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Prologue


The Duchess of Primwitty’s home, London, England

In the midst of a most thrilling adventure

The Year of Our Lord 1818

Lady Audrey Cringlewood refused to fall victim to the same fate her mother had. This was precisely why when the Marquess of Davenport crooked his long finger at her, she squared her shoulders and followed the notorious rake into the Duchess of Primwitty’s guest bedchamber. He moved with such easy grace, she found it hard to look away from him, so when he stopped suddenly, she was unable to do the same. She bumped into his broad back, and her face and neck immediately heated. “I’m terribly sorry.”

Lord Davenport turned. A slow smile tugged at the corners of his firm sensual lips, then spread into a wicked grin. “You never need apologize for colliding with me,” he said, stepping closer and reaching around her. The door behind her shut with a soft swish, followed immediately by the click of the turning lock.

Her stomach fluttered as all her senses leaped to life. Before she could decide what she should do, Lord Davenport trailed his fingers from behind her back, across the curve of her hips and up her bare arms. Gooseflesh rose and spread across her skin. The marquess curled his fingers around her shoulders and gently pressed her against the door. Her breath hitched in her throat as her back made contact with the wood and his hooded green gaze locked on her.

Her pulse jumped and under the heat of his assessing stare, she squirmed only to meet with an immovable object. Make that two. She blinked and glanced to the left and right. He had caged her in with his arms. Powerful ones, judging by the way his navy kerseymere waistcoat strained over the swell of muscles underneath. “Is there a reason you have trapped me?”

His eyes darkened to a deep lush green that bespoke of a man who never did anything without a reason. “Would you like there to be?” A teasing note tinged his deep voice.

Audrey swallowed hard, her throat suddenly very dry. If she were sensible, she would slip out of his hold and demand he court her properly. But she suspected making demands on Lord Davenport would get her nowhere. She had to make the man realize he wanted to court her, and think the idea had been all his own. “Yes,” she whispered.

A satisfied light came into his eyes. He leaned close, his golden whiskers shining in the candlelit room and his scent, a heady combination of damp earth and rain, filled her nose. She sighed with pleasure. This was the closest he had come to her in the weeks since they had met and been flirting.

His gaze softened and he raised his hand to her cheekbone to slide one finger along the edge of her jawbone. “Before this goes any further, to be absolutely clear, I do not seduce innocents.”

Audrey tensed at the pronouncement. So he thought her experienced? That made sense given he had first met her when she was trying to help his cousin, Lady Whitney Rutherford, infiltrate the secret hellfire club, The Sainted Order. Audrey was not a fool. She had considered that his playful banter and looks of the past several weeks might simply be foreplay to his trying to seduce her, but they had been alone several times and he had not made one improper overture toward her.

What to do now? If she confessed her innocence, he would undoubtedly walk away from her without a backward glance. If she chose her words carefully, though, she would not be lying and would hopefully receive the kiss she was sure would change her life. The moment his lips left hers, she would be forthright about her position.

She tossed her hair over her shoulder and pursed her lips. “It’s good to know you are a man of such high honor.”

A chuckle rumbled from his chest. He cupped her chin, his strong fingers making her feel safe as they cradled her face. His dark thick lashes veiled his eyes for a moment before they swept up to reveal his intense shimmering gaze. “You surprise me.”

“Do I?” Her heart skipped a precarious beat. Since she had run away from her father’s home and only narrowly escaped being dragged back there by deceiving him, Audrey had begun to surprise herself with the lengths she would go to in order to avoid being forced to marry for anything other than love.

The devilish grin on Lord Davenport’s lips twisted into a humorous smirk. “You do.” He shifted slightly, the heat of his body enveloping her and his massive shoulders blocking out the bedchamber behind him. “Surprise me again.”

“I beg your pardon?” The breathless question made her wince, but at least she had managed to get coherent words out.

“Tell me exactly what you want from me.”

What she wanted was to know if the attraction between them was as real as she thought. The kind of desire that would lend itself to a marriage of love and not one of inconvenient convenience. She never wanted to find herself in the same position her mother had, preferring to end her life with a lethal dose of laudanum rather than live with her cold husband another day. She was not lying to Lord Davenport in the strictest sense, given what she was about to say was true. “I want you to kiss me.”

Light reflected from the overhead candelabra. It glimmered over his fair skin and the elegant ridge of his perfectly sloped cheekbones. She studied him, not believing she had admitted her heart’s desire to this man. Scandalous as it may be, she would do it again. Everything about him lured her in—including the small white three-inch scar that ran down the length of his right cheekbone. Maybe one day she would learn how he had received it. With shaking fingers, she reached up and touched the jagged line. He barely twitched in response, but his jaw flexed.

“Well, Lord Davenport—”

“Ah-ah,” he interrupted, a glint of humor flashing across his face. “If you tell a man you want him to kiss you, you should address him by his Christian name. I insist you call me Trent.”

A devilish streak rose up in her. “Maybe I should call you Sin, as your cousin does.”

“I’m tempted to let you, but alas, you have to have saved my life in order to call me that.”

Audrey blinked in surprise. “And your cousin saved your life?”

“Yes, when I was younger.”

“How?”

His lips twitched with amusement, but his gaze had grown guarded. “I do not divulge the secrets of my past.”

She opened her mouth to question him more but then thought better of it. From all she could tell, he was a very private man, and if things went as she hoped, she would learn all his secrets eventually. Fighting her curious urge, she said, “Are you going to kiss me or not? I do not believe it will take your cousin long to figure out we have both disappeared from the courtyard, and since I met you, she has become more like a pesky chaperone than a companion in adventure.”

Teasing laughter filled his eyes. “I’d say she was never a willing comrade in your escapades, given you blackmailed her into accepting your help with her absurd schemes.” He smirked at her. “Let us not forget your demand that she assist you in duping your father.”

Guilt pricked Audrey and made her shift from foot to foot. She had not wanted to blackmail Whitney, but when Father had come to retrieve her from Whitney’s home, and Whitney had been only too eager to send her with him, desperation had made Audrey resort to drastic measures. To save herself she had threatened to use the secret she had learned about Whitney. She never would have actually told anyone, but Whitney had not known that.

Fresh shame made her stomach roll. With a sigh she said, “I daresay that was not my finest moment, but the fear of having to go back to my father’s home robbed me of my normal, logical thinking.” And her morals. She gulped. “I needed a quick plan to attain more time away from Father.”

Trent narrowed his eyes. “Why must women be so deceptive?”

Audrey dug her nails into her palms. She hardly wanted to get into a quarrel with him. She wanted him to kiss her, but she could not let him stand here so pompous and superior and speak such fustian nonsense. “Women have much fewer options than you men. Sometimes, we are forced into deception to protect ourselves.”

His brow furrowed. “Come now. Do you not think that is a lie you tell yourself to justify what you are doing?”

“I most certainly do not!” she snapped. “Women are expected to bend to the will of our fathers, whether they love us or not. Whether they give a fig whether we are happy or not, just as long as they can get us out of the house and no longer be responsible for us.”

The line of his mouth tightened a fraction and the tic from moments before returned at the side of his jaw. She glanced toward her slippers. Heavens! Why had she admitted such a personal thing? She rubbed at the sudden ache in her temples. She had gone and ruined everything, once again, with her too verbal opinions. Perhaps her father was right about her after all. “I’m sorry,” she mumbled. “I seem to say all manner of unsuitable things around you. Perhaps we ought to return to the courtyard now.”

Cupping her chin, he turned her face up to meet his. Her heart turned over at the gentle, contemplative look in his eyes. He released her, only to slide one hand to the back of her neck. The other came around her waist and pulled her firmly against the unforgiving hard plane of his abdomen and chest. Anticipation for what was to come filled her to an almost excruciating point. She held her breath as he leaned close. “You do not say the wrong things,” he whispered in her ear. “You surprised me yet again with your refreshing honesty.”

Overwhelming guilt blanketed her. Blast everything! She could not stand here a minute longer and allow him to believe her utterly truthful when in reality she was holding back the entire truth. With a resolute sigh, she opened her mouth to ruin her hopes and dreams.

He pressed a finger to her lips. “If you think I’m going to let you leave this room without obtaining the first of many kisses to come, you are mistaken.”

She tried to throttle the dizzying current racing through her and focus on what she needed to say, but when his hot breath caressed her neck, it was all she could do to stifle her cry of pleasure. He brushed his lips against her ear, once, twice—dear heaven, she was going to explode from longing. She ran her hands up his coat, marveling at the corded muscles contained just below the surface of the fine material.

Whatever small thread of sense she had left fled the moment his lips descended on hers. The gentle press of his lips against hers sent spirals of pleasure through her body. She sought something to hold on to, to try to keep herself grounded in reality, but when her hands touched his thick hair and he growled, she abandoned herself to his kiss. And my, did he know how to kiss.

His lips whispered against hers, then covered her mouth with an urgency that filled her veins and made her match his hunger. She rose on her tiptoes to press her mouth firmer against his. He broke away to trail hot fiery kisses down her neck to the pulsing hollow of her throat. She threw her head back and clung to his neck as he kissed his way across her collarbone, then lower, lower.

All she could think was that she never wanted this kiss to end. Her toes curled. Her heart thumped and her happiness swirled in her belly. When he pulled her gown down to reveal her right shoulder and pressed his warm lips to her skin, her eager response to his touch shocked her. She tried to order her thoughts, but his tongue flicked over her shoulder and her mind reeled once more.

She moaned, but when his warm finger slipped inside the top of her gown to caress dangerously near her breast, she gasped and jerked away. Dear heavens, this was what she deserved for not admitting her innocence.

He kissed her neck and whispered, “The door is locked.”

With a pounding heart, she pressed her palm against his chest until he gazed at her. “What’s wrong? Are you worried that we will be discovered?” He grinned, making him look every inch the rake. “I was not planning on taking you here and now, my dear. This is a prelude of what is to come.”

Audrey cringed, her mother’s words ringing in her head. A million tears will not change a lady’s life, but a well-thought-out plan can alter her future. Clearly, she had failed to consider thoroughly all consequences of her plan. She cleared her throat. “Please do not be mad.”

His grin vanished, replaced by a frown. “Experience has taught me that when a woman says that it’s because they know they have done something they should not have.”

The knots inside her stomach grew tighter. The only thing to do now was to be truthful and hope her kiss had affected him as much as his kiss had her. “I might have misled you just a bit about how experienced I am.”

He shifted away from her and gazed at her without blinking. “Exactly how experienced are you?”

Heat singed her cheeks. “I’ve been kissed several times.”

His eyes blazed with sudden anger. “What game are you playing? I told you I do not seduce innocents.”

She flinched at the harsh tone of his words. A terrible tenseness swept through her as she struggled to find the right words to say. “I had”—she cleared her throat—“what I mean to say is I suspected there might be something special between us, and the only way I knew to discern for certain was to get you to kiss me.”

“What?” Astonishment colored the one word, though his face betrayed not a hint of what he was feeling.

Tense silence enveloped the room, broken only when she inhaled a shaky breath. The desire to flee was strong, but she refused to bend to embarrassment. Never with any other gentleman had she experienced anywhere close to the thrill as she did when simply bantering with Trent. And their kiss… Well, his kiss had filled her heart with hope that she had found the man for her. She squared her shoulders and notched her chin up. “I was hoping your kiss would astound me.”

His right eyebrow arched high. “For what purpose? Obviously a dalliance was never your intention, yet I overheard you tell my cousin you had no intentions whatsoever of ever marrying. I assumed you wanted—”

Audrey quickly shook her head before he said anything too embarrassing, her mind racing back to the conversation with Whitney. What had she said? Heavens! She had told Whitney she never wanted to marry—for anything but love. Trent must have quit eavesdropping before she had carefully made clear her position to his cousin. This certainly explained a great deal. “I believe there has been a terrible misunderstanding.”

“I’m inclined to agree. I would have never brought you in here had I realized your lack of experience. You may not want to marry, but I am not the man you can seduce into taking your innocence so you can thwart your father, or whatever it is you are trying to accomplish.”

Shame swept over her. “I am not trying to thwart my father!” At least not in the way Trent now thought.

His lips pressed together in a hard line. “What exactly are you trying to do? This time, please do be honest.”

Audrey twisted her hands together. She had done this to herself by lying. He deserved the utter truth, no matter how embarrassing. The knots in her stomach screamed for release. “I was rather hoping you might want to court me.”

His slips parted, and a bit of the anger in his eyes dulled. “Though I applaud and appreciate your honesty now, it was rather scheming of you to mislead me. I cannot court you. I do not wish to marry.”

“I see,” she choked out, glancing down at the floor and wishing fervently that Whitney would bang on the door right now and save her from her utter embarrassment. Nothing would save her from her misery.

“Ah, Audrey.”

Trent’s silken voice washed over her while he took her hand. She whipped her head up. Was that confusion on his face? Before she could decide, the look was gone. He pressed her hand to his lips. “I am sorry.”

How horribly humiliating. She had wanted his affection and eventually his love, and instead she had his pity. She shrugged. “I’m perfectly fine. We should return to the others.” She tugged her hand away and went to turn toward the door, but Trent caught her arm.

“Can we still be friends?”

His suggestion startled her and left her unable to immediately reply. Her aunt and uncle had been friends before they married. And her mother had believed men and women could be friends. Audrey frowned. She had always thought it rather preposterous that most people considered it impossible, yet she had never suspected Trent might think so as well. This was not exactly what she had hoped for, but maybe—“I suppose,” she forced out, her voice wobbling even though she tried to make it steady.

“Good.”

What sounded like regret filled his voice. Her heart skipped a beat. Heavens, no doubt she was hearing what she wished. “We should leave,” she said, determined not to make a further fool of herself.

“Yes,” he agreed but did not release her arm.

She glanced pointedly at his hand. When she looked up, her stomach flipped at the intensity of his stare. “Trent?”

He refocused on her. “Do you not think some ideas people hold to be antiquated?”

This had to be about being friends! Her jaw parted. She clamped it shut and prayed he would say more.

He increased his hold on her arm with gentle pressure before speaking. “We’ll show them all men and women can be friends.”

He released her arm and she swiveled quickly toward the door to hide her grin. He may have vowed he wanted only to be friends, but the hunger in his eyes told another story. As friends for now, she would continue to see him socially. Now all she had to do was be so irresistible that he would not be able to help falling in love with her and forgetting his ridiculous objection to getting married.


One


One week later

London, England

Inside the gaming halls of Wolverton’s Den

Trent stared at the cards in his hands, but they blurred, refusing to fight for his attention. In all his years of playing Vingt-et-un he had never lost a game, unless purposely in order to obtain information, but he was about five seconds away from losing.

From across the table, his cousin Whitney’s betrothed, Drake Sutherland, glanced up from his cards and smirked, causing fine lines of amusement to appear around his keen brown eyes.

“I seem to be winning,” he drawled, his American accent making the words sound slower than they ought to.

Trent narrowed his eyes, refusing to bandy words, though given this last week it was unlikely a simple look would stop Sutherland from prying. The previous seven rude warnings had not deterred the man. Irritating as it was, Trent had to forgive him. Sutherland was only following the well-intended, though misguided, directives of Whitney. Since she was his favorite cousin, by nature of their similar personalities, Trent forgave her too, but when he saw her next, he was going to have to set her straight on meddling in his life. He refocused on his cards, hoping Sutherland’s attempt was over.

“Say, Dinnisfree, do you not think Davenport has been rather preoccupied this last week?” Sutherland boomed. Trent snapped his head up and shot Justin Holleman, the Duke of Dinnisfree, a warning look.

The duke flicked his red hair out of his eyes and acknowledged Trent’s look by tapping his right index finger on the table, a signal no one but one of the prince regent’s spies—or retired spies in Trent’s case—would understand. Sometimes using one of the old secret signals would twist his gut with regret and make him question whether giving his resignation to the prince had been the right decision. Then he would remember the little matter of his revealed identity thanks to his deceitful, double-crossing deceased French wife. May her black soul rest in peace.

Dinnisfree picked up a card. “I’ve noticed nothing unusual in Davenport’s mannerisms. The man is aloof, as always.” Dinnisfree’s bored tone offered no friendly avenue to continue the conversation. Trent relaxed, until Sutherland grinned.

Sutherland laid his cards faceup. “I’ve won again, gentlemen.”

“So you have,” Trent agreed, working to keep his tone carefully neutral.

Sutherland drew his winnings toward him, the coins scraping the wood as he did so. Once he had a neat gleaming pile, he spoke. “This is exactly what I mean, Dinnisfree. You cannot deny Davenport’s preoccupation.” Sutherland glanced at Trent. “Someone has your attention to the exclusion of everything else. Very unlike you.”

A trace of humor underlay the words, but the remark still set Trent on edge. He gripped his whiskey glass and downed the contents with a single gulp. Fire blossomed in his belly. As he set the glass down with a clank, one of the many demireps Nash Wolverton, the club’s owner, employed to keep the men in his hellfire club happy and present, strolled past, only to stop in front of the elaborately painted Chinese wall where she turned slowly to face Trent.

She ran one hand down her sheer jade costume. The woman’s long dark hair reminded him of Audrey’s. It was almost the same shade, but not nearly as shiny, nor did it have the soft waves Audrey’s hair possessed. Trent’s fingers flexed in remembrance of the way her locks slid like silk through his hands the one time he had touched the strands.

Damnation. This preoccupation with her was getting worse with each passing day—not better. As the demirep sauntered toward him with an open invitation of sin on her parted moist lips and her eyes slumberous with desire, he shook his head subtly. Her eyes opened wide, but she took his hint and twisted away. This was the seventh open invitation to sleeping with a woman he had turned down this week.

What the devil was wrong with him? The only thing he could pinpoint was Audrey. Had asking her to be his friend been foolhardy? Should he have handled things differently with her when the truth of her innocence and what she wanted had surfaced? Even if he should have, he was not sure he could have. A picture of her standing in the Duchess of Primwitty’s guest chamber flashed in his mind—disheveled hair, swollen kissable crimson lips. Her face tinged a lovely shade of pink with the heat of her embarrassment. When her confession of her innocence and desire tumbled out of her mouth in a rush of words, he had not been able to retain his anger for her misleading him. Not only that, he had been incapable of ending their acquaintance.

The idea of being friends had come to him and seemed a fine plan. Learning she was innocent and wanted him to court her, he had assumed the nightly fantasies of her would cease. But she still appeared in his dreams every night naked and writhing on his bed with his cream silk sheets tangled about her slender body, her dark hair fanned out around her in sable waves and her bodice undone to expose the swell of creamy flesh her elaborate gowns always pushed up enticingly. He groaned at the mental picture.

Laughter erupted across the table, almost drowned by the dull roar of conversation from the lords gambling and talking nearby. His former training as a spy to hear everything and nothing at once allowed him to pick out a trace of a slow American guffaw. He narrowed his gaze on Sutherland. Before he could warn the man not to pester him further, Sutherland spoke. “You can deny it all you want, but ever since you got the preposterous notion in your head that you and Lady Audrey can be friends, you’ve been preoccupied by thoughts of her.”

Trent ground his teeth. “I’m not preoccupied by any woman.” Dreams of his dead wife Gwyneth’s betrayal surely did not count. When he slept, he could not block the memories of being deposited by her and her Napoleon-crazed brother in a French prison to be tortured and killed. As for Audrey…England would go a year without rain before he ever admitted to fantasizing about her. Besides, it was temporary. He was sure of it. Once he bedded another woman, his lust would slack.

Sutherland shrugged. “As I said, refuting it is useless. I see it in your eyes. You may as well abandon your stance against marriage and give in. Now that Lady Audrey is under your skin, you will fall. I predict sooner rather than later.” Sutherland whipped out a cigarillo and lit it. He took a long draw before continuing. “Mark my words.”

Trent did not consider himself a violent man, but he had the urge to mark something—as Sutherland had put it—like the man’s smirking face. A nice sound facer would likely make Sutherland quit looking at him as if he knew his inner thoughts better than he did, but that would ruin their friendship, and since Sutherland was to marry his cousin next week, thereby becoming a relative, fisticuffs did not seem the best solution.

He drummed his fingers against his thigh. It got so tiresome fending off his friends and family’s well-meaning efforts to understand—and because they never could quite comprehend—then try to change the fact that he did not presently have nor ever want a wife. He would love to give up the sham of the perpetually carefree rake, but he could not.

Trent yanked on his cravat. His own questioning of his ability to stick to what he said was one thing, but he despised another man doubting him, especially when the man did not know all the facts.

Hell, he had ended up becoming a spy because of a situation similar to this one. His father’s long-ago revelation that he had formerly been a spy, followed by his laughing comment that Trent did not have the bollocks for such a commitment, had sent Trent straight to Prinny to offer his services. In less than a week, he had given up gambling, drinking and chasing women to go into training to serve his country. It had transformed his life. Thank God, his father had still been alive to see the change.

That old training now echoed through his head. Every movement you make gives your enemy a clue, his father had once told him. He moved his hand and Sutherland’s gaze followed. Sutherland was not an enemy, but he was attempting to meddle. Trent forced himself to hold perfectly still. “As usual, Sutherland, you have no idea what you’re speaking about.”

Marriage required trust and faith, and after his disastrous marriage to Gwyneth, no trust and faith remained in him to give to another woman. Of course, Sutherland did not know that. No one, except Dinnisfree, knew he had not so long ago been a spy for Prinny. And the only living individuals who knew he was the widower of a clever French spy who had duped him and betrayed him were Dinnisfree and Gwyneth’s brother. Frustration coiled through his body.

As usual, he could not explain himself. There was no explaining his dead wife without lying about who she was and who he had been, and he’d had enough lies to last a lifetime. Besides, he would never put his family in danger by relenting to his wish to make them understand why he did not want to marry. No words could aptly describe how being duped into marrying the very enemy he was working for England to guard against still twisted his gut into pulsing hard knots.

“This conversation is boring me,” Dinnisfree said, shoving his chair away from the table. He clamped a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “If you aren’t going to accept that bit o’ muslin’s invitation to bed her, I will.”

Trent flicked his gaze toward the woman in question lingering by the grand piano in the corner of the room. She had one hand placed cleverly above her head to best display her ample charms. It rested, as if naturally, on the large white column that reached to the vaulted ceiling. Her other hand lingered on the curve of her tiny waist. Trent waited for a surge of lust. Interest. Anything. By damn, there was not a hint of desire, same as all week.

He pushed the bothersome thought away and focused on the two men talking to her. She stepped toward the shorter of the two gentlemen and slid her arms around his neck. “Looks like she has already found another patron for the night.”

“Probably best,” Dinnisfree said. “If she is willing to sleep with a drunken dandy like Richard Cringlewood, then I’m certain I would not be impressed by her.”

Trent chuckled as he stared across the smoky room. Audrey’s brother, Cringlewood, reached behind his neck and untwined the woman’s hands. “It appears that Cringlewood is declining her invitation as well. Perhaps he is not as cork-brained as you think him to be.”

Dinnisfree slapped a palm on the table, making the glasses rattle. “Do not let your lust over the man’s sister cloud your senses. You know as well as I do Cringlewood has a gambling problem and is overly fond of liquor.”

Damned the duke for his loose tongue. Typical of his unapologetic friend, he shrugged when Trent glared at him. “I’d wager Cringlewood only declined the demirep’s offer because he lacks the funds she would expect from any gentlemen as payment for services well rendered.”

Ignoring the stares of the few men who had dared to look their way, Trent sought Cringlewood out once more. “I’ve heard rumors that his debt at many of the clubs is mounting.”

“I’ve heard the same,” Dinnisfree said with a nod. “I’ve also seen him and his partner in misadventure, Thortonberry, at every club I’ve been to this week.”

“As have I,” Trent said. “I don’t care for Thortonberry. The man acts as if he is hiding something. Not only that, I have seen him with a different demirep for seven straight evenings.”

“That part does not bother me,” Dinnisfree quipped. “But I agree he has the shifty-eyed look of a man concealing a secret.”

“I think he is simply reserved,” Sutherland said. “I had a chance to become better acquainted with him this week, as Whitney has dragged me to a different ball every night, and last evening I spoke with him after he danced with Lady Audrey.”

Trent narrowed his focus on Thortonberry’s black evening-attire-clad figure in the distance. The man was dressed for an evening at a ball. Was he planning to seek Audrey out again? Trent studied him, not liking what he saw. Thortonberry grasped the demirep by the elbow and led her under the warm glowing light of six gleaming chandeliers and out of the gaming hall toward the direction of the pleasure rooms. Trent considered Sutherland’s revelation. The desire to ask which dance Audrey had granted Thortonberry and if they had danced more than once gnawed at his belly, but he refused to give in to the emotions. Instead, he focused on learning more about the man’s character. “Did the marquess seem a forthright man to you?”

“He did, though I will say he acted rather bumbling around Lady Audrey, as if she made him nervous. I thought that rather odd for a man who has no problem bedding a different woman every night, unless of course Lady Audrey makes him self-conscious because he cares for her.”

Dinnisfree snorted. “Or that is his ploy to seduce her. Rather a smart one if you ask me, though I’d never resort to such measures.”

Trent squeezed the ledge of the table until a jagged splinter pierced the flesh of his index finger. Without a sound, he jerked his hand away and plucked out the splinter.

“Is something a matter?” Sutherland asked, his mouth turned up in a sly smile, his gaze locked on Trent’s hand.

“Not a thing.” Jealousy may be pounding through him, but he would be damned if he would give in to it or reveal it in his tone.

When Cringlewood glanced in their direction, Trent waved the man over.

Sutherland grinned. “Are you quite sure your cousin is not right and that you do actually care for Lady Audrey?”

Trent gave Sutherland a long hard look. “I’m concerned for her welfare as I would be for any friend.”

“Yet she is not your friend,” Dinnisfree said, his reddish-blond brows pulling together. “She is a woman.”

“I’m aware of that fact,” Trent drawled. “I’m of the opinion”—albeit a new one—“that men and women can be friends. As her friend, I’d be utterly remiss if I did not alert her brother to the potential threat to her innocence.”

Sutherland gawked. “Are you saying Thortonberry is threatening her innocence? This is rather ironic considering you were a threat to her virtue, don’t you think?”

Trent clenched his jaw. “Unwitting threat,” he muttered.

“I find that hard to believe,” Sutherland countered, amusement lacing his tone.

Trent ground his teeth until pain shot up the right side of his face. He was not about to defend himself by besmirching Audrey’s reputation. No one need ever know they had shared a kiss and then she had informed him of her innocence. “I suppose you are correct. I learned first hand how chaste the woman is when I tried to kiss her. I can tell you, she has quite a smart slap.” He rubbed his right cheek as if remembering.

“I’ll be damned,” Dinnisfree blurted, showing surprise, which was not like him at all. “I never thought I would live to see the day a woman turned you down.”

Trent shrugged. “Now you have.”

Sutherland frowned. “Your confession is noble, Davenport, but what does it have to do with you thinking Thortonberry is trying to seduce Lady Audrey?”

“I’m telling you from personal experience a man who sleeps with a different demirep every night has no intentions of properly courting any woman anytime soon. If he did he would refrain.”

Sutherland nodded. “I’m inclined to agree.”

Trent raked a hand through his hair. Since he had met Audrey, he had not slept with a single other woman, let alone seven like Thortonberry. For that matter, he had not even felt a sliver of desire for any other than her. Not good. Not good at all. He did not want to be infatuated with Audrey or any other woman ever again. When a man relented to those sorts of emotions it gave a woman power over him, and a woman who could bend a man with her smile could unhinge him body and soul.

Again, he had the prickling notion that asking her to be his friend may not have been wise, but it was done. He prided himself on his ability to control his emotions and he never turned his back on a friend. As her friend, it was his duty to make sure her brother was keeping a sharp eye on her. And if he learned she was not being properly chaperoned now that she was home, he would warn her away from Thortonberry himself, as any good friend would do. “I have to keep Thortonberry away from her,” he muttered.

Sutherland leaned forward. “I’m not so sure. Thortonberry may not have decided if he wants to court her yet or not. Perhaps when he makes the decision he will give up the demireps, as he should. Besides, how do you plan to tell her brother you think he is doing a poor job of supervising his sister? How well do you know Cringlewood?”

“Not well, but I plan to be extremely tactful.”

Dinnisfree leaned forward. “I suggest you start now,” he whispered.

“Good evening, Davenport,” Cringlewood slurred as he pulled out a chair and plopped into it. “I assume you need a fourth for a card game.” Cringlewood swayed in his chair before steadying himself. “I can only play one more hand. Shouldn’t play that, but I need my luck to turn.”

Trent shuffled the cards, assuming the banker responsibilities. “Well, hopefully this is your lucky hand. Do you have chips?”

“He does not,” a deep voice grumbled behind Trent.

Nash Wolverton stared down at Cringlewood. A fierce frown marked the club owner’s rugged face, and his dark hair hung over his eyes. He shoved it back as if only now remembering it. “Need I remind you, Cringlewood, that your account here is frozen until you pay down your debt?”

“Come now, Wolfie, if you’ll advance me a bit more blunt I vow I’ll take these gentlemen and pay you back.” Cringlewood’s words ran together, making Trent want to grab the man by his lapels and shake him for his foxed state. How the devil was this fool to keep his sister safe?

“Do not call me Wolfie.” Wolverton’s clenched jaw and his steely tone left no room for doubt that the man was close to throttling Cringlewood. And if one still doubted, Wolverton’s hands clenched by his side were an excellent indicator of his irritation. Trent could not blame him for wanting to throw Cringlewood out, but he needed Audrey’s brother to remain here long enough to reveal where Audrey was tonight. Cringlewood’s chair squeaked loudly as it teetered backward. Sliding his booted foot behind the chair leg, Trent slowly tilted the man back toward the ground.

“Give him a rouleau,” Trent said. “I’ll be responsible for paying you back.”

Wolverton nodded. He raised his hand and within seconds, his moneyman appeared, suit and glasses askew and silver hair sleeked back. He looked past his hawk nose and over the rim of his spectacles at Wolverton. “Sir?”

“Give him twenty guineas,” Wolverton said and motioned to Cringlewood. “Lord Davenport has taken on responsibility for Cringlewood’s losses.”

“For this roleau only,” Trent clarified.

Wolverton flashed him a grin. The man’s gleaming teeth reminded Trent of a wolf. Fitting.

“Of course, Davenport.” Wolverton leaned down, a long a haul considering his great height, and clasped Cringlewood by the shoulder. “After this hand, call it a night.”

Cringlewood shoved Wolverton’s hand away. “I intend to. I’m simply killing time waiting on Thortonberry. I’ve better places to be than this.”

“Good. You should go there.” Wolverton departed without a backward glance. His assistant gave a perfunctory bow and scampered after him.

Trent dealt the cards before asking, “What event are you attending tonight, Cringlewood? Anything exciting?”

Audrey’s brother picked up his cards, glanced at them and then looked up. “Nothing you’d be interested in. I don’t wish to go, but my father insists I help keep a watchful eye on my sister.” Cringlewood opened and closed his eyes, as if he was having trouble focusing. “Did you know I had a sister?”

Trent did not look at his friends. Dinnisfree coughed and Sutherland shifted in his chair. What should he say? Audrey’s family had no idea she had never been betrothed to a private investigator named Roger Wentworth. Audrey and Whitney had concocted the tale so Audrey would not have to leave London and go back to the country with her father. Whitney had posed as the investigator and duped Audrey’s father. Trent cleared his throat. “I met her when she was betrothed to Mr. Wentworth, as he is a personal friend of the Duke of Primwitty’s, an old school chum of mine.”

Cringlewood nodded. “Makes sense. I suppose you know she mucked that up, as she does everything.”

Trent pressed his lips together. He did not care for the man’s negative view of Audrey. As her brother, he should be one of her most stalwart supporters. “It’s my understanding that Lady Audrey caught Mr. Wentworth with another woman.”

Whitney and Audrey had contrived the explanation so Audrey’s father would not blame her for what he thought was a genuine broken engagement. Pity her father and brother seemed only to care about the fact that she had not ended up married, whether the man respected her or not.

Cringlewood took a card and frowned. “All men have mistresses. My sister has a false notion of what marriage should be about, which is precisely why my father is forcing me to attend the Allreds’ ball tonight. He is determined to see her married and out of the house before this season ends.”

A very odd feeling tightened Trent’s insides into hard knots. He did not need to hear anymore to know her father was uncaring and her brother was an addle pate. Convenience and arranged marriages were the norm, but usually the father arranging such things loved his daughter and did his best to ensure she would be in a good marriage. Trent laid his cards down in front of him faceup. “Vingt-et-un, gentlemen.”

“Damnation!” Cringlewood cried and threw his cards on the table. “Would you be willing to let me pay you back next month?”

“Let this be a gift between friends,” Trent replied. “I’m sure your mind was occupied with concern for your sister, as well it should be. Does she have any particular suitors currently that bother you?”

“No. No,” Cringlewood replied, standing. “In fact, she is not aware of it yet, but Father has lined up several interested gentlemen for her to meet tonight.” Cringlewood looked away from Trent and across the room. “There’s Thortonberry now, gentlemen. I better take my leave before I’m too tardy for the ball and join my sister in Father’s bad graces.”

Trent raised an eyebrow at Cringlewood, though he wanted to stand, forcibly detain the man and demand answers. With a casualness he did not feel, he asked, “Is Thortonberry one of your sister’s suitors?”

Cringlewood chuckled. “Hell no. Thortonberry thinks of Audrey as a sister. He is our neighbor and they have known each other since we were all in leading strings. If I thought I could hoist Audrey off on Thortonberry I would, but as you can see”—Cringlewood waved toward the marquess who stood some twenty brown-lacquered wood tables away, locked in the embrace of the demirep he had been speaking with—“he has no interest in marriage. But he did generously offer to do me the favor of helping to keep an eye on my sister, so we really must go.”

Trent did not like the sound of that at all. He did not trust Thortonberry to keep nothing but his gaze on Audrey, even if her doltish brother did. His gut told him Thortonberry was not as he seemed, and intuition had saved him more times that he could remember when he was on assignment for Prinny in France. The only time it had ever failed him was with Gwyneth. He had never suspected she was anything other than the simple Frenchwoman she had pretended to be, working in a bookstore with her brother.

His thoughts were interrupted by Thortonberry’s appearance. The marquess regarded everyone at the table with assessing green eyes before his gaze locked with Trent’s. “I seem to be running into you at all the hellfire clubs this week, Davenport. Have an itch you cannot get scratched properly?”

“I could ask you the same,” Trent replied, making sure his sarcasm laced his tone, instead of the irritation strumming through him. Thortonberry’s caustic remark had touched a nerve.

Thortonberry’s gaze sharpened. “I’m perfectly satisfied, just voracious. And late.” He glanced at his pocket watch, then turned to Cringlewood. “I took the liberty of requesting the supper dance with your sister. I thought that way you would be free to do as you please at supper, and I can keep a watchful eye on her.”

“That’s grand of you,” Cringlewood boomed. “Gentlemen, many thanks for tonight.”

As Cringlewood and Thortonberry disappeared into the crowd, Trent stood. “I’m going.”

“Going where?” Dinnisfree asked.

“To the Allred ball.”

“Devil take it. I knew you were going to say that.”

Sutherland stood, a grin stretching his face. “I’m going there as well. Whitney is expecting me. Are you coming, Dinnisfree?”

Dinnisfree shrugged into his overcoat and shook his head. “Even if I did not have somewhere else pressing to be, I would not willingly go to a ball crammed full of supposedly perfectly proper lords and ladies. I cannot think of anything phonier or less enjoyable.”

Sutherland shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

“You know I will.”

“I’ll see you there, Davenport,” Sutherland said before taking his leave.

Trent shrugged into his own coat before speaking. “Why do you always do that?”

“Do what?” Dinnisfree asked.

“Keep everyone at arm’s length.”

“Because I have to, just as you once did. I cannot afford to trust anyone, but tell me, lately I find myself curious if that feeling has ended for you since retiring.”

The question made Trent uncomfortable. “Are you considering retiring?”

“Never. And do not try to avoid what I asked. Do you trust as you once did?”

Trent knew what Dinnisfree meant. His life would never be the same as before he was a spy. He rubbed his chin for a moment, the already burgeoning whiskers prickling his fingers. He had been trained extensively—just like Dinnisfree—to trust no one but his fellow spies, yet he had slipped with Gwyneth. She had broken down his walls one by one and gained his confidence. He’d been too in love to recognize what was happening and too late he had realized that Gwyneth was a French spy on a mission to secure the secret correspondence it was his job to transport between Prinny and the men who guarded Napoleon.

“No. I don’t trust as I once did.” And he never would, but that had more to do with what Gwyneth had done to him than anything else. She had shown him just how wrong he could be about a woman, and it was a lesson he would never forget.

Dinnisfree nodded. “I did not think so. You have that same haunted look in your eyes as you did the day I rescued you from Bagne de Toulon. Which begs the question of why you are going to the Allred ball to help Lady Audrey if she will never be anything to you.”

“She is something to me,” he said, surprising himself with the verbal admission. “She is a friend, and I don’t bloody well know why, but I’m compelled to watch over her. Speaking of which, I need to be departing.” They strolled through the crowded room side by side, retrieved their hats from the coatroom and walked down the brick steps of the club and into the dark night made glowing thanks to the lit street lamps. “Will I see you at Gritton’s tomorrow?” Trent asked as his coachman slowly pulled his carriage up to the curb.

Dinnisfree shook his head. “No boxing for me tomorrow. I’ll be headed to France.”

Trent stilled and checked the streets for anyone who might overhear them, a habit that would likely never fade. “Is this a job or are you running away to wrestle your demons?” Not an unusual occurrence for Dinnisfree. Sometimes Trent envied the man’s lack of family ties that enabled him simply to go as he pleased, but then he would see his mother, brother or cousins and his envy for Dinnisfree would be replaced by pity.

Dinnisfree compressed his lips into a thin line. “I keep my demons in a steel box and I threw the key away long ago, my friend. They can’t get out and I can’t get in.”

Trent grunted. It was typical of Dinnisfree to refuse to talk about his past, or even acknowledge he had one. With a wave, the duke disappeared into his carriage and Trent stood on the cobblestone streets without moving until it pulled away. He closed his eyes and breathed in the crisp scent of soil and grass that accompanied the aftermath of a sunny day ending.

An ache he recognized as loneliness seeped into his bones as a pleasant breeze blew around him. Slowly, he opened his eyes and stared up at the sky. The moon and stars overhead reminded him of many long summer nights when he had been a lad. He would sneak out of his room to go and fetch his cousin Whitney when she was visiting, and they would swim in the creek at night, oblivious to the dangers or the pain of life. He yanked his greatcoat tighter and climbed into his own carriage before tapping on the side and telling his driver where to go.

As the carriage prattled down the street and past St. James Square, he reconsidered if he could ever trust a woman enough again to open his heart and soul. His carriage rounded the corner and the canal became visible in the distance. With the stone wall rising to one side of the canal and the trees lining the banks, it reminded him of the small sliver of the Oise he had just been able to make out from a crack in his cell wall in Bagne de Toulon.

He curled his hands into fists, then spread his fingers out and examined his nails. It had taken over a year, but the ridges and constant blue tinge underneath the nail had faded finally. No one would look at them now and wonder what had happened. If he allowed himself to remember too long his time in the dark, dingy rat-infested cell, the intense sharp pain of each nail being yanked out one by one would shoot through his fingers and up his arms like it was happening again. He had been starved, beaten and mentally sliced to shreds, all because he had trusted a woman.

Yet every woman was not Gwyneth. His gut twisted with the knowledge. It did not matter. His head knew this, but it did not matter. No. Much better to be lonely for the rest of his life than to risk getting close to anyone ever again.


Two


Most debutantes would have been thrilled if the Duke of Clarington had singled them out for conversation at a ball. Not Audrey. Long ago, she had realized she was not like most other debutantes. If she had wanted to marry simply for money, then she would be thrilled to be trapped conversing with Lord Clarington and his friend Lord Spencer, but she wished to marry for love. She peeked at Lord Clarington’s hard-set face and shuddered. She could never love him. He appeared colder than a frozen pond. She stole a look at Lord Clarington’s friend, Lord Spencer. He had a smile on his face, but it was a practiced smile. The vain peacock probably sat in front of a looking glass for hours to get the effect he desired.

How long had it taken him to pick out the blue-and-white striped jacket he wore tonight? Hopefully not long since it obliterated the boundaries of good taste for evening attire, not to mention the elaborate peeks jabbing his cheeks appeared quite painful. As for Lord Clarington, it did not matter what he wore, because his pinched face and cold eyes told her everything she needed to know.

As the men stood directly in front of her and argued over which one of them was the best huntsman, she raised her fan and flicked her gaze across the guests at the Allreds’ ball. She searched the grand ballroom to see whether her father still watched her, while simultaneously she hoped to catch a glimpse of Trent and discover that by some happy fate he had decided to attend the ball tonight.

She started her examination at the right side of the room, which shimmered with warm light provided by hundreds of candelabra and dozens of enormous crystal chandeliers. Near one of the large white columns that circled the perimeter of the marble dance floor she caught site of broad shoulders and light hair. Could it be Trent? Gripping her fan, she discreetly rose on her tiptoes to see the man’s face.

As she got a good look, disappointment filled her. How could she have mistaken his almost white hair for Trent’s beautiful golden hair? Wishful gazing she supposed.

Where was Trent? Perhaps the more pressing question at this moment was where was her father? If he was preoccupied in conversation and no longer watching her like a hawk maybe she could slip away and hide in the powder room until the supper dance. Then Lord Thortonberry would come to claim her for their dance, and at least she did not have to worry about pretending with him or being concerned her father would try to get a marriage offer from him since Lord Thortonberry was a longtime family friend and most definitely not interested in her.

As the notes of the cotillion drifted over the balmy orchid-scented air to her, the dance floor drew her gaze once more. Since Lord Clarington and Lord Spencer still stood arguing with each other, she allowed herself a moment more to pay them no mind. In the center of the ballroom, lords in exquisite black evening attire and gleaming shoes twirled ladies in delicate silk gowns of jonquil, cerulean blue and Pomona green.

Whitney’s sister Gillian and her husband, Lord Lionhurst, spun by Audrey. Longing flittered in her stomach. She wanted to look at a man and have him stare back at her as those two did, as if no one else was in the room. Perhaps it was because they had just returned from their extended wedding trip abroad that their faces held a certain enraptured glow. Audrey swallowed hard. That was silly. They were in love. Very much so. She peered at Gillian. Her friend looked magnificent in a rose gown of satin covered in pearl rosettes.

Self-consciously, Audrey ran a smoothing hand over her favorite gown from last season, a silk indigo creation with a layer of white spider gauze over it. She had felt like a princess in this last year, but now it was a tad faded and not quite as fine. Well, it would have to do since father had denied her request for new gowns, no doubt to punish her for what he called her most recent colossal failure to catch a proper husband.

She trailed her tongue over the sore she had developed on her inner cheek. Every time her father lectured her this week since she had returned home, she bit her cheek to keep herself from speaking out and defending herself. She could not very well tell him the truth that she had not mucked up her betrothal to Mr. Wentworth, because Mr. Wentworth did not exist and there had never been a betrothal. Admitting to her father that she had fabricated the whole story to avoid having to return home to him because she feared whom next he would try to force her to marry would not help his anger at her at all.

Distinctive throat clearing snapped her attention back to the gentlemen, who both stood staring at her expectantly. Heat singed her cheeks. She hated nothing more than being caught unaware. Lord Clarington held out his arm to her. “I do believe we have come to the dance I requested from you.”

She nodded. She wanted to be dancing with Trent, not Lord Clarington, but it was hard to dance with a man who had made himself scarce for an entire week. It no longer seemed quite so lucky that he had told her he wanted to be friends as it had when she thought that meant she would see him often and still have the chance to make him fall in love with her.

She slipped her hand into the crook of Lord Clarington’s elbow, and as she did, she saw her father, not five feet away, drink in hand and a fierce frown on his face. He stood just behind a large suit of
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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