had no companionship, no one with whom to break the monotony. No one visited him without an invitation—and he issued no invitations. 

         
         And if there were nights when the loneliness devoured him, he would endure it. He would do whatever was required to protect
            his secret. For the sake of his family. He would do nothing to bring his parents shame when it had taken so long for them
            to be accepted by their peers. He would not undo all their efforts to belong by revealing the truth that he no longer did.
         

         
         But of late, the loneliness was worse than ever. Insatiable. Strengthening. Like the tempest, until it possessed the power
            to destroy all in its wake. To destroy him.
         

         
         Yet what he yearned for most desperately at the moment was not within reach: the warmth of a woman’s soft body, the flowery
            fragrance of a woman’s flesh, the gentle lullaby of a woman’s sighs, the sweet taste of a woman’s lips. Still, dropping his
            head back and glaring at the black and fathomless star-hidden sky, he bellowed, “A woman! A woman! My kingdom for a woman!”
         

         
         Lightning flashed with such brilliance, turning night into day, he had to avert his gaze, look away . . . look down.

         
         And that was when he saw her.
         

         
         Lying face down and motionless on the beach, bare arms outstretched as though she’d been reaching for salvation, but fallen short, waves ebbing and flowing around her, trying to lure her back into the dangerous depths. With naked legs clearly visible, appearing to be absent her frock, she was unmoving, her moonbeam hair—like tendrils of seaweed—spread Medusa-like over and around her. Had the Fates answered his cry? Or was his drunken and demented mind even more lost than he’d surmised, conjuring an apparition that appeared real enough to steal his breath? 

         
         Blackness swooped back in to conceal her. She’d been detectible for only a second, maybe two. Surely it had been a sea creature
            of some sort, a dolphin or an infant whale, washed upon the shore, and he’d seen only what he wanted to see: a mermaid, a
            siren, Neptune’s daughter. What he was suddenly desperate to find: someone to ease the wretched ache of loneliness that had
            taken up residence in his soul.
         

         
         He raised his lantern, but the light it provided was not enough to conquer the darkened abyss where she lay crumpled. The
            low glow strictly adhered to its purpose of ensuring he knew where to place his foot when he took his next step.
         

         
         Then lightning again defiantly zigged across the sky, and it was as though every speck of illumination in the heavens touched
            her as he wanted to. She was no apparition but flesh and blood. How the hell had she ended up marooned on his shore?
         

         
         She moved not at all. Had she drowned?

         
         Pivoting, his greatcoat flaring out, he raced toward the path that would lead him down to her. Perhaps she’d been a passenger on a ship. In this storm, it would have been destroyed. He imagined her flailing about in the rough seas, desperate to reach land, her sodden clothing and hair dragging her down. The salty swells filling her mouth, her lungs, until she no longer had space for air. What a ghastly way to go. 

         
         He was far too familiar with ghastly ways to die.

         
         Shoving back the gruesome thoughts that thrived among his horrid memories, he focused on her. The trail was muddy and slick.
            Scrambling along it, he lost his footing time and again. But finally, he reached the narrow shore that the sea was striving
            to capture.
         

         
         Again, lightning flashed, serving as a beacon to direct him toward her. He rushed over, dropped to his knees beside the inert
            form, and set down the lantern. Gently he rolled her over. She wore little more than a chemise and drawers. Placing his hand
            on her ribs, he felt the movement of her drawing in air as well as her almost violent shivering.
         

         
         Not dead, not dead. Thank God.

         
         Slowly, gingerly, his fingers brushing lightly over her cold skin, he swept aside her hair to reveal her pale sand-dotted
            face. “Miss? Madam?”
         

         
         Nothing. No response. Not even a whisper of a stirring.

         
         His curse rivaled the storm in its intensity. Using the lantern as his guide, with an impartiality he’d been forced to master on another night such as this, he swept one hand over her, searching for wounds, signs of bleeding. He could detect a few scratches and dark splotches that probably signaled the beginning of bruises. What concerned him the most, however, was that she was as frigid as a block of ice. 

         
         A small woman, she wasn’t going to survive much longer if he didn’t get her warm.

         
         He shrugged out of his greatcoat and wrapped it around her as though she was a gift from the Fates who could easily break
            if not handled with care. He feared that somewhere she was indeed broken, and he simply couldn’t determine where precisely
            she might be hurt.
         

         
         In spite of her drenched undergarments, he easily lifted her into his arms, her head lolling into the nook of his shoulder,
            as if that part of him had been designed specifically for her. He would have preferred to have kept her positioned like that
            so she might be a bit more comfortable, but he needed to be able to carry the lantern. Therefore, he maneuvered her until
            she was draped over his shoulder, her backside resting beside his head.
         

         
         Reaching down, he grabbed the lantern before shoving himself, with a great deal of effort, to his feet. Staggered, caught
            his balance. Straightened further against the blinding onslaught of the storm.
         

         
         The path he’d followed to get to her was slick with mud. However, in the opposite direction was another trail, rocky and firmer,
            that led up to the residence. He would have steadier footing along that route, even if it was somewhat slippery. He wanted
            to ensure he wouldn’t drop his precious cargo.
         

         
         How she’d come to be in so few garments was a bit puzzling. Perhaps she’d sensed that the ship was not destined to reach land and had unburdened herself of anything that would have prevented her from doing the same. He couldn’t imagine a lady of quality being so bold or practical. Heaven forfend, they should be caught not properly attired—regardless of any precarious circumstances that required not being so. While something about her teased at the edge of his memory, he couldn’t recall meeting her at a ball or any other Societal affair. Which meant she was, in all likelihood, not a lady of the highest caliber. 

         
         Was she some man’s fancy piece, fallen from his yacht? Being engaged in a bit of naughtiness might explain her reduction in
            clothing. But the mystery of her was for sorting another time.
         

         
         It worried him that she was exceptionally quiet and inert, that his uneven and jarring movements over the rough terrain did
            nothing to bring her out of her lethargic state. He’d seen people who hadn’t moved because of the sudden shock of the situation.
            He’d known some to survive catastrophe only to succumb to death a few days later. Whether from disbelief, fright, or sorrow.
            The mind, he was discovering, could be a powerful influence over the body. But he would do all in his power, limited though
            it was, to ensure she didn’t die.
         

         
         Finally, the soft, welcoming glow from the windows of his ancestors’ fortification came into view. According to family legend, ages ago, this isle had served as the first defense against any invaders. Later, a lookout spot so smugglers—who used the coves and caves on the distant shore—could be warned with torches lit on high when trouble was arriving via ships. Not everything in which his forebears had engaged had fallen within the boundaries of the law. His family’s estate edged up against the sea in Cornwall, a few miles across the water from this narrow strip of land that his ancestors had long ago claimed. On a clear night, he could see a faint glow from their far-off manor that occupied the top of a rise. On a moonless night, when smugglers usually dealt with their contraband, they would have easily seen flames flickering from lighted torches atop the walls of a walkway that stretched between the towers of his present dwelling. 

         
         He knew that to be true, because it was how he communicated with his family. But not tonight. Tonight, the storm would not
            allow unprotected torches to remain alight. Not that he would have summoned his family to traverse the dangerous swells that
            the tempest had roused from slumber.
         

         
         He rushed up the dwelling’s steps, hung the lantern on a peg beside the door, grabbed the latch, and shoved open the heavy
            oak. He stepped into the warmth of a large living area. So much bloody wonderful warmth provided by the fire on the hearth.
         

         
         He’d left lamps burning in this room, his bedchamber, and at the bottom as well as the top of the stairs. He’d known before
            the night was done, with his belly filled with booze, he’d be in no state to light them.
         

         
         He shifted his burden until she was settled in his arms. She emitted the tiniest soft mewling that he could have sworn burrowed its way through the layers of his armor to settle within his chest. It felt as though his heart had released an erratic beat to accommodate the unexpected arrival. He wouldn’t soften toward her, wouldn’t soften at all, because anything that was not rock-hard could break. Even steel and iron could shatter with enough force. The only way to protect a heart was not to have one at all. 

         
         He turned for the stairs and his lower back protested. It plagued him since that fateful night when his world—when he—had
            changed. He ignored the pain as he did most of the reminders that his life was no longer as it had once been. He started up
            the steps. The woman made another whimpering sound.
         

         
         “It’s all right,” he murmured. “You’re safe now.”

         
         “Bawl . . . une,” she muttered. “Lost.”

         
         Christ, she’d been traveling with someone. He’d known there would probably be others but had dearly hoped none had been close
            to her. He couldn’t quite make out the name, not that it mattered. All that mattered was that she didn’t succumb to the horrors
            she’d endured before washing ashore.
         

         
         “We will find them,” he tried to reassure her. He didn’t need sorrow weighing her down. He often wondered how many people
            involved in catastrophes died from the heartbreak of losing someone rather than any physical wounds sustained. “Any and all
            of your companions.”
         

         
         “No . . . one . . . else,” she mumbled.

         
         “You were alone?”

         
         Silence greeted him. Did she know what she was saying? Had she been the only one to fall over the side in the rough seas? Yet he’d seen no evidence of anyone else or of a ship torn apart by nature’s wrath. No masts, no sails, no splinters of wood. No barrels, no cargo. 

         
         He didn’t want to contemplate that perhaps she’d been tossed over the side, that someone had deliberately attempted to do
            away with her. He couldn’t discount the possibility. He’d grown up on the tales of how murder had played a role in bringing
            his parents together.
         

         
         Finally, he reached the top of the stairs and turned into the only bedchamber with a bed. He’d not bothered to replace the
            rotting, decaying furniture he’d tossed out from the other three bedchambers, because he’d anticipated never having guests.
         

         
         Gently, he maneuvered his coat from her person, allowing it to hit the floor, before he lowered the soaked woman to a settee
            near the fire. Quickly he added additional logs to set the flames to roaring rather than being lazy as he preferred. Then
            he dragged a blanket from the bed and draped it over her, tucking it in around her.
         

         
         While drawing his shirt over his head, he dashed over to a small cupboard and snatched two thick towels from a shelf, running
            one of the linens rapidly over his drenched hair and torso as he made his way back to his guest, grateful for the heat of
            the fire.
         

         
         The woman was shivering with more force, her teeth clattering louder. He wanted to wrap her in his embrace so the warmth of
            his skin could ease away her chill. Wanted to do all within his power to ensure she didn’t die. She couldn’t die on him. Not
            another to burden his conscience.
         

         
         But first he had to get her dry. He knelt beside the settee, uncovered one of her arms, and began to briskly rub a towel along its length, all the while studying what was visible of her, searching for other injuries. A lump marred her forehead, scratches and bruises her face. “Miss? Miss?” 

         
         She didn’t respond except to shiver more violently.

         
         Working diligently, he moved to the other arm and then to her legs, striving to ensure her modesty so as not to alarm her
            should she awaken. But soon modesty be damned. He had to get her out of the wet clothing. He would do it impersonally, paying
            no attention to what he was uncovering.
         

         
         He’d do as he’d done once before and focus on the task, not the person. It would make it less painful if his efforts failed.
            He fought not to recall a time when he hadn’t been such a pessimist, when he hadn’t realized how innocent he’d been. How foolish.
            How naive. How childish. Before he’d discovered how cruel life could be.
         

         
         He wouldn’t even consider that he’d find corpses, that anyone on board hadn’t safely escaped the thrashing water. He pushed
            back the memories of others he’d been unable to help. Most had perished before he got to them, but some had died in his arms,
            calling out for their mothers. They haunted him still.
         

         
         It had been far too long since he’d divested a woman of her clothing. His fingers fumbled with the buttons, ribbons, and laces as he fought not to notice the hint of warmth striving to burst through the chill of her skin, like a seedling emerging through the soil come spring. He tried to prevent his knuckles from making contact with her flesh, but it was an impossible task when her clothing was plastered against her as though it were desperately searching for whatever solace she could provide. 

         
         He needed to tend to her quickly so he could search the shore for others. Her companions, friends, family. Anyone for whom
            she might have a care. Even a husband. Although she wore no ring, so perhaps a suitor.
         

         
         But why were any of them out on the water when there had been signs of a storm brewing?

         
         Finally, finally, he managed to drag off what remained of her clothing. He ordered himself to forget the lovely bits he’d
            been forced to view because doing so had been the only way to remove what needed to be removed. Gathering up her tangled strands
            of hair, he draped them over the arm of the settee to prevent the wetness from touching her and making her uncomfortable.
            Then he grabbed another blanket and replaced the damp one, gently tucking the dry one in around her.
         

         
         Although her skin was still cold to the touch, she was shivering less. Clumps of sand clung to her face. He considered leaving
            her to deal with the granules later, but imagined her rubbing them into her eyes, the damage they might cause. Having spotted
            no one near her, he’d have to circle the island, might be gone for hours. He dared not leave her until he knew she wouldn’t
            need him, that she was out of danger.
         

         
         He went to the wash bowl, dipped a cloth into the cool water, and then squeezed out the excess. Returning to her side, he knelt on the floor and tenderly began to wipe away the grit, careful to keep his touch light so as not to scratch her. She had finely arched brows. He was fairly certain the cut at the edge of one was going to leave a minute scar. He wondered if she was vain enough to be bothered by a marring of her skin. 

         
         Her lashes were long, thick, golden. Her cheekbones high and sharp. A lump on her cheek was going to cause her some discomfort.
            As would her nose, swollen and bloody, a gash going down one side of it. Fortunately, it was no longer bleeding. And he realized
            much of what he was wiping away was blood. Her chin reminded him of the bottom of a heart his sister often drew on her correspondence.
            Not quite pointed, but fanciful all the same. It was her mouth, however, that drew him.
         

         
         A wide and crimson cut marred one corner of her lower lip, causing a bit of swelling, but even without that puffiness, there
            was a plumpness to her lips that he suspected would provide a man with a great deal of pleasure if he were to indulge in tasting
            her.
         

         
         Removing most of the sand revealed that she’d been badly battered by the sea.

         
         Leaning back slightly, he took in the whole of her features—and he felt a kick to the gut. He was struck once again with the
            familiarity of her. He was fairly certain he had seen her before, but the circumstances remained a mystery. Something about
            her seemed off, but he couldn’t quite determine what aspect of her didn’t appear to be particularly right.
         

         
         He tried to envision her without the bruising, scrapes, swelling—

         
         Her hair was the incorrect shade, but if it were black—

         
         He shoved himself to his feet to take in all of her. By God, he knew her.

         
         Not that they’d ever been properly introduced because nothing about her was proper. But on a few occasions, he’d seen her,
            studied her. Had even lusted after her—like half the men of his acquaintance.
         

         
         He came close to bursting with ribald laughter. He’d cried out for a woman and fate had seen fit to deliver to his shore London’s
            most infamous courtesan.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Early May 1878

         

         The secret rooms at the Twin Dragons catered to men and women with certain needs. For the most part, the women needed a benefactor.
            The men, as men were wont to do, were in need of a dependable fuck. Not that the purpose of the rooms was advertised as such.
         

         
         But it was a place where men could openly escort their mistresses about and enjoy various entertainments. Dancing in the ballroom.
            Gambling in a nearby parlor. And a few private bedchambers that were let by the hour for couples testing the waters of compatibility
            for a lengthier alliance.
         

         
         Although gents did sometimes regret their decision to bring their paramours here, because it was not unusual for a wanton woman to catch someone else’s eye and decide she wanted to be wanton with him for a while, and thusly let her regular go. Of course, there was the occasional unattached female who had already left her lover and was searching for more virile pastures. And naturally there were the free-roaming gents who were weary of the chase and wanted a bit more permanence when it came to who warmed their bed or engaged in the naughtiness one wouldn’t ask of their wives. 

         
         Langdon fell somewhere in between. He’d never had a wife nor a mistress, but the thought of having the latter was beginning
            to appeal to him. If he wasn’t continually on the prowl, he would free up time for other pursuits. It just made sense to have
            a lady who was there whenever she was needed. And if he was on occasion seen with her, maybe the mamas would leave him in
            peace.
         

         
         “I don’t know why I came,” Jamie Swindler muttered. “I can’t afford to keep a woman on a constable’s salary.”

         
         While Jamie’s family was not of the nobility, his father and Langdon’s had grown up together and were more brothers to each
            other than some men who shared the same blood. As a result, Langdon and Jamie considered each other cousins—of the heart rather than the blood, both their mothers were fond of saying.
         

         
         “But you can look at one and tell me if she appears . . . shifty. If she might steal from me.”

         
         “None of these are upstanding women, Langdon. I think you can assume they look out for themselves first, above all else.”

         
         “Your occupation is making you a bit of a cynic.”

         
         “Prove me wrong.”

         
         How he wouldn’t half like to. He was considering even making a wager on it, but then he saw her. On Hollingsworth’s arm, gazing around as though walking through her dominion and owning every breath of air within it, doling it out and stealing it where she could. 

         
         “Good Lord,” Langdon murmured in awe. “I’d heard Hollingsworth’s woman was the fairest in London, but still I’d not expected
            her to be so incredibly breathtaking.”
         

         
         “And damned well knows it, she does.”

         
         “She’d be a fool not to.” And even from this distance, several feet away from her, the sharpness in her gaze as she scrutinized
            her surroundings—the inanimate as well as the animate—indicated she was no fool.
         

         
         Unlike the low neckline of the gowns of most of the women in the room—a neckline that in some rare instances revealed the
            shadow of a nipple—hers offered only the barest shadow of her cleavage. Holding so much of herself secret made her all the
            more alluring.
         

         
         The vibrant red silk, hugging her torso before flaring out with the aid of a bustle, went well with the onyx shade of her
            hair. But it was the manner in which her eyes sparkled whenever Hollingsworth spoke to her that made her truly striking.
         

         
         Then she smiled, and it was the most mesmerizing, intoxicating arrangement of lips, teeth, and features he’d ever seen. It
            encompassed the whole of her face, making her cheeks appear fuller, her chin less pointed. Not that any aspect of her needed
            rearranging. But it was a revelation to note she could look even more beautiful—not because of her physical aspects, but because
            something extraordinary seemed to burst forth from the depths of her soul.
         

         
         For the past couple of years, young swells with an artistic bent had begun sketching her and, more than once at various clubs, arguments had broken out regarding who had managed to capture her likeness in its truest form. But how could lead, charcoal, watercolors, or oils reveal the experience of her?
         

         
         A book might show an image of a lioness, but it wasn’t until a person was confronted by the reality of the beast that he could
            truly appreciate its magnificence.
         

         
         “She looks rather attached to Hollingsworth,” Jamie said, “to be enjoying his company. I doubt she’s looking for a new benefactor.”

         
         “No. You have the right of it.” He’d heard no whispers of discontentment on her part or on the earl’s.

         
         The discontentment flourishing was all within himself—that he’d not enticed her into his arms before Hollingsworth had. But
            then she didn’t move about within his social circles, and, before tonight, he hadn’t move about outside of them. Hence, he’d
            only heard rumors of her after she became entangled with Hollingsworth. As the months went by, so the rumors had grown into
            epic proportions.
         

         
         He was incredibly aware that members of his family were always under scrutiny by the ton. While he was well-liked and considered quite the catch—after all he was heir to an earldom—he knew how easily, quickly,
            and irrevocably one’s reputation could become tarnished with one unfortunate decision.
         

         
         While Hollingsworth was known to escort his paramour to the theater and the occasional symphony or exhibition, he’d never brought her into any noble’s residence. Having seen her at last, Langdon was under the impression that he flaunted her as a means to raise his own self-esteem as the man wasn’t particularly handsome and had yet to take a wife. Hence Hollingsworth having such a confident beauty on his arm was certainly no hardship and could do his reputation little harm. As a matter of fact, it no doubt enhanced it. 

         
         “What is it you want in a mistress?” Jamie asked.

         
         Her, he almost said. “Ah, someone entertaining, I think.”
         

         
         Jamie furrowed his brow. “In what manner?”

         
         The answer should have jumped from his mouth: How do you think? Bed sport.

         
         That’s what mistresses were for and yet . . . the way she moved, the manner in which she interacted with those approaching
            and leaving the couple—confidently, appearing interested, giving the impression she found them far more fascinating than she
            expected they’d ever find her—made him realize that even a mistress should be wanted for more than what she could deliver
            between the sheets.
         

         
         “I can’t put it into words, but I’ll know her when I see her.”

         
         The problem was, he suspected he already had, and she wasn’t available.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Off the Cornish Coast

            April 1879

         

         Upon opening her eyes, Marlowe’s first thought was that demons—for surely her sins would prevent her from being welcomed into
            heaven—had the most gorgeous bare buttocks. Firm, round, and . . . begging to be squeezed. Or at least the devil standing
            near the wardrobe with his back to her did. A quick image raced through her mind of how his butt cheeks would flex, tighten,
            and loosen with each powerful thrust he delivered. He would move with such grace and beauty that she would be mesmerized.
         

         
         Her second thought as she watched him cover up that lovely backside with a pair of black trousers was that she might not be
            dead. For surely, once released from this mortal coil she would experience no pain. However, she ached in places she didn’t
            even know a person could ache. Her face hurt most of all. And her head. Now she knew how a piece of iron felt when the blacksmith’s
            hammer banged away, forging it into something useful.
         

         
         Just as she’d been forged.

         
         As the devil drew on a shirt, she couldn’t help but admire his broad shoulders as well as the way his back tapered down to
            a narrow waist and slim hips. He really was lovely, should pose for a statue. Then he turned and silently she cursed. Damn it all to hell.

         
         She knew him. Indeed, he was the very last person she wanted to set eyes upon, much less be in his lofty and irritating presence
            in such close quarters. Her hands tightened on a blanket draped over her, and she was hit with the sudden realization that
            she was naked beneath it. How she had come to be in that revealing state was cause for some consternation. She remembered
            divesting herself of her pelisse, frock, and shoes when the prospect of going into the water was looming before her. But the
            remainder of her clothing . . . Oh, Lord. She had her suspicions, and she drew the warm woolen blanket more closely around
            her, even as she pushed herself upright to a sitting position so she wouldn’t be at a disadvantage for what was certain to
            become a confrontation.
         

         
         He lifted a dark brow that rested over incredible silver eyes, eyes she’d always feared saw far too much. “Back to the land
            of the living, I see. Marlowe, as I recall.”
         

         
         Irritated with the snide tone of his voice, she saw no point in confirming what she suspected he knew to be true. All of London identified her by only a single name, so famous was she. Whether it was her first or her last remained a mystery, and she preferred it that way. It prevented her from being truly known, even though she was a regular in the gossip columns, disliked by wives, unmarried lasses, and widows who feared she might snatch away their husbands, betrotheds, or lovers. Although why in the world she would want a disloyal scapegrace in her bed was beyond her reckoning. “Viscount Langdon, as I recall.”
         

         
         A muscle in his cheek ticked. Apparently, he didn’t like her haughtily using his words or his tone. Neither did he fancy her
            any more than she fancied him. As though she gave a tinker’s curse regarding his opinion of her. He was not hers to please.
            She could irritate him as much as she liked, and she was going to like doing so very much. She glanced around. “How did I come to be in what is apparently a bedchamber?”
         

         
         “You washed up on my shore.”

         
         Ah, that would explain the gritty sand that clung to her the way some men wanted to. But she had a protector who didn’t tolerate
            any such foolishness. Although she’d never had a problem putting a man in his place when his hands wandered to where they
            ought not. But then she’d never had to deal with anyone who bothered her as much as Langdon did, in ways she didn’t quite
            understand. From the moment she’d first seen him—
         

         
         She shook off the thought. Now was not the time to let the past intrude. Now was for dealing with the present, and a lord
            who believed he could own pieces of the earth that were impossible to cordon off. God, the arrogance. “Your shore?”
         

         
         “This tiny island is part of my family’s holdings. The main estate is across the way, along the Cornish coast. You muttered that there were no others.” With his brow deeply furrowed, he looked to the window. Blinding lightning briefly blocked the darkness beyond. A second or so later, the thunder roared its anger. 

         
         A shudder of fear rolled through her with the reminder she’d been out in it. She tightened her arms around herself, knowing
            she’d been blessed to survive. In all of her twenty-two years, she’d never been caught in a tempest such as the one she’d
            encountered earlier. While being tossed madly about, she had believed down to the depths of her soul that she was doomed.
            Had anyone else, even a drunk, odorous stranger been standing there, she might have asked to be held so she could weep for
            a few seconds and bask in the knowledge that she was alive to do so. But she wanted Langdon no nearer than he already was.
            Besides, she very much doubted he’d offer any sort of comfort.
         

         
         “Are you certain no one else went overboard from the ship?” he asked, suspiciously, as though she’d have no interest in saving
            anyone who had. As though she was selfish, thinking only of herself and her own needs. Although she really couldn’t blame
            him for having that opinion when she’d spent the past few years cultivating such a persona, when in truth she was no more
            than a sow’s ear determined to be mistaken for a silk purse.
         

         
         “I wasn’t on a ship.” Not a classic one anyway, not what she suspected he was envisioning. She shouldn’t take any sort of pleasure in proving that he had the wrong of things, and yet she did. He thought he knew her. All of London thought they knew her but all they truly knew was what the ink in the gossip columns revealed and it was shaped by those who resented her. 

         
         He swung his gaze back to her. “Hollingsworth’s yacht, then.”

         
         With that, it became evident he knew her protector quite well. Not that she was surprised. It certainly wasn’t a secret that
            the Earl of Hollingsworth saw to her care. Nor was it a secret that he possessed a yacht. “I wasn’t in any sort of boat.”
         

         
         “Then how the devil did you get here? You’re certainly no angel with wings.”

         
         She smiled, or tried to, but her mouth protested and when she touched her tongue to the corner of her lower lip, she felt
            the small laceration and tasted the slightest tang of blood. “But I am an angel with a hot-air balloon.”
         

         
         He looked as if he wanted to protest at her daring to refer to herself as an angel. A bit of sarcasm had threaded through
            the word when he’d used it. Before he could object or say something else to irritate her, she rushed to continue. “Hung on
            for dear life. Swells took it under, me with it. I don’t remember much after that, I’m afraid.” Which she suspected, all in
            all, might be a blessing.
         

         
         He narrowed his eyes and a deep crease appeared in his forehead. “But you wouldn’t have been alone. A pilot would have been
            flying it. I should be out looking for him.”
         

         
         His assumption annoyed her beyond reason. She thought him young enough to be more enlightened. On the other hand, it wasn’t uncommon for people to believe the worst of a woman in her position—or her inability to do anything except lie on her back. “I was flying the thing myself. I’m an aeronaut.” 

         
         “You’re a woman.”

         
         “I’ve always heard you’re brilliant, and it’s a challenge to get anything past you.” Inwardly, she cursed. She was accustomed
            to flirting, but now was not the time and he most certainly was not the man. “Ballooning is a rather common hobby among women.”
            And had been for almost a century now. The sky was the one place where a woman could be completely free of societal constraints.
            Where she wasn’t chattel. Where she wasn’t dependent upon the kindness—or in most cases the tolerance—of men. Where she could
            go her own way, do as she damned well pleased. Not that she felt a need to educate him regarding the craft’s history. In fact,
            she wanted as little conversation between them as possible.
         

         
         “Daft women apparently,” he stated succinctly. “Did you not notice a storm was afoot?”

         
         He stared at her as if she hadn’t a sharp knife in her cutlery drawer. Perhaps she hadn’t. She’d seen the darkening sky but hadn’t cared. She’d wanted to be someplace where she had more control. Where she was the mistress, the queen, the ruler. Where she could think. Where perhaps she could recapture those dreams she’d clung to when she was a young girl and her father would take her up in his balloon. She longed to reclaim the peace and absence of doubts she’d held then. When she’d believed her future was hers for the taking, could be anything she desired. Instead, it had been fashioned by circumstances beyond her control. And of late, she was simply so damned weary of disappointments. 

         
         “Sometimes battling it out with a storm is the better choice.” It looked as though he was going to make another point about
            her dunderheadedness, but she cut him off before he could form a word. “I appreciate the rescue, Lord Langdon, but I’m certain
            I’ve been enough of a bother. Perhaps you’d be good enough to direct me to the village where I might be able to secure a room
            in a tavern until the storm passes.”
         

         
         “There is no village. No tavern.” He spread his arms wide. “This is the only dwelling on this small stretch of rock, so until
            the storm passes, madam, I am afraid you are quite trapped here.”
         

         
         He didn’t say with me, but then he didn’t have to. She blinked three times, studying him intently, striving to determine if he was having a laugh
            at her expense or outright lying in an attempt to keep her within easy reach. He wouldn’t be the first man to do so, although
            he had been the first to indicate he had no interest in her whatsoever. The cur. It had come as a blow to her pride. Utter
            nonsense. The man obviously had questionable taste when it came to women. Or perhaps he objected to fallen women being out
            in public instead of hidden away.
         

         
         Obviously, someone had removed her clothing, which was presently draped over a short screen and drying near the fire. As no woman was in the room, serving as chaperone and seeing to her needs, she did hope it hadn’t been him, hating that a tiny part of her was hoping that it had been him. Teach him to reject her, would she? God, pride was an awful thing, responsible for her current predicament. However, if he had done the honors of stripping her bare and meant her ill, he probably wouldn’t have taken such care with her camisole and drawers. 

         
         He must have noted where she was looking because he asked, “You always travel in the sky in only your underclothes?”

         
         She was so tempted to reply in the affirmative, to fuel whatever fantasies he might harbor about women in balloons, but she
            didn’t want to add to his less than favorable opinion of her. “When I realized I was in a spot of bother, I began shedding
            what I could because I knew if I did indeed land in the water, the weight of the drenched clothing would drag me under. I
            don’t suppose you noticed if anything made it to shore.”
         

         
         “My attention was on you.” He didn’t seem comfortable admitting that, as if he found fault with himself for focusing on her.

         
         “Don’t fret. I shan’t send word to the Illustrated London News announcing your devotion to me.”
         

         
         He grimaced, after which his eyes narrowed, and she wondered if he was considering tossing her back out into the storm. She
            didn’t know why she was striving to taunt him.
         

         
         While they’d had few interactions, she knew his reputation. The ton viewed him as trustworthy and, according to gossips rags, mamas were always shoving their daughters in front of him. Debutantes
            no doubt swooned if he gave them so much as a passing glance. Not that she blamed them. He was truly too deuced gorgeous.
         

         
         Especially as he stood there in a shirt he had yet to button or tuck. Such a lovely and wide V of smooth skin was visible. Around his neck he wore a pewter chain. Attached to it and dangling a few inches below his throat was a pewter disk she couldn’t quite make out. She’d never seen a man wearing a necklace. Somehow it made him look all the more masculine, made her want to get up, cross over to him, and slide her fingers between the pewter and his skin. She was convinced both would be equally warm. 

         
         Needing a distraction from those disturbing thoughts, she glanced about at her surroundings. Nearby was an incredibly large
            bed that had to have been custom-made. A wardrobe across from it. A cupboard. A washbowl on a stand. A small square mirror
            hanging above it. The settee upon which she reclined. Beside it, a narrow table that sported several remnants from glasses,
            the contents of which had, on multiple occasions, spilled over and dried into messy rings. Something a servant wouldn’t be
            allowed to let stand, which left her with suspicions regarding his staff. That perhaps it was minimal at best, nonexistent
            at worst. Scattered throughout the room, hither and yon, were stacks of books, many of them appearing ready to topple over
            at any minute. She cleared her throat. “Am I to assume then that this is the guest bedchamber?”
         

         
         “The only bedchamber.”

         
         His, then. Where he slept. In that massive bed. Which she’d suspected, considering she’d watched him draw on his trousers
            and shirt.
         

         
         “And staff?”

         
         “You’re looking at him.”

         
         She nearly laughed. No respectable lord would refer to himself as staff. Perhaps he was more disreputable than she—or the
            gossips—had been led to believe. “No spare servants’ quarters languishing about in case they might be needed?” He leveled
            a stare at her. She nodded, with the understanding that her options for escaping him were becoming quite limited. “Am I to
            assume, then, that you had no assistance in getting me out of my clothing?”
         

         
         In spite of the distance separating them, she could have sworn he was blushing. “You were like ice, trembling. I dared not
            leave you in it. Are you still cold?”
         

         
         She couldn’t quite stop quaking, tiny little tremors, but irritating all the same. Perhaps the frigid sea had worked its way
            into her very core, and she’d never know warmth again. She drew the blanket more closely around her. “The fire’s helping.
            Pity you don’t have servants. I think a bath would do me wonders.”
         

         
         “Then a bath you shall have.” Abruptly, he headed for the door.

         
         “Wait! What? No.”

         
         He stopped and turned back toward her.

         
         She shook her head. “I’ve inconvenienced you enough already.”

         
         “I’ll be more inconvenienced if you die.”

         
         She batted her eyelashes at him. “The gossips whisper you’re a silver-tongued devil, able to charm even the most cantankerous
            of women. I’m teetering on the edge of swooning at your concern for my health.”
         

         
         One corner of his mouth eased up and the motion did strange things to her stomach, caused it to tighten and tumble. The same way it had felt just before her balloon began hurtling toward the sea. It would be best not to tease him, not to give any aspect of her person a reason to be more aware of him. 

         
         Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned against the doorjamb. “I once saw two young girls fanning you while you were spread
            over a chaise longue.”
         

         
         It had been at a scandalous soiree attended by men and their paramours. The theme had been ancient Greece. For the two hours
            the young women had been with her, she’d paid them more than most servants earned in a month. She lifted a shoulder. “I enjoy
            being spoiled. Rather deserve it, I think.”
         

         
         “Yet, you don’t want me warming water?”

         
         “I don’t want you deciding I’m too much of a bother and tossing me back out into the storm.”

         
         “It would just toss you back, and I’d once more have to deal with a drenched female.”

         
         She didn’t want to consider that she might enjoy sparring with him. Most men fawned over her, hoping to receive favors, or
            to be considered for the position of her next paramour.
         

         
         “Marlowe is an unusual name,” he said slowly, in a manner that reminded her of savoring a bit of chocolate.

         
         What had prompted his statement? And what did it matter? “My father admired the writings of Christopher Marlowe.” That much was true. As a matter of fact, he’d gone about boasting he was a descendent of the Elizabethan playwright. That tale, however, she’d never believed. A pity she and her mother had believed others. 

         
         “So you admit Marlowe is your first name. I shall collect my winnings at White’s.”

         
         She couldn’t imagine him caring enough about her to place a bet on her name. No doubt he simply enjoyed wagering. With the
            lifting of a shoulder, she gave him a sly look. “I admit nothing, my lord, except that my father admired the writings of Christopher
            Marlowe.”
         

         
         She couldn’t decide if the sound he made was a scoff or a bitter laugh, but regardless, she felt as though she’d somehow won.

         
         With a nod, he unfolded his arms and took a step into the hallway. “You’re welcome to make use of anything here.”

         
         With that, he disappeared.

         
         To her everlasting disappointment, she rather wished she’d been awake to enjoy his hands roaming over her as he’d swept away
            the cotton, silk, and lace. Wouldn’t she have a story to tell, then? She’d elaborate, of course. Embellish. After all, in
            her circles, many a woman took pride in boasting about having her attire removed by Lord Langdon. And much to her chagrin,
            on occasion, he dwelled in her fantasies.
         

         
         It was more than his handsome features. It was the manner in which he looked at a woman as though, if given the chance, he’d
            devour her and leave her ever so grateful he had.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            London

            Late May 1878

         

         Sitting beside Hollie at the round table where cards were being dealt and wagers made, Marlowe was bored. Bored. Bored. Perhaps
            it was time to find a new paramour. Or retire completely from the courtesan business. Even if she’d had only one devotee.
            And being with him had made her notorious. He’d taught her so much and she was grateful for his tutelage. Ah, but she was
            bored.
         

         
         Because Hollie was mostly interested in boring things. Cards mainly. Cards, cards, cards. Nearly every night. Here at the
            Twin Dragons in a room where the lighting was dim and the cigar smoke thick. A secretive chamber to which men didn’t bring
            their wives, but instead on their arm, they often sported a woman of ill repute. One who dressed so tawdry she would be forbidden
            entry to the main gaming floor of this establishment.
         

         
         But Marlowe never looked or acted tawdry. She could stroll into the palatial ballroom of the Duke and Duchess of Lovingdon, and no one would blink an eye in surprise or drop their jaw in horror. Because she had also mastered the art of appearing to belong, even when she didn’t. She knew all about the power of deception and how to best use it to her advantage. She’d been tutored by an expert: her father, who had successfully perpetrated a fraud for years. And she’d been an unknowing accomplice. 

         
         But she’d never again be taken for a fool. Never again would she fall for another man’s ruse. She was in complete control.

         
         Even if at that particular moment it appeared she was under the thumb of the Earl of Hollingsworth, that he dictated her actions.
            He didn’t, but men feared women with power and so she pretended to be at his beck and call, when in truth, he was at hers.
            But she’d learned the most powerful kept their power hidden in the shadows. When one possessed something of exorbitant worth,
            one didn’t need to boast about it. As a matter of fact, it was best not to. When discovered by the doubters, it made victories
            so much more rewarding, especially when everyone was expecting her to lose.
         

         
         And if there were times when her position made her feel like rubbish discarded by the ton, she had but to review her accomplishments to know it was all worth it.
         

         
         These men who might dine with the Queen knew Marlowe. As did their wives, who sometimes strolled the hallowed halls of Buckingham Palace. While they might never invite her into their parlor or allow her to wed one of their precious sons, they couldn’t prevent her from flirting with the heirs, teasing them, giving them hope that they might learn the exact shade and pattern of the wallpaper in her boudoir. 

         
         Tonight, as always, she wasn’t involved in the game, but merely served as an elegant and expensive ornament. She didn’t mind.
            It was the role she played in his life. In exchange, he provided her with a very nice town house on Mistress Row—the unofficial
            name of a street in London where many lords provided accommodations for their indulgences—as well as a more than satisfactory
            allowance, which was hers to do with as she pleased because anything she needed she purchased on credit and he paid the amount
            owed at the end of the month. And while she often felt like a valuable piece of pottery to be gazed upon but not touched . . .
            well, she’d managed to be perceived as being an exquisite bit of art few men could afford to possess.
         

         
         Hadn’t Hollie told her often enough that her beauty was beyond compare and a gift to the eye of the beholder? Then he’d taught
            her that aloofness would increase her value. Even if at times, it also increased her loneliness.
         

         
         For some strange reason, tonight the loneliness seemed particularly present and cut a little deeper than usual. She had the uncomfortable sensation that it was because of the man sitting almost directly across from her. He was far too handsome, his gaze too intense as it seldom left her. While the other men at the table concentrated on their cards, every aspect of him seemed to be focused on her. Although maybe it was merely the strange color of his eyes that made it seem so. A silver, such as she’d
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