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			Dedication

			In loving memory of Pooh Bear,

			who lumbered into our lives eight years ago—­

			large, clumsy, and awkward—­always searching 

			for an idle hand. A sweet lummox who 

			enthusiastically welcomed visitors, 

			eagerly anticipated the arrival of the 

			pizza delivery guy (because someone in this 

			household shares his pizza with the dogs), 

			and loved greeting trick-­or-­treaters. 

			We miss you.
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			From the Journal of Drake Darling

			I was born Peter Sykes, the son of a murderer, the son of a woman murdered, a heritage that has always haunted me. I do not know how many lives my father may have taken, but I do know that he killed my mother because she sought to give me a better life. Unbeknownst to anyone, I attended his hanging. I was eight at the time. The crowds jostled me but I managed to make my way to the front. He wept, my father. He soiled himself, he begged for mercy. Words I’d heard my mother utter, words that had done her little good.

			Neither did they serve my father well, for they slipped the noose about his neck and released the trapdoor. All that I saw and heard after that I buried in the darkest recesses of my mind, but I could never bury the stain of his blood coursing through my veins. Nor the anger that simmered just below the surface—­his legacy to me, one I feared I was destined to embrace. For it was always there, hovering, wanting to be let loose.

			My mother had entrusted me to the care of a Miss Frannie Darling, who eventually married Sterling Mabry, the Duke of Greystone. They took me into their home, raised me as one of their own. As Miss Darling no longer had use of her surname, I took it in an attempt to wash off the sins of my father.

			One night the duke pointed out the constellation Draco and in the stars, I saw the fierce dragon that nothing could touch. I became known as Drake, once more attempting to separate myself from my past and the destiny handed to me by my father. With the duke’s family, I traveled the world, saw amazing creatures and creations, experienced wonders beyond imagining.

			But no matter how far I journeyed, I could not escape my sordid beginnings. I could not be anything other than what I was born to be.
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			London

			1874

			At times Lady Ophelia Lyttleton found herself quite disgusted with those of her gender. Tonight, unfortunately, was turning out to be one of those occasions. The young ladies—­the old ones as well for that matter—­were making spectacles of themselves as they all vied for the attention of one of the most notorious gentlemen in attendance at this evening’s ball.

			Drake Darling didn’t often frequent Society’s elite functions, but the gentlemen’s club overseer could not very well have avoided this affair when its purpose was to celebrate the marriage of Lady Grace Mabry to the Duke of Lovingdon. After all, Darling had been raised within the bosom of Grace’s family even though he was not related to them in any manner, not a distant cousin or long-­lost nephew. Nor was he of the aristocracy and his blood most certainly did not run blue.

			Yet the ladies tittering about him and dangling their dance cards in front of his nose seemed to have forgotten those little facts. He would not elevate their standing in Society. He would not pass on a title to his firstborn son. He would not sit in the House of Lords.

			The only thing he could be guaranteed to achieve was turning ladies’ minds to mush. It was his smile. The sublime way his lips parted ever so slightly to reveal straight white teeth, and then one corner of his luscious mouth hitching up a little higher to form a tiny dimple in his right cheek that winked with the promise of wickedness.

			It was his eyes. The manner in which they, black as midnight, sparkled knowingly as though he could not only decipher a lady’s dearest wish but deliver it to her in a manner that would far exceed her expectations.

			It was his hair, so black as to look almost blue when captured by gaslight. The rebellious way he kept it longer than fashionable, the inviting manner in which it brushed against the collar of his blue jacket, tempting fingers to ruffle through the curling strands.

			It was the breadth of his shoulders and the width of his chest that hinted at solace offered to any woman who rested her cheek there, his height that put him half a head taller than most of the men in the salon. It was his laughter, the ease with which he gifted it to one lady after another. It was his courteous bow, his incredible solicitousness, the seductive manner in which he lowered his head to hear more clearly, leaned forward to whisper in the delicate shell of an ear.

			He made them fall in love with him. So effortlessly. Without care. Without considering consequences.

			She hated him for it. They would follow him into gardens where he would kiss them senseless. She had once caught him doing exactly that with a young servant at the duke’s estate. Behind the stables, the girl had been fairly clambering up the long length of him striving to capture all his mouth had to offer. While she’d been only eight, Ophelia had been disgusted by the display, had known it was wrong, sinful. She didn’t think they’d seen her, but even as she ran away she heard his low laughter, and loped all the faster. She knew his sort, knew he had no regard for a woman’s reputation.

			Thus far this evening he’d danced with a dozen ladies. Not that she was keeping count.

			She’d had her fair share of attention from earls, viscounts, marquesses, and dukes. From men who held courtesy titles but would one day hold far more, and from those who had already ascended to their proper rank. She hardly needed to beg for notice like the silly chits who surrounded Darling every time he came off the dance floor or returned from fetching a bit of refreshment for some ogling miss on the verge of a swoon. He certainly played the role of gallant well, was master of it. He made them all forget what he was, from whence he’d come. A man of coarse origins.

			“They make such fools of themselves, fawning over Darling as they do,” she muttered.

			Standing beside her, Miss Minerva Dodger gave a start. “You can hardly blame them. He’s a curiosity. I don’t think he’s attended a ball since Grace’s coming out.”

			He’d dared to ask Ophelia to dance that night, but she had ignored his invitation. Someone had to maintain the high ground, had to adhere to socially acceptable standards. Her father had beat that fact into her often enough. Her lineage could be traced back to William the Conqueror. She was not even allowed to dance with the spares, let alone any sons who came after. She was expected to do him and her ancestors proud, to carry on the noble tradition of marrying well. If she did not obey his strictures, her impressive dowry would be forfeit, and along with it any chance she had for happiness. She was dependent upon what the fortune in her trust would eventually provide: freedom.

			“He’s a commoner,” she reminded her friend.

			Minerva arched a brow. “As am I.”

			Ophelia released a quick huff of air. “Your mother is nobility.”

			“My father is of the streets.”

			And one of the wealthiest men in Christendom. “He made something of himself.”

			“Could not the same be said of Drake?”

			“Can one truly ever escape his past?”

			“You can’t have it both says. You can’t on the one hand acknowledge that my father escaped his and then not give Drake the same consideration.”

			She could, she did. Her father had been an incredibly moral man. Since their father’s passing, her brother had strayed a bit from the straight and narrow, spending far too many nights lost in gambling and drink, but she felt an obligation to honor her father’s teachings. Sin was drawn to her, and if she did not remain ever vigilant, it would have its way with her. She’d never told anyone that ugly truth about herself. Her father would have been terribly disappointed, might not have provided her with a dowry, might have left her to her own means.

			“My father has no complaints with the way Drake manages Dodger’s Drawing Room,” Minerva continued on, referring to the infamous gentlemen’s club as though she had Ophelia’s undivided attention. “Being raised by the Duke and Duchess of Greystone and garnering the same devotion that they give their sons, I daresay he could have avoided working altogether if he wished. I think he’s to be admired.”

			She’d been unwise to mention anything at all as Minerva couldn’t possibly understand how Ophelia managed to see Drake Darling for exactly what he was: beneath them all and not to be well-­regarded in the least. He was no gentleman. He encouraged sin, tempted ladies with that wicked, wicked smile.

			“He always manages to bring out the worst in you,” Minerva mused. “I’ve never understood that.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I give him no thought whatsoever.”

			“Yet here we are discussing him.”

			“No, actually, I was pointing out the ladies’ improper behavior, how badly it reflects on all of us.”

			“My father has told me countless times that we are not a reflection of others’ behavior, only our own.”

			But when that behavior touches us . . .

			She broke off the thought, shoved it back into its hidey-­hole, would not dignify it with voice. Although she did have to admit that Minerva had the right of it. Darling brought out the worst in her. Always had. Sin called to sin.

			Just that morning she had been the envy of every female in London because Darling had escorted her down the aisle of St. George’s following the ceremony that had united Grace and Lovingdon. She had served as Grace’s maid of honor while Darling had stood as Lovingdon’s best man. But on the long stroll from the altar to the vestry, she’d spoken not a word to him, and he’d barely acknowledged her. He hadn’t bestowed upon her his remarkable smile. His eyes hadn’t twinkled. She knew he wished to be with anyone other than her just as she wished to be with anyone other than him.

			The ladies were dancing with the devil as he led them merrily into temptation. It was time someone put an end to the charade, that someone reminded them—­and him—­of his place within their ranks.

			At that precise moment Drake Darling wished to be anywhere other than where he was, but he was well aware that in life one did not always get what he wished for. On occasion, he didn’t even get what he deserved.

			So he relied upon what he’d learned during his formative years about deception and he pretended that he was positively delighted, beside himself with joy, to be the center of attention. He much preferred the shadows to glittering ballrooms. He was most comfortable when not noticed, but he was at best a chameleon. He knew how to blend in even when the blending in took place within a room with mirrored walls, gaslit chandeliers, and the finest personages the aristocracy had to offer.

			The one thing he was not feigning was his happiness for Grace and Lovingdon. He considered Grace a sister, even though their blood could not have been more opposite. For many years now he had been close to Lovingdon, a confidante on occasion, but more often a hell-­raiser of late. Until Grace had captured the duke’s heart.

			Therefore, Drake couldn’t very well not attend the celebration of their marriage. Only minutes earlier he’d caught sight of the happy ­couple escaping the ballroom. Normally the bride and groom didn’t attend the ball held in their honor, but Grace was far from conventional. She’d wanted to dance with her father one last time. The Duke of Greystone’s eyesight was deteriorating, although only the family was aware of his affliction. Another reason Drake was here: to acknowledge his debt to the man and woman who had given him a home. His presence was expected, and so he gave no outward sign to the six young ladies surrounding him that he wished to be elsewhere. He always did whatever was required to ensure the duke and duchess had no regrets about taking him in.

			They were so young, the ladies who smiled and batted their lashes at him. Even the ones who were on the far side of five and twenty were too innocent for his tastes. They were all light and airy as though burdens were unknown to them, as though life encompassed nothing more than enjoyment. He preferred his women with a bit more seasoning to them, savory, spicy, and tart.

			“Boy.”

			An exception to his preference for the tart had arrived. The haughtiness of the voice set his teeth on edge. He should have known he’d not escape her notice for the entire evening. That Lady Ophelia Lyttleton was one of Grace’s dearest friends was beyond his comprehension. He didn’t understand why the sister of his heart associated with such an arrogant miss when Grace was the sweetest, gentlest person he’d ever known. Stubborn to be sure, but she hadn’t a mean bone in her body. Lady Ophelia could not claim the same. Her presence at his back proof enough.

			The ladies who had been gifting him with their attention blinked repeatedly and went silent for the first time in more than two hours. Because they were there, because he was striving to give the appearance of being a gentleman, he would spare Lady Ophelia the embarrassment of ignoring her. Even though he suspected he would pay a price for his generosity. He always paid the price. The lady was quite adept at delivering stinging barbs.

			Slowly he turned and arched a brow at the woman whose head failed to reach his shoulder. And yet in spite of her diminutive size, she managed to give the appearance of looking down on him. It was her long, pert, slender nose that tipped up ever so slightly on the end. She had been a constant aggravation whenever she visited with Grace and crossed paths with him. But devil’s mistress that she was, she was very careful to slight him only when Grace wasn’t about to witness her set-­downs. Because he loved Grace too much to upset her—­and she would be appalled to know he and her friend were not on particularly pleasant terms—­he had borne Lady Ophelia’s degradations, convinced that he was walking the high ground while she was slogging along in the muck.

			It made no sense to him that such a beauty could be such a resounding termagant. Her green eyes with the oval, exotic slant were challenging him with a sharpness that could slice into one’s soul if he weren’t careful. While he was twelve years her senior, as she had grown toward womanhood, she had mastered the art of making him feel as though he were a dog living in the quagmire of the gutters again. Not that others among the aristocracy hadn’t made him feel the same from time to time, but still it irked more so when she was the one responsible for the cut to his pride.

			“Boy,” she repeated with a touch more arrogance, “do fetch me some champagne, and be quick about it.”

			As though he were a servant, as though he lived to serve her. Not that he found fault with those who served. Theirs was a more noble undertaking and their accomplishments far outstripped anything she might ever manage. She, who no doubt nibbled on chocolates in bed while reading a book, without thought regarding the effort that had gone behind placing both in her hand.

			He considered telling her to fetch the champagne herself, but he knew she would view it as a victory, that she was hoping to get a rise out of him, wanted to prove that he wasn’t gentleman enough not to insult a lady. Or perhaps she simply wanted to ensure that he knew his place. As though he could ever forget it. He bathed every night, scrubbed his body viciously, but he could not scrape the grime of the streets off his skin. His family had embraced him, their friends had embraced him, but he still knew what he was, knew from whence he’d come. If he told Lady Ophelia the truth about everything that lurked in his past, she would no doubt pale and the moonbeams that served for her hair would curl and shrivel in horror.

			From the ladies circling about, he sensed their anticipation on the air, perhaps even the hope that he would put her in her place. He’d never understood the cattiness that he sometimes witnessed between women. He knew Grace had received her share of jealousy because her immense dowry had made men trip over themselves to gain her favor. But Lady O for all her dislike of him had remained loyal to Grace, had served as his sister’s confidante, had been a true friend. She didn’t deserve his disdain or a set-­down in front of ladies who might have wished Grace less attention.

			He tilted his head slightly. “As you desire, Lady Ophelia.” He turned to the others. “I’ll be but a moment, ladies, and then we can continue our discussion regarding the most alluring fragrances.”

			For some reason they had devised a little game that resulted in his striving to name the flower that scented their perfume. It required a lot of leaning in along with inhaling on his part, and soft sighs on theirs.

			Lady Ophelia had arrived on a cloud of orchids that teased and taunted, promising forbidden pleasures that in spite of his best attempts to ignore, lured him. Of all the women, why the devil did she intrigue him? Perhaps because she offered such a challenge, had erected walls that only the most nimble could scale in order to gain the real treasure behind them. He was adept at reading ­people, but for the life of him he’d never been able to read her.

			Twisting on his heel, he headed to the table where champagne and sundry other refreshments were being poured. He was acutely aware of her gaze homed in on his back. He suspected if he looked over his shoulder, he would see her whispering with the other ladies, warning them off. Little did she realize that she would be doing him a favor if she could ensure that he was left in peace. He had committed to three more dances, and wouldn’t disappoint his soon-­to-­be partners by heading to the gaming salon before he’d completed his obligations. Nor was he going to give Lady Ophelia the satisfaction of ruining his evening by sending him on errands. One glass was all she’d garner from him.

			He didn’t know why, two years ago at Grace’s coming-­out ball, he had asked Lady Ophelia to dance. He had thought she had grown into an exquisite creature, and she was Grace’s friend. While she had often looked down her nose on him, she’d been a child then and he’d assumed she’d outgrown childish things. He couldn’t have been more wrong. With a horrified look, she had given him a cut direct. Turned her back on him without even responding to his invitation. It had not spared his pride to realize that others had witnessed the rebuff.

			Snatching up a flute of champagne from the table, he wended his way back through the throng, not at all surprised to find that she had moved on. He considered downing the bubbly brew but hard whiskey was more to his liking, and then he heard her seductive laughter. How the devil could an ice maiden have such a throaty, sensual laugh, a siren’s song that arrowed straight to the groin?

			Irritated with himself for being drawn to the sound, he glanced back over his shoulder to spy her flirting outrageously with the Duke of Avendale and Viscount Langdon. Their families were well-­respected, powerful, and wealthy. He was not surprised to see two other ladies in the group. The gents were sought-­after, but just as he tended to avoid social affairs, so did they. Marriage was so far in their distant future that they wouldn’t be able to see it with a spyglass. They were here only because they were close to both Grace and Lovingdon. But now that the happy ­couple had departed, he suspected Avendale and Langdon would be headed elsewhere for their entertainment.

			Unlike Lady O they would invite him to join them.

			Ophelia’s laughter reached him again, only this time when the sound went silent, her gaze landed on him like a huge stone, then dipped to the champagne, and her lips tipped upward in triumph, just before she wrinkled her nose as though she smelled something quite unpleasant. Her face settling once more into deceptive loveliness, she shifted her gaze back to Avendale, summarily dismissing Drake in the process.

			Unfortunately for her, he was no longer quite so easily dismissed.

			Ophelia knew a quick spurt of panic. Darling strode toward her with purpose in his step, his large hands—­a workman’s hands—­dwarfing the flute he carried. His expression shouted that he was tossing down the gauntlet and she feared she might have misjudged his mood tonight, that managing him might be more challenging than she’d expected, but manage him she would. She would not be cowed, not by him, not by any other man for that matter.

			He was a commoner who came from common beginnings. He might wear the outer trappings of a gentleman, but she had no doubt that deep down he was a scoundrel, with a scoundrel’s ways, and a penchant toward sinful behavior.

			She didn’t know why that thought caused her to grow uncomfortably warm. It was the crowded room, the gaslit chandeliers, the layers of petticoats, and the tight corset. She certainly wasn’t imagining those hands exploring her body. She was not of the streets. She was a lady. And ladies did not contemplate such things.

			But as he neared, something within the black depths of his eyes twinkled as though he knew precisely where her errant thoughts had journeyed and was more than willing to serve as her companion on a sojourn into wickedness. He was not handsome, at least not classically so. His features were rugged, craggy, as though shaped by an angry god. His nose was too broad, his brow too wide. His jaw too square. She could see the beginning of shadow, bristles that hadn’t the decency to wait until later to appear. Why was she wasting her time cataloguing each and every inch of him when she had lords aplenty willing to give her attention?

			As he came to a halt in front of her, he gave his gaze free rein to take a leisurely stroll over her person. Breathing became difficult, and she had a horrid fear he would find her lacking. She drew back her shoulders. What did she care regarding his opinion of her, when his opinion was of no worth?

			“Your champagne.”

			His rough, deep voice wove something dark and sensual around the words. She suspected he wasn’t a silent lover, that he whispered naughty things into a woman’s ear.

			“You were so remarkably slow in retrieving it that I’m no longer of a mood to drink it.”

			“Surely you’ll not deny yourself the pleasure of allowing these bubbles to tickle your palate.”

			He wrapped a wealth of meaning around the word pleasure. That he would be so bold as to speak to her with such disregard while others were near . . . it was not to be tolerated. But for the life of her, she could think of no witty rejoinder because he was studying her as though he could well imagine her tickling his palate.

			“With your tarrying, I believe it has gone flat,” she said, before turning her back on him. “Avendale, I believe you were discussing—­”

			Drake Darling had the audacity to wedge himself between her and the duke. His eyes were narrowed, his jaw taut. “Lady Ophelia, I must insist that you take the champagne.”

			“You, boy, are in no position to insist on anything where I am concerned.”

			His gloved finger tapped the side of the flute, while his gaze bored into hers, and she could fairly see the wheels of reprisal turning in his mind. She didn’t know why she sought to provoke him, yet something about him unsettled her, always had. She wanted to put him in his place, to remind him—­and herself—­that he was beneath her. Her father had taken a belt to her backside and bare legs when he once caught her speaking with Darling. She’d been twelve at the time, but it wasn’t a lesson easily forgotten. She was not to associate with anyone not of noble birth.

			“So be it,” he murmured, lifting the glass. He tilted back his head and downed the golden liquid in one long swallow. She could see only a bit of his muscles at his throat working, because a perfectly tied cravat hid the rest from view. But his neck, like the rest of him, was powerful. Moving aside the glass, he licked his lips, satisfaction glinting in his eyes. “Not at all flat. Quite pleasant, actually, like the kiss of a temptress.”

			Anger, hot and scalding, shot through her. He was mocking her, ridiculing her. It didn’t matter that she had begun this little drama with her earlier request. He was supposed to scurry away when he realized she no longer had an interest in the champagne. He wasn’t supposed to make her wonder if any lingered on his lips, if she might taste it there. “Boy—­”

			“It’s been a good long while since I was a boy.”

			She angled her chin. “Boy, perhaps you would fetch us all some champagne.”

			“When hell freezes over, my lady.”

			He took a step toward her. She took a hasty step back. Triumph lit his eyes. Blast him. She would retreat no further.

			A footman passed by, and without removing his gaze from hers, Darling set the flute on the silver tray the servant carried. Then took another long step forward.

			She fought to hold her ground, but she could inhale his intoxicating fragrance now. Earthy and rich, the scent of tobacco or perhaps sin. He eased closer—­

			Half a step back.

			“Dance with me,” he said.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You heard me.”

			She angled up her chin. “I don’t dance with commoners.”

			“What are you afraid of?”

			“I don’t fear anything.”

			“Liar.”

			She darted her gaze to the left, the right. Without her noticing, he had managed to maneuver her into the shadows of an alcove and was now barring her way. Those she had been visiting with earlier were nowhere about. She should have known that Avendale and Langdon would side with this blackguard and escort her friends onto the dance floor, into the gardens, or off for refreshments. Blast them! Still, she’d not be intimidated by the likes of Drake Darling. “You, sir, are despicable.”

			“And you’re a haughty miss who needs to be taught a lesson.”

			“I suppose you think you’re the man to do it.”

			His eyes darkened, his gaze dropped to her lips, and she found herself taking three quick steps back. “Don’t you dare,” she whispered, hating that her voice sounded more like a plea than a demand.

			“You’ve been poking the tiger for some years now. You can’t always expect him to remain docile.”

			He had the right of it there. She didn’t know why she had continually singled him out. Perhaps because she sensed a darkness in him, one that called to her, one that was dangerous to welcome.

			“You’re making a spectacle of us,” she pointed out.

			“We’re in the shadows. No one is paying us any heed at all.”

			Like some great hulking predator, he advanced on her. While she knew it to be unwise, she retreated farther into the alcove until her back hit the wall. Her heart beat out an unsteady tattoo. Within her gloves, her palms grew damp. “If you do anything untoward, I’ll scream.”

			He laughed darkly. “And risk being caught with a guttersnipe? I think not.”

			“You’re a black-­hearted scoundrel.”

			“Which is exactly why I intrigue you. You’re bored with all the fancy gents hovering around you. They’d never think of touching you with ungloved hands.”

			She caught her breath as his warm, rough hand cradled the left side of her face. Such a massive hand, his fingers easing into her hair, the edge of his palm against her jaw, the pad of his thumb stroking her cheek.

			“You’re bored with gentlemen running about doing your bidding,” he continued.

			“I’m not bored.” She hated how breathless she sounded, as though she’d been running up a never-­ending hill. Her chest felt tight, painful.

			“You’re spoiled because everyone gives you what you want. You’ve never had to work for anything. Not even a gentleman’s attentions or affections.”

			“You know nothing at all about me.” Her voice came out small, frightened. In her heart of hearts, she knew he wouldn’t physically harm her, nor would he do anything to damage her reputation. Grace would never forgive him, and if she’d learned anything over the years, it was that he desperately wanted to please Grace and her family. But she feared he had the ability to glimpse into her shattered soul. Like called to like, dark to dark.

			“I know more than you think, Lady Ophelia. Understand more than you can possibly imagine. You’ll marry some proper lord, but I suspect you would very much like to waltz with the devil first.”

			“You’re quite mistaken.”

			“Prove it.”

			Before she could respond, he settled his pliant mouth over hers. It was softer than she’d expected, hotter. His thumb grazed the corner of her mouth, over and over, as though it were part of the kiss. She felt his tongue outlining the seam between her lips, before tracing the outer edges. Once, twice, then returning to the center, but no longer content with the surface. With an insistence that should have frightened her, he urged her to part her lips. His tongue slid through, gliding over hers, velvet and silk. Inviting her to explore, to know the intimacies of his mouth as he was discovering hers.

			She should have been repelled, horrified. Instead she was entranced, drawn into sensations such as she’d never experienced. He was so terribly talented at eliciting delicious responses that began at the tips of her toes and swirled ever upward, a tingling of nerve endings, a lethargic warmth, that weakened her knees, her resolve to push him away.

			She heard a deep groan, felt a vibration against her fingers and realized she was clutching the lapels of his coat. Clinging to Drake Darling was all that was keeping her from melting into a puddle of pleasure at his feet. This was merely a kiss, an ancient dance of mouths, yet it was proving to be her undoing.

			He drew back, triumph glittering in his eyes. “Five more minutes and I could have you divested of your clothing and on your ba—­”

			Crack!

			Her gloved palm made contact with his cheek, startling him, startling herself as well, but she would not allow him to make her feel as though she were a whore. “You are not only disgusting but you overvalue your talents. I didn’t enjoy your touch, your kiss, not in the least.”

			“Your moans implied otherwise.”

			She lifted her hand to deliver another blow, but he snagged her wrist, his long, thick fingers wrapping firmly around her slender bones. He could snap them so easily. She was breathing heavily, while he seemed to have no trouble at all finding air.

			“One slap is all you get, my lady. I would have ceased my attentions with the slightest of protest from you. You can’t now be angry because you wanted what I was offering.”

			“I want nothing at all to do with you. Now unhand me.”

			His fingers slowly unfurled. Snatching her hand free, she fisted it at her side. “You are no better than the muck I wipe off my shoes.”

			“Methinks the lady protests overmuch.”

			“May you rot in hell.” She sidestepped around him, greatly relieved that he didn’t attempt to stop her, slightly disappointed as well. Whatever was wrong with her? It was an odd thing to realize that with him she’d felt . . . safe. Completely, absolutely safe.

			Which was ludicrous. He didn’t like her. She didn’t like him. He was simply striving to teach her a lesson. She could only hope that she’d taught him one: she wasn’t a lady to be trifled with.
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			“What were you doing talking with Drake Darling?” Somerdale asked as the carriage rolled through the quiet streets.

			The ball would no doubt continue on until dawn, but Ophelia had been more than ready to leave after her encounter with Darling in the alcove. It appeared their little tryst had gone unnoticed, thank God. She’d lost all her enthusiasm for dancing, and had asked her brother to escort her home. He had gladly accommodated her request, no doubt because he was equally anxious to be off to his club.

			Looking across the way at him, Ophelia couldn’t read his expression yet his voice hinted at his disapproval. “I was thirsty. I asked him to fetch me something to drink.”

			“You would have been better served giving your attentions to a lord. Father placed an ungodly sum in a trust for you so that you would possess a dowry to entice the most influential lords. You need to set your sights on someone like Avendale. He’s a duke for God’s sake.”

			“With no plans to take a wife. He was only in attendance tonight because of his friendship with Lovingdon. And you need not worry. I have no interest in Darling as a suitor.”

			“See that you don’t. I like the fellow well enough, but Father would roll over in his grave. He entrusted me with ensuring that you married well. I intend to see to that duty.”

			“Would you not be better served by seeing to your duty of marrying an heiress?”

			It had been two years since their father’s death and she knew the coffers were not as flush as they’d once been.

			Somerdale glanced out the window. “I’d hoped for Grace. Now I must begin my search anew. It is a bothersome task.”

			Somerdale marrying Grace would have been a disaster. He needed someone not quite so rebellious.

			“You don’t think I find the search for a husband equally bothersome?”

			“Bothersome it might be but it is a condition of your trust. Pity you can’t gain access to it before you marry. We could have some jolly fun with the money.” He turned his attention back to her. “But your husband will take it over once you’re wed, and that will be the end of it.”

			“The funds become mine if I don’t marry by my thirtieth birthday.” Which was her plan. Much like Avendale, she had no wish to tie the marital knot. Oh, she made noises about it, even had both Grace and Minerva believing she wanted to marry for love, but the truth was that she wanted to be a spinster, never accountable to a man. No man would ever love her enough to forgive her for what she’d once done, and it was a secret she could not forever keep from a husband.

			“If you want gowns for next Season you’d best marry during this one,” Somerdale said, cutting into her thoughts.

			Her heart gave a little start. “Are things truly that dire?”

			He shrugged. “Investments haven’t turned out as I’d hoped. I considered taking a loan from your trust to see me through until my situation improves, had my solicitor look over the details, but your funds are locked up tighter than a drum. Only your marrying a commoner or your death would release them into my hands.”

			A shiver went through her. She was disconcerted to know he’d been searching for a way into her trust fund. That money was hers, her dowry, the key to her future, her freedom. Her father wanted her to have it. Somerdale would simply have to find a way to make do. “I most certainly am not going to marry a commoner. I doubt I’ll marry anyone at all. And I certainly don’t intend to die anytime soon.”

			“If you want to have pin money before you’re thirty, you will marry some lord, even if he’s on his deathbed. Honestly, Ophelia, I’m in quite the pickle here.”

			“That’s why you were interested in Grace, because she had such a large dowry.”

			“Well, yes, of course.”

			He said it as though she were an idiot to think otherwise. “She wanted to marry for love.”

			“I assure you that if a woman puts coins in my coffers, I shall love her very much indeed.”

			“That’s not the sort of love Grace wanted,” she told her brother. “I’m ever so glad she didn’t take your suit seriously.”

			“Well, I’m not glad at all. Lovingdon didn’t need her fortune. He’s got a bloody fortune of his own. It’s not fair.”

			She could certainly enlighten him about things that weren’t fair. But surely he was exaggerating concerning his financial state. “How dire are things really?” she asked.

			“Just don’t purchase any new gowns,” he said wearily.

			“I don’t see that I should be inconvenienced because you’ve mismanaged things.” The carriage pulled to a stop in front of their residence. “Besides, I’m sure something will turn up.”

			Surely an heiress somewhere would take his suit seriously.

			Somerdale chuckled low. “It had best happen quickly as creditors will soon be knocking. And you’re quite right, sister, we wouldn’t want you inconvenienced, now would we?”

			Before she could respond, the footman opened the door and handed her down. Her brother followed.

			“Aren’t you going to the club?” she asked as they walked up the steps.

			“Our conversation dimmed my desire to make merry. I think I’ll simply drink myself into oblivion.”

			He opened the door and they entered the foyer.

			“It won’t make your troubles go away,” she pointed out.

			“But it will make me forget them for a time.” Leaning in, he kissed her cheek. “Sleep well, Ophelia.”

			He’d taken two steps before she called out, “Somerdale?”

			Stopping, he glanced back over his shoulder.

			She released a long put-­upon sigh. “I shan’t purchase any new gowns, but I won’t be happy about it.”

			He gave her a small smile. “I wouldn’t expect you to be. And I’m quite sure you’re right. Something will turn up. I simply need to give some thought to it.”

			She watched him head down the hallway. For a mere second she considered going after him, but she had her own troubles. Uppermost was how to make Drake Darling pay for the kiss he’d stolen. When next their paths crossed, she would give him a proper set-­down. She would publicly snub him. She would tell Grace exactly what sort of rogue he was. Perhaps her family would boot him out, the scoundrel.

			She made her way upstairs, and it wasn’t until she reached the top that she realized she’d been searching for any lingering taste of him on her lips. How could someone so sinful taste so utterly delicious? Had he kissed others tonight? Probably. She hated the thought of it, of him in a shadowed corner with another lady, thrusting his fingers into her hair, taking possession of her mouth as though he would die without it.

			Marching into her bedchamber, she decided she would need a bath tonight to get the scent of him off her. After jerking on the bellpull to summon her maid, she paced. She wasn’t in the mood for a bath, yet it had to be done. Otherwise she would carry his aroma into her dreams. The last thing she wanted was to have him visiting her in sleep.

			Turning at the sound of footsteps, she scowled at her maid. “Why must you dally? Assist me with my clothing. I feel a headache coming on. I’ll want some warm milk before retiring.”

			“Yes, my lady.”

			It was nearly an hour later before Ophelia was in her nightclothes and curled on the settee, staring into the flames of a low fire. Colleen was having the warm milk prepared. Why was it taking so long? Staff moved as slow as honey around here. She would have to speak with the housekeeper about the matter again. Honestly, since her father’s death the staff had gone to ruin. Somerdale really needed to be a bit more forceful, more along the lines of Darling.

			She doubted Darling’s servants lollygagged. If he even had servants. She doubted that he did or ever would. He no longer resided with Grace’s family. From what she understood he lived in that gaming hell that he managed. She wondered if that was where he entertained ladies. She shook her head. She was not going to think about him entertaining.

			Where was her warm milk? She came to her feet just as Colleen entered the room—­empty-­handed. “What the devil, Colleen? Do you not value your position here?”

			“My apologies, my lady, but His Lordship sent me up to begin packing your things. He says you’ll be leaving within the hour.”

			“It’s half past eleven. I’m not going anywhere.”

			Colleen appeared terribly apologetic when she murmured, “He seems to think you are.”

			“Well, we shall certainly see about that.”

			Ophelia fairly flew down the stairs. Her brother was no doubt in a drunken stupor. Traveling this time of night made no sense at all. Even if he were in some sort of trouble with the creditors that resulted in a hasty departure, it could wait until a decent hour. And why should it involve her? She wasn’t the one in a spot of difficulty.

			As she neared the library, a footman opened the door. She stormed through—­

			Staggered to a stop as fear fissured through her. The door softly snicked behind her, closing her in with her worst nightmare.
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			With his hands shoved into his coat pockets, Drake walked along the path that bordered the Thames. When a lad, he would come here and dig through the mud, searching for little treasures that might bring in some coin: a fancy button, a bit of silk, a shoe—­which hadn’t been much good without its match—­a watch. The pocket watch had been his most precious find, but he’d made the mistake of showing it to his father, who had snatched it from his grasp. He often wondered how it had come to be in the sludge along the river.

			He hadn’t been the only child with hopes that the mud would reveal something of value. Mudlarks, they were called. Sometimes he still felt as though the mud clung to his skin, clung to his clothing.

			Perhaps that was why Lady Ophelia Lyttleton managed to irritate him so, because when she gazed on him, he felt as though she saw the filthy child he’d been. The child who had been starved so he would remain thin enough to ease in through basement windows or climb down chimney flues in order to gain entry into a fine residence. He would slip carefully through the dark and open the door for his father—­a great hulking brute.

			Sometimes when Drake looked in a mirror, he saw his father standing there. He didn’t possess the polished elegance of the aristocracy. No matter how well tailored his clothing, how refined his speech, how impeccable his manners, he could never forget that he came from the mud.

			Although tonight, more so than usual, he was in danger of it sucking him back in.

			What the deuce had he been thinking to kiss Lady O? She irritated the devil out of him, to be sure. Perhaps it was because she disliked him so much that he wanted to give her a satisfactory reason to think him unworthy of her. As far as he knew, he’d never treated her poorly. He could think of no reason for her dislike of him other than the fact of his birth. In her circles, he supposed that was enough.

			Within that small alcove the shadows closed in around them, effectively creating an intimacy that hid differences. He and she were simply a man and a woman. And she had smelled so blasted enticing. He had been surrounded by assorted fragrances all evening, and yet her orchid scent called to him as no other did. He imagined her skin heated with passion, damp with desire causing the scent to bloom, unfold. Her skin had felt so silky beneath his roughened fingers. And those eyes, those damned green eyes that hinted at secrets.

			He’d bet his soul she was a lady of complicated layers, and for some unfathomable reason he’d been tempted to unwrap them, to see what happened when he unsettled her calm façade, when he melted the ice.

			What happened was that she slapped him. Deservedly so.

			Now if he could just forget the flavor of her he might manage to ignore her in the future. Unfortunately, forgetting events in his past had never been his strong suit.

			Stepping over the low barrier that marked the path, he walked down to the water’s edge. Distant streetlamps barely illuminated this area. Wisps of fog were swirling about. He refrained from falling into old habits, of crouching down and digging his fingers into the cold, slimy muck. Tonight his soul felt as black as the river. All because of her. Boy, fetch me some champagne.

			Boy. He’d wanted to demonstrate to her that he wasn’t a boy, but in his approach to showing her, he hadn’t exactly revealed himself as a gentleman either. Stupid pride, stupid—­

			A slight moan caught his attention. He immediately went on alert. It wasn’t unusual for ­people to sleep out of doors. Not everyone had a roof over his head. Nor was it uncommon for thieves and troublemakers to be lurking about. But they didn’t usually make noise to gain notice. Had someone been attacked before he arrived?

			The mewling came again.

			He took a cautious step in the direction he thought it came from, but the fog could distort sounds, disguise their origins. “Hello?”

			He listened more intently. The water lapping at the shore. The splash of a fish. The scurry of tiny feet. A hard, rattling cough.

			Taking two more steps toward the last sound, he cursed himself for not bringing a lantern, but he was familiar with this part of London. He could walk it blindfolded. Besides, he preferred being part of the darkness. As much as he might wish otherwise, he wasn’t one for shedding light on things. Lady Ophelia had the right of it: his was blackguard’s soul.

			Catching sight of a mound that looked at odds with the surroundings, he quickened his pace. The weak moaning came again. It was a person, a woman, partway washed ashore, her skirts billowing behind her as the water rocked with the tide. Kneeling beside her in the darkness, he could tell only that her hair appeared to be pale, although it was difficult to know for certain as she was covered in mud. He touched her shoulder. It was ice-­cold. He gave her a small shake. “Madam?”

			Nothing. Not a sound, not any sort of reaction or response.

			Glancing quickly around, he saw no sign of anyone else in the vicinity. Pressing his fingers just below her jaw, he felt her thready pulse. If she were to stand any chance at all of surviving, he had to get her warm as soon as possible.

			Quickly, he removed his coat and draped it over her, hoping some of the warmth from his body would seep into hers. Working his arms beneath her, he struggled to stand with the mud sucking at her, seeking to reclaim her, to hold her captive. He’d not have it. He’d rescued a good many trinkets from the banks of the Thames, but he’d never rescued a woman. He wasn’t about to let her die now that he had recovered her.

			She was soaked through. How had she come to be in the river? It was a question to be answered later, when she was recovered, and by damn she would recover. He cursed himself for not having a carriage about, but he’d been in the mood for a long walk. Fortunately, his residence was not too far, but with the water and mud, she weighed as much as an elephant. He considered taking a moment to divest her of her clothing, but how would he explain a naked woman should he be stopped by a constable? And where was a bloody constable when he needed one?

			He could only hope that his chest was providing her with some much needed heat. She murmured something unintelligible.

			“It’s all right, sweetheart, we’re almost there. Won’t be long now.”

			He quickened his pace, lengthened his stride, for once grateful for his size and bulk. In spite of the weight, in spite of the distance, he had the stamina to cover the ground rapidly. Because of the late hour, no one was about. They were on their own: he and she. He’d not let her down.

			Concentrating on the task at hand, rather than the great distance he needed to cover, he began mapping out his plan. Get her to his residence, get her warm, send for the physician William Graves. A woman found in a man’s residence would be compromised but Graves would be discreet. He was an old friend of the family. He could be trusted.

			The residence came into view and Drake released a sigh of relief because she was still breathing, although tiny shudders had begun traveling through her. Hastily he opened the gate, strode down the short path, and ascended the small set of steps. With some difficulty, he managed to retrieve his key and open the door. Once through, he kicked it closed behind him and climbed the stairs to the next floor where four bedchambers awaited. Fortunately, he’d left the gaslights burning low before he’d gone out. Having only recently purchased the residence, he’d found little time to set things to right. Only one room contained a bed: his.

			He went into it now, crossed over to the massive bedstead, and gently laid her down. “Sweetheart?”

			He patted her muddy face, but she failed to respond. She was cold, so damned cold. As impersonally as possible, he shed her of her clothing, surprised by the fine quality of the material and handiwork. She was no commoner, no resident of the streets. A lord’s mistress, perhaps. One who had fallen into disfavor.

			As petticoats, chemise, and stockings were flung to the floor, he noted a few bruises but nothing appeared broken. To look at her, it might seem that she’d merely gone for a swim.

			When every stitch was removed, he covered her with sheets and blankets. He marched over to the fireplace and set about preparing a blazing fire, in hopes of warming the room and her. It seemed to be working for the room, as he found himself beginning to perspire. He removed his jacket and waistcoat, tossing them onto the floor, before returning to the bed. It didn’t appear she’d moved at all.

			He should fetch Graves, but he was loath to leave her alone. He could awaken a neighbor, he supposed, but his odd hours had prevented him from meeting any of them. He had yet to hire any servants because he didn’t spend enough time here to warrant the expense. Most of his time was spent at Dodger’s Drawing Room. He had apartments there, and they served him well when he worked long hours. But he’d purchased this place because he’d felt a need to own something that spoke of permanence.

			He walked over to the washbasin, picked up the pitcher, and set it before the fire so the water could begin warming. Then he grabbed a cloth and the washbasin and returned to the bed. Carefully he sat on the edge, dipped the linen into the water already in the basin, and wrung it out. Gently moving aside her snarled hair, he began to wipe the mud from her face. An oval face, not round or square, but long and slender. A dainty, delicate chin. High cheekbones and a narrow nose that tipped up slightly at the end.

			His hand stilled as he stared at the features his ministrations had revealed. He knew those features, he knew that face. What the devil?

			He had just rescued Lady Ophelia Lyttleton.

			Gently, he patted her cheek. “Lady Ophelia?”

			“No,” she murmured. “I don’t want you to touch me. No. Don’t!” She began flailing about.

			Quickly, he stepped back. “No, I won’t touch you.”

			His words must have reached wherever she was, because she instantly calmed, her breathing growing shallow, her face easing into soft lines that camouflaged the arrogance that usually marred what would have otherwise been pleasant features. Even in sleep, she seemed capable of recognizing his voice, remembering that his touch revolted her, that he was beneath her, something to be scraped off the bottom of her shoe.

			The disgust that fissured through him almost had him contemplating the pleasure he would derive by tossing her back into the Thames.

			Shifting his gaze to her pile of clothes on the floor, he realized that he needed to try to get some of the mud off them. She’d not be able to get back into the stiff skirts and petticoats if he didn’t wash them. Ophelia would no doubt throw a tantrum because he’d touched her underdrawers. Blast it! He did wish that he’d already hired a servant to see to such mundane tasks, to put his house in order. Of course, if he did have a servant, as soon as Ophelia awoke, she’d be ordering the poor girl about—­issuing commands, finding fault with the temperature of the bathwater or the crispness of the toast or the softness of the egg. So simple to judge when never having walked in a servant’s shoes.

			He turned his attention back to Ophelia. She lay as still as death, as quiet as a grave. He should fetch Grace, see if she could determine what her dear friend was doing rolling around in the muck, but it was Grace’s wedding night, and while she might be happy to help him, he suspected her husband would spend his time without his wife in his bed by contemplating inventive ways to make Drake suffer. No, one did not disturb a ­couple on their wedding night for a spoiled lady who had no doubt simply carelessly slipped from a pleasure barge into the Thames. Probably full of drink, lost her balance, and over she went.

			Tomorrow morning would be soon enough to bother Grace. Except they would be leaving for their wedding trip at first light. Heading to the continent for a ­couple of weeks, as he understood it. No, this matter wasn’t so dire that he needed to upset their plans. But perhaps he should risk fetching Graves.

			It had never bothered him before to reside in solitude here, but suddenly he found himself wishing he had an entire army, or at least someone who could deliver a missive for him. He contemplated shaking her, but he didn’t want to upset her again. Probably best just to let her sleep.

			Quite suddenly her eyes fluttered open, and he stared into the green depths, expecting a slap, a screech, a horrified outburst at finding herself in his bedchamber.

			Instead she blinked, blinked, glanced around slowly before bringing her gaze back to his. In spite of her prone position, she managed quite well to tilt up that pert little nose of hers. “What am I doing here?”

			Her tone fitted her so well: demanding, entitled, accustomed to being answered.

			“I fished you out of the river,” he stated, very much wishing that he’d left her there. He doubted she’d appreciate his rescuing her—­which begged the question: Why the deuce had she been in need of rescue? “How did you come to be there anyway?”

			She pressed the fingertips of her left hand to her temple and squeezed her eyes shut. “I don’t know.”

			“How can you not know?”

			Shaking her head slightly, she opened her eyes. “My head hurts.”

			“I haven’t had a chance to examine it.”

			“Are you a physician?” she asked pointedly.

			He scowled at her. Her attempt to bring him to task was quite annoying at a time such as this when he was striving to be helpful. Could she never put the differences between them aside? “Of course not, but I can feel a bump if it’s there. Let me see.”

			The haughtiness seemed to drain from her. “All right. Yes.”

			Yes? She was going to willingly let him touch her? He supposed she realized she really hadn’t a choice. Carefully he moved his fingers through the tangled mess of her hair, gently kneading his fingers over her scalp. He grazed a knot. She winced. “Sorry,” he said. “You do have a lump there. A small one.” He withdrew his fingers. “It doesn’t appear to be bleeding.”

			“That’s good, isn’t it?”

			“No blood is always good. I’ve hit my head before. I should think you would be fine after a bit.”

			She glanced around again, more slowly this time, as though she were cataloguing each and every imperfection: the faded and peeling paper on the walls which he had yet to replace, the crack in the mantel which he had yet to repair, the absence of rugs or draperies or paintings. Everything he planned to set right when he found the time. Her eyes narrowed, and he braced himself for her caustic comment regarding all that was lacking. “This room . . . it doesn’t feel right, doesn’t seem as though it would be mine.”

			Staring at her, he tried to make sense of her words. Perhaps the knot he’d felt was more dangerous than he’d surmised because she seemed terribly confused. “Of course it’s not yours. It’s mine.”

			Jerking her head toward him, she stared at him, her brow so deeply furrowed that had her head not already been hurting, he was fairly certain it would have been now. “Why would you bring me here? Who are you?”

			What game was she playing? “You know who I am. Drake Darling.”

			“I fear you’re quite mistaken. I don’t know you,” she whispered.

			“That makes no sense. You’ve known me for a while now.”

			Slowly she shook her head and tears welled in her eyes. He was not one to be generally disconcerted, but a weeping female tended to be his undoing. Neither of the most important women in his life—­the Duchess of Greystone nor her daughter, Grace—­tended to weep. They were strong, courageous women, so when it came to dealing with tears, he was at a loss. He was especially at a loss when it came to offering comfort to Lady O. The last thing he’d ever envisioned himself doing was wanting to console her, but at that precise moment it was all he wanted; he wanted it more than anything else in the world because he could not abide the tears. He wanted her to feel safe and secure. While she would no doubt castigate him, he decided to use a form of her name that he had on occasion heard Grace use
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