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Prologue



London

The terms were set.

Rutgers Field at dawn.

The young cub chose pistols.

The viscount chose seven paces.

There would be one exchange of fire.

The weather was abysmal. Fog snaked in and out between the trees that surrounded the field, shifting as if it were a living, breathing thing. A driving rain pelted the viscount’s cheek as he removed his coat and handed it to his second, the Duke of Braddock.

The duke swore. “By God, man, you were in your cups last night and you’re in your cups now. Do you think I don’t smell the brandy on your breath? This is the last time I’ll take my place as your second, do you hear?”

“As you wish then, Your Grace.” The viscount gave a mocking bow.

The duke’s expression was grim. “Good as you are, I think you should know—the boy’s a crack shot.”

All the better.

The viscount shrugged. “I did not provoke this duel. It was he who challenged me. If you hadn’t been—how shall I say this—lustily engaged upstairs with your ladybird, you’d have heard him. He accused me of cheating at cards. When I accused him of cheating, he demanded satisfaction. There was no changing the whelp’s mind. He made no bones about telling me he preferred a gentleman’s way of settling a dispute.”

The duke scowled. “The barkeep last night told me that only a fortnight ago he nearly took the arm off a seaman from the docks.”

The viscount gave a thin smile. “Well, he can’t be much of a crack shot then, can he, if the seaman still lives. Perhaps he should try his hand at boxing instead.”

“Do not jest. He has the devil’s own temper—much like you, I might add.”

The viscount wasn’t surprised. The cub was no more than five-and-twenty. Hotheaded, hell-born, and reckless. He, too, he supposed, was hotheaded, hell-born, and reckless. But the cub certainly didn’t deserve to die.

The viscount lived each day as if it were his last ... as if he prayed each day was his last.

Nothing gave him pleasure. Not anymore. He cared for nothing, save his mother. He thought of Brightwood, his family estate. Two years had passed since he left for London. His jaw tightened. He’d vowed to himself that the only way he would ever return was in his coffin.

Perhaps, he decided cynically, it wouldn’t be so long now after all.

The viscount handed his hat to the duke. A downpour began.

“Gentleman, take your places.” A man named Cavendish cleared his throat. Beside him stood a physician. “Begin the count.”

The viscount was already drenched. Rain dripped from the dark hair on his forehead.

One.

The viscount recalled his friend’s words. This is the last time I’ll take my place as your second. With luck, there would be no further need.

Two.

The cub could hardly miss at seven paces.

Three.

Oh, to be free.

Four.

No more guilt. No more pain.

Five.

Please, God. Please.

Six—

A sharp report filled the air. The viscount felt the bullet pierce cloth and flesh.

The impact sent him to his knees.

He gritted his teeth and managed to half turn, still gripping the pistol. Fire scalded his right shoulder. He could barely keep hold of the weapon. One shot, he reminded himself. For himself, he cared nothing about the so-called field of honor. He didn’t care that the cub had fired early. But if the cub shot and he didn’t ... All he needed was to get off one round. Why he was concerned with salvaging the cub’s honor, he had no idea. But if he didn’t, the cub would lose all respect from his peers. He would be shunned.

The viscount gritted his teeth. Blast! He struggled to see through the mist. The fog was so strange, still winding and twisting. At least there was no need to aim.

His hand shaking, he pulled the trigger, firing away from the assemblage that had gathered.

The pistol fell from his hand. He felt himself slipping forward, depleted of all strength.

Footsteps shook the ground. Someone shouted. The viscount couldn’t be sure. The buzz in his ears grew steadily louder.

Rain seeped through his clothing. The grass against his cheek was cold. Fire scalded his shoulder.

He knew the wound wasn’t mortal.

He wanted to scream in outrage. In blind, tormented fury.

He had prayed this day would see him sent straight to the devil.

Instead he must spend yet more of his days in hell.






Chapter One



It was time to let the night play out.

To one who might look on, Claire Ashcroft was the very essence of aplomb. Of composure. Indeed, one never would have guessed the churning need for vengeance that seared her soul. Knowing her nemesis was near tied her stomach in knots.

He stood near the edge of the ballroom, a figure clad in black—a fitting color for the man. His jacket was stretched taut over wide, muscled shoulders; nary a wrinkle was visible. He stood tall and powerful, like a pillar from ancient Greece. His height was such that he seemed to stretch clear to the ceiling. He embodied power. Confidence.

Her eyes slid over his profile. She couldn’t deny he was arrestingly handsome to the eye. His hair was black as coal, cropped short. High cheekbones slanted above a square jawline. He was clean-shaven, but his jaw was faintly shadowed. It spun through her mind that he must doubtless shave twice each day.

His was a pose most formidable, yet his pose was indolently careless. His expression was impenetrable.

Claire sucked in a breath. The sight of him made her shiver.

His gaze roamed the room, an almost lazy perusal. She sensed boredom. She sensed cynicism. A distance that was almost icy set him apart. And then he turned—

Their eyes locked, for one long, nerve-shattering moment.

So this was Viscount Grayson Sutherland.

The blackguard who had killed her brother. The man who had changed her life forever.

A strange sensation slid up her spine. His examination of her had turned no less than fierce. A hundred feelings went through her in that instant. It was as if everything else in the world stood still.

The sheer physicality of the man was ... Claire struggled for the proper word. Formidable. Almost frightening. She wasn’t prepared for it. It was as if his eyes—were they a pale blue or a silvery gray?—sliced into her. A tremor shook her, a shiver that was almost violent.

A hand touched her elbow. “Claire?”

It was Penelope. Dear, sweet Penelope who had paved the way for her reception into Society. Her dearest friend in all the world, Penelope Grove—her name had changed from Robertson when she wed Theodore Grove.

The two of them had attended finishing school together. Penelope was a year older. They were an odd-looking pair, the two of them. Penelope was as delicate as fine china, her demeanor tiny, her features angelic. Claire was half a head taller than Penelope, her limbs long and spare. To Claire, her proportions always seemed out of kilter.

She and Penelope had become acquainted in a rather unusual way. Claire had always felt odd duck out. She was taller than most girls and, indeed, many boys. Little wonder that she’d start finishing school feeling the outsider. She was aware she was the brunt of amusement for several older girls. She had been a bit awkward, the subject of many a joke. She pretended it didn’t hurt, but it did. Outside one day in the schoolyard, she saw an older girl named Ramona deliberately push Penelope into a puddle. The front of Penelope’s gown and face was spattered with mud. Claire saw tears in her eyes—and saw red. She helped Penelope to her feet and turned to Ramona.

A moment later Ramona was seated on her bum in the middle of the puddle. She burst into tears.

Oh, what satisfaction there had been!

Ramona teased neither of them from that day onward.

And, well, Claire hadn’t been dismissed, though only because of her parents’ intervention.

She and Penelope had become the best of friends. To be sure, it was Penelope who had taught her there was more to being a lady than anything she’d learned in school.

And Claire was no longer graceless. No longer sensitive to her height. She’d grown into a tall, striking woman who earned many an admiring glance. Her carriage was one of pride and grace, her limbs were long and elegant. But on the verge of a come-out, her mother’s unexpected illness took the family back to Wildewood, back to the country—all but Oliver. Claire remained at home to nurse her mother through her illness, a lung infection that had been long and difficult. There was neither the time nor the inclination to return to the current of Society. It all seemed so shallow and insipid after those months at her mother’s side.

Then came the stunning blow of Oliver’s death.

No, she thought. Not his death—

His murder.

“Are you ready?” Penelope’s gaze held hers. One hand rested on the small rise of her belly. Covered by lace and pleats and ribbons, her condition was hardly apparent.

Claire frowned. “Are you all right? The baby—”

“Is merely reminding me of his presence. He moves often now, particularly when I wish to sleep.”

Penelope was convinced she carried a boy.

“And as for you, Claire”—Penelope raised her brows—“I would feel better if you told me. Are you ready?”

Claire took a deep breath. She nodded.

“I ... am ready.” Did she sound convincing?

It would seem not. Penelope looked at her closely. “There’s still time to change your mind, Claire.”

Claire’s chin came up. It had taken great care and planning to get to this point. She couldn’t have done it without Penelope. Dear, sweet Penelope, whose husband Theo was in the Peninsula fighting that upstart Corsican. It was Penelope’s most ardent hope that Theo would be home in time for the birth of their baby.

She suspected that if Theo were here, he might not have approved. But Penelope’s help had been immeasurable. Invaluable. Penelope had helped her find lodging, a small, comfortable house—oh, and so many things!

At first Penelope shook her head. “I’ve seen him at parties, Claire, and he is not a man you should associate with. He is more often foxed than not. He gambles to excess. And where women are concerned—”

“I’m aware of his reputation,” Claire had said quietly. “Indeed, I am counting on it.”

“Why? How can you gain satisfaction?”

“You won’t approve, Pen.”

“I won’t help you unless I know.”

At times Penelope could be stubborn.

“Very well, then. Given the viscount’s predilection for the ladies, it’s my hope I can use it to my advantage.”

Penelope’s apprehension was clear. “How?”

Despite her married state, Penelope could also be decidedly innocent. Claire remained silent, while dawning awareness spread over Penelope’s face.

“Claire, no! You cannot—”

“Make him fall in love with me?”

Pen’s mouth still formed an “O” of astonishment.

Claire sought to explain. “It’s all I can think to do.” She was silent for a moment. “Perhaps I am a fool,” she said softly. “But I will never rest easy until I make him hurt. I must have some measure of satisfaction. I must at least try.”

Claire had reached out and squeezed Penelope’s hand. “I beg of you, help me, my dearest friend. I’ve been away from Society for a long time.” Penelope was the daughter of a viscount. “You can take me places where I could not otherwise go. Places where he will be present. You can show me to Society once more.”

“Claire, the man is the worst kind of scoundrel.”

Penelope’s expression was pained. She took a long breath, torn, it seemed. Yet she knew there would be no changing Claire’s mind. “Very well, then,” she conceded. “You are my friend and I will help you.”

Claire reached out to hug her. “I know I could count on you, dear. I knew it.”

And with Penelope’s introduction, the doors to Society had opened. There was Lady Belfield, at whose home Claire had attended tea the other afternoon. And there was Lady Sumpter, whose fete she had attended only last night. And now she was here, at Lady Blakely’s ball—her first—in the hope that the viscount would be here.

“No.” Claire was adamant. “I won’t change my mind, so please do not try to sway me.”

“I worry for you,” Penelope confided. “I do not want you hurt again.”

“He can hurt me no more than he already has.” Bitterness seeped through her soul, like slow poison. “He robbed me of my brother. He robbed me of the last of my family.” She took a long, steadying breath. “It’s time, Pen. Time to make myself known to Grayson Sutherland as your widowed cousin, Claire Westfield, visiting from the country.”

Her gaze softened as she beheld Penelope’s worry. “Thank you, Pen. No matter what happens, I thank you.”

“I would never abandon my greatest friend in all the world.” Penelope squeezed Claire’s fingers.

Claire smiled slightly. This was it, she thought. The time had come. Was it a fool’s errand she undertook? Panic flared, leaving her breathless for an instant. What if the viscount discovered her intention? Her plan to lure him under her spell—to make him fall in love with her—then cruelly dismiss him as if he were nothing.

As Oliver had been nothing to him, she reminded herself.

No, she thought. No. He couldn’t possibly. She wouldn’t fail. It was just as she’d told Penelope. She wanted this too much. And she and Penelope had been scrupulously careful, painstakingly anticipating every detail.

In those days following Oliver’s death, nearly every thought was of Sutherland, and every thought of him consumed her. If she could take a pistol and shoot the blackguard the way he’d shot Oliver, she would. But she was a woman. She hated the helplessness lent her by her sex.

At night she paced, unable to sleep. Thoughts twisted every which way in her mind. There had to be a way to make him pay. There had to be.

And perhaps there was. Claire could not say precisely when it occurred to her. Perhaps she was not as powerless as she thought. After all, his reputation was scandalous. It was said no man dared cross him. No woman could resist him. Her own reputation was of no consequence. By God, perhaps she could use the cur’s hedonism to her advantage.

So it was that her plan was set in motion. Her intent? To make Viscount Grayson Sutherland pant after her while holding the cur at bay, only to ultimately turn him away. Only a year ago she would have been horrified at herself. Spitefulness was not her way. Malice was not her way. But if she could wound him in some way—strip him of his pride perhaps—it would give her at least some measure of satisfaction. The cost to herself was of no consequence, none at all.

All she had to do was play her part.

Perhaps Penelope sensed her sudden self-doubt. “You’re beautiful, Claire. Every man here has eyes for you.”

It was only one man Claire was concerned with.

Beside her, Penelope sucked in a breath. “He’s here, Claire. Near the dance floor. Next to the man in gray pinstripes, the Duke of Braddock. Sutherland wears black—”

“I see him.” An odd sensation seized hold of Claire. Her voice was faint. She sounded so strange as she heard herself speak.

Pen’s eyes searched her face. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

Claire’s eyes darkened. “I must,” she said fervently. “I must.” Determination swept away all fear.

“You must be careful,” warned Penelope. “Watch yourself. And watch him.”

Adamant as she was, in truth Claire was terrified. But she disguised whatever fears she had. This was too important. Indeed, it consumed her entire being.

Her gaze returned to the man who stood across the polished parquet floor. Hatred spilled through her. Lodged in her breast was dark resolve.

This man had robbed Oliver of his life’s blood. Robbed him of all that life’s journey should have held.

Oh, yes, Viscount Grayson Sutherland would pay, she vowed. He would pay for Oliver Ashcroft’s murder.

She would see to it.

It was time to begin in earnest. Time to put her plan in motion.

By heaven, the game was on.

Two men stood next to each other on the fringes of the ballroom. One possessed hair as dark as blackened ink, the other but a shade lighter. When standing, they were evenly matched in height and build. The pair had been friends since attending Eton together. And now here they were, two of the so-called four Lords of Sheffield Square.

They were womanizers, all, but the duke was indeed a particularly coveted prize. Despite his horrid reputation, matchmaking mamas steered their daughters toward Clive Fielding, Duke of Braddock, eager to gain the prize of marrying a rich, handsome duke. It seemed they would overlook his reputation.

Which quite suited Viscount Grayson Sutherland. Many a miss thrilled to a glance from the viscount, but their matchmaking mamas were quite horrified. They shooed their daughters far distant. Gray cared not that his manner was called beastly. It didn’t matter to him in the slightest that he was not considered a “suitable” match. Once ... once he had been a coveted prize indeed—

So much had changed since then, for now with the women he sought out—and the women who sought him out—there existed a mutual understanding. Each sought the carnal pleasures of the flesh, no more, no less.

All sought amusement in the arms of each other.

And now two male gazes had fastened appreciable eyes on the woman who stood near the edge of the dance floor. A beauty he’d never seen before.

Gray couldn’t take his eyes from the lovely lady in pale green silk. Her hair was a rich chestnut, gathered in a chignon that set off the slim length of her neck. The sweep of her shoulders rose bare and creamy and silky above her neckline. He watched as the woman raised a hand to tuck back a stray hair that had escaped from her chignon. He caught the flash of gold. A ring.

On her right hand.

One corner of his mouth curled up. His eyes flickered in satisfaction.

Clive followed the direction of Gray’s regard.

“The lady has captured your attention, I see.”

A smile creased Gray’s lips. She had indeed.

“I don’t believe I’ve ever seen her,” said Clive.

“Nor have I,” Gray murmured. He hadn’t yet taken his eyes off the lady. “I believe she warrants closer examination.”

“Well, then, if you do not take the first step,” Clive said softly, “then I shall.”

“I think not, my friend. You have a weakness for blondes. And I should hate to see us quarrel over a woman.”

“Ah, never that,” Clive said with an arch of one black brow. He paused. “Well, man, what are you waiting for?”

“Indeed.”

He advanced. Halfway across the room, he felt a hand on his arm. Glancing down, he saw that it was his mother who waylaid him.

He stopped and gave a low bow. “Mama.”

Despite her fragile demeanor, her pale-perfect complexion, Charlotte Sutherland could be an intimidating presence. Still strikingly attractive, her hair was dark as her son’s, shot through with only a smattering of gray.

Vivid blue eyes the color of his flashed. “I know your intention, Gray. I saw you and Clive eyeing that young woman.” She waved a hand toward where the lady stood.

His mother was nothing if not direct.

She pulled him to an outside wall. “She is young, Gray, too young for you.”

“What,” he drawled, “have I joined the realm of the ancients at the age of three-and-thirty?”

“I will not countenance your ruination of that woman.”

One black brow climbed high. “I but admire a woman who has been blessed with nature’s beauty. And you don’t seem to have noticed, Mama, but that woman is a widow. She wears her ring on her right hand, but I would wager she’s broken many a man’s heart before she ever wed.”

“Where are the rest of your profligate friends?”

“Ah. I assume you mean the duke?”

“You know very well of whom I speak. Yes, the duke. And of course the earl and the marquess.” Her mouth compressed. “Where has the duke gone?”

Her gaze swung wide before coming to rest again on her son. “Is he finding his entertainment for the night? Every young miss in London should be on guard. I’m well aware of his so-called ‘extraordinary’ prowess in the bedroom. He is as heartless as he is handsome!” Charlotte’s mouth turned down. “And let us not forget the earl and the marquess. I daresay the ball is too tame for their tastes?”

She referred to Bramwell Leighton, Earl of Greystone, and Lucian Tremaine, Marquess of Blackthorne. They were not present this night—

Indeed, they had proclaimed tonight’s ball ... insipid.

“Mama, I’m sure I have no idea of their whereabouts tonight. Why do you dislike them so?”

“I’m well aware the duke is known for his so-called performance in the boudoir.” Charlotte rapped her fan sharply on his hand. “I do not deny the earl is a man of remarkable good looks, but the knave considers himself quite irresistible, doesn’t he? As for the marquess, I’m quite aware of the last affair hosted by the man—an orgy!” She sniffed her disapproval.

“Mama! I am shocked that you know of such a thing. And here I feared your tender ears.”

Charlotte’s lips were pinched in disapproval. “I am not ignorant of all that goes on in the ton. I know of your scandalous reputations, Gray, the four of you. The Lords of Sheffield Square—bah! You are the rogues of Sheffield Square.”

“I shall be sure to tell them when next I see them.”

“Are you so proud of it, then? Perhaps your efforts would be better put to good use if you sought to save your good name. You haven’t been to Brightwood in months. Why, perhaps years!”

“Two,” he said coolly. “It’s been two years. And I have done my duty with regard to the family estates.”

“Have you? There is dignity inherent in our name and your title, Gray. But now, all the world knows of your ... liaisons.”

“Mama, I do not set out to seduce and discard.”

“Gray! I know it’s in you to love again. Why do you disdain it?”

He stiffened.

“Tell me, Gray. Have you had any kind of lasting relationship since Li—”

“Pray do not speak to me of Lily.” His jaw might have been hewn in stone. What his mother said was true. He offered his heart to no one, nor would he. God knew, he had nothing left to give. And what he wouldn’t give to forget!

But ever present was the guilt he knew would haunt him forever.

“I do not want a lasting relationship, Mama. I will never marry again. Any woman with whom I am involved expects no more of me than I of her. If you wish me to be blunt, Mama, all we share is a mutual passion—”

“Passion!” Charlotte snapped her fan shut. “Is that what you tell yourself, Gray? Is that how you excuse yourself? You leave her bed and you feel nothing. You sate your lust—”

“Ah, forgive me, Mama. But you are right. I misspoke. ‘Lust’ is indeed the better word. I merely thought you might find ‘passion’ more palatable.”

“By heaven, if we were alone, I would box your ears!”

“Mama,” he drawled, “I assure you, my women, as you call them, are well-satisfied.”

“Do not mock me, Grayson Sutherland.”

“Do I distress you, Mama? It was you who began this conversation.”

Something passed over Charlotte Sutherland’s face. “What has happened to you? How can you be so cold? You have changed so much!”

She was right, Gray acknowledged. He had changed. He’d closed off a part of himself tight against the world. Against himself. Once, his life had been so very different. But now he was empty inside. There were too many shadows. Too many memories. Too much heartache.

That life was gone. He could never reclaim it.

How could he have been so blind?

It was that which tormented him. His mouth twisted in self-deprecation. Whom did he fool? Not his mother. Not Clive. Always, the pain remained. It never left him, no matter how he tried to close it away. And he did try to close it off. With drink. With women. But his pain left him in bondage. It put him in bondage to the past. And no matter how hard he tried, it never left. Why couldn’t he be numb inside?

In that instant, he resented his mother—resented her fiercely!—for making him feel like this.

“Gray! Oh, dearest! Where is the man you once were? I don’t understand—”

“Precisely,” he said with lips that barely moved. “You do not understand.”

“Then help me. Help me to understand! I want you to be happy. Oh, Gray, I know you lost what was so precious to you—”

Gray’s tone was brittle. “I pray you, Mama, cease this lecture.”

Charlotte’s gaze turned as icy as his. “You use cynicism to mask your pain, Gray. That I do understand, so you do not fool me. I know better.” She drew herself up to her full height. “Now, I shall take my leave.”

Gray cupped her elbow. “May I have a footman call your coach for you?”

“You may consider me old, but I remain quite capable.”

With his mother gone, Gray’s gaze returned to the woman who had captured his attention. She was still there, standing by an ivory pillar. He found her intriguingly contrary. She was tall, but there was a delicate air about her. Slender, but he sensed a woman of fire on the inside. He found himself gripped by raw, physical desire. He imagined her naked.

Her legs, he had already noted, would be slim and long, long enough to wrap around his waist. The thought made his rod swell. And beneath the neckline of her gown, her breasts promised an enticing fullness. He imagined what they looked like, smoother porcelain flesh filling his palm. A dark stab of desire settled in his gut. The prospect of finding her beneath him, his legs parting her wide as he settled over her, made his rod tighten; he relished the idea of finding out for himself. And when he did, he would pleasure her again and then again.

Her profile was exquisite as well, small, perfect nose and long-lashed eyes. She turned his way then, and Gray sucked in a breath. Christ, she was beautiful. His reaction was immediate. Intense. Once again his eyes slid over her.

She did not shirk. She did not flinch from his scrutiny. Indeed, the chit evaluated him with an appraisal just as bold as his.

Precisely the response Claire wanted.






Chapter Two



His gaze was so intense she felt scorched by it. Something burned in his eyes, something that nearly stopped the breath in her chest. She fought back a swell of panic, feeling a blush heat her cheeks. She couldn’t help it. Her heart pounded a rhythm so fast she feared she might swoon.

All around was the chatter of guests. Lights shimmered overhead. Jewels flashed. But all that faded into nothingness when he stepped up before her with a bow.

“Madame, do I know you?”

Oh, no doubt he considered himself clever. The question gave him segue to engage her in conversation. He did not swagger, but moved with effortless grace.

He wasn’t what Claire expected. He was so exceptionally tall that she had to tilt her head back to meet his regard. His nose was long and thin—and arrogant, she decided. His eyes—blue, they were, like pale frost—were a stark contrast to hair and brows as dark as a night with no moon.

She’d not anticipated a man with looks like a god. A man so striking he surely surpassed every other man present. Damn, damn, damn! How she wished he looked a troll. Indeed, she had imagined a troll.

Indeed, she had thought Oliver’s killer would look like the monster he was.

“I don’t believe so, sir.” She felt as if she were shaking inside, yet her voice was composed. She mustered her dignity, marveling that she had so readily summoned the ability to speak. “Why do you think we are acquainted?”

“Yours is a face not to be soon forgotten. On the contrary, in fact.”

“You flatter me, sir.”

“Indeed I do not. Are you certain we have never met?” He was so damnably self-assured. No doubt he thought to sweep her off her feet with that wicked half smile that grazed his lips.

“Quite certain, sir. I’ve only recently come to London.”

“Then permit me to introduce myself. I am Grayson Sutherland.”

“Charmed, I’m sure.” She extended her hand. Her fingers itched to slap him cold. “And I am Claire Westfield.”

He kissed her knuckles. “How do you do, Mrs. Westfield,” he murmured. “I could not help but notice”—he indicated her right hand—”you are a widow?”

“Y-es.” Claire was immediately impatient with herself. She mustn’t bumble or all might be lost.

“My condolences.”

A moment later the musicians had struck up a new song.

The viscount had yet to release her fingers. “Ah,” he said. “Will you dance with me, Mrs. Westfield?”

Claire had scarcely taken a breath than she found her hand clasped in his. His other arm slid around her waist.

He whirled her onto the dance floor so quickly she had to clutch at his shoulder. She sought to follow the melody. It had been years since she danced. In that instant, a memory washed over her.

Oliver had taught her to dance.

She had to stop herself from spitting on the viscount.

The thought unveiled, that painful memory still high in her mind, she stumbled a little. The viscount’s arm tightened ever so slightly.

They swung past Penelope. She wore a look of surprise, then gave a nod of encouragement.

Claire swallowed. She was disturbingly aware of the chest beneath her fingers, rock-hard and solid. Clearly he didn’t spend all his time in the pursuit of women and pleasure.

She was hardly a good dancer. She felt like an elephant. The viscount, startlingly light on his feet, was a far more accomplished partner. She had never been a particularly good dancer, despite Oliver’s tutelage.

His fingers curled tightly around hers. All she wanted was for this dance to end. Another whirl and she lost her footing. This time she did clutch at him.

He pulled her to the side.

“Mrs. Westfield? Are you unwell?”

“I’m ... a bit dizzy.” And she was. His nearness truly made her feel strange. Almost light-headed. He guided her through a set of double doors open to the verandah. There was a stone bench just outside. He helped her to sit.

“A breath of air will do you good.”

The hostess had appeared; Penelope was directly behind her.

“Shall I summon a physician?” Lady Blakely looked worried.

“No, no,” Claire said. “Please return to your guests. I’m sorry to cause such a fuss. Rejoin the party. I should feel terribly guilty if you do not. Penelope, you, too, though no doubt you are weary. I shall take a hack. I shall be right as rain once I’m home.”

Her heart was pumping madly.

The viscount’s eyes slid over her. “You seem unable to catch your breath. Perhaps your stays are too tight.” One lean hand took possession of her waist. “If you will permit me—”

Claire nearly shrieked. “No,” she stammered. Why, what gentleman would speak of such an intimate thing! Her hand clamped down over his. She registered heat—and the awareness that his hand was much larger than hers.

For just a heartbeat she could have sworn she saw amusement flare in those pale blue eyes.

Oh, but she should have known ... Silently she cursed him.

Scoundrel. Scallywag. Devil.

“I’m fine. Or at least I shall be. Please, sir, can you help me to stand?”

The wretch took the hand she extended. Flushing, Claire let him pull her up.

“Pray forgive me.” Her laugh was breathless. “I can’t imagine what came over me. I’ve never before been prone to the vapors.”

“No need to apologize. Soon I shall have you snug in your bed.”

What audacity! She could have cheerfully strangled the man.

Her hair had come down, she noticed. She pushed at it self-consciously.

“Here, allow me to pin it up again.”

Which he did quite deftly, sifting his fingers through it and pinning her tresses into a loose knot on her crown. The feeling of his hands in her hair made her stomach knot.

“There. Not as good as your maid, I vow, but passable.”

Claire was too stunned—too furious—to protest.

“I shall take you home,” he said smoothly. “Then you shall be off to bed straightaway.”

Another innocent choice of words? There was nothing innocent about this man.

She shook her head. “Sir, it is very kind of you—”

“I insist. I would brand myself the worst sort of rogue if I did not see you safely home.”

Branded. He was already branded in her eyes, she thought bitterly. He was already the worst sort of rogue. And he was already at the door, speaking to a footman.

“I must let Penelope know—”

“I will see to it she is told,” he said smoothly. “Here is your wrap.”

A footman had handed it to him, a cloak of midnight velvet. He spoke briefly to the footman, then turned. Strong hands settled it over her shoulders.

Claire felt herself tremble beneath his touch. A part of her longed to run screaming from him, as far away as she could get. But this was precisely what she wanted, wasn’t it? She had attracted his notice. Yet all at once she felt dreadfully ill-equipped to handle it.

To handle him.

At the rear of the house, he handed her into his carriage. Claire gave him her address.

They spoke only briefly during the ride. Outside, a drizzling rain began to fall as the coach rolled to a stop.

Claire was acutely aware of his hand on her arm as they moved up the cobbled walkway, lending her assistance if she needed it. Which she most vehemently did not, she decided crossly as she fumbled for her keys. Her maid, Rosalie, had not yet appeared when Claire opened the door and stepped across the threshold. She discovered he was smiling as she turned to face him.

“May I see you safely inside?”

“Of course.” It appeared she had little choice. Stripping off her gloves, she dropped them on the small table near the door. Rosalie had appeared to close the door, then quietly slipped away. Claire looked up to discover a ghost of a smile on the viscount’s lips.

She could not help it; she lowered her head, trying not to tremble.

“Mrs. Westfield? Are you dizzy again?”

“Yes.” She heard her own voice faintly.

And she was.

His hands came up to her shoulders. He steadied her. Claire swallowed, raising her head. She stared at the strong column of his neck, the chiseled angle of his jawline, suddenly shatteringly aware of their closeness. There was a scant hand’s width between them.

“Are you a woman of delicate constitution?”

“Certainly not!”

“Then is it possible there is another reason?”

Claire frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

A pause. “You said you’d never been prone to the vapors.”

“I am not.”

His eyes met hers. “There is no delicate way to broach this most delicate of female conditions. But if your husband has recently passed, Mrs. Westfield, is it not possible that you ... that he—”

He was asking if she was with child.

She was of a mind to slap him for daring to speak of such a thing.

“No. That is impossible.” She couldn’t quite keep the ice from her tone.

“I’ve offended you. I humbly beg your forgiveness.”

Humbly? There wasn’t a humble bone in the man’s body. He gripped both of her hands now. It struck her that he doubtless wanted her to ask him in. Her head was spinning. Fate had aided her, for the night was going exactly as she’d hoped. But it was happening so fast.

“No need, my lord. I’m quite recovered.” She took a deep breath. “I insist you come in for tea. Or brandy? My—My husband savored one in particular you might enjoy.”

Even as she spoke, hatred spilled inside her. It was Oliver who favored brandy.

“I confess, Mrs. Westfield, brandy sounds just the thing.”

Claire stopped herself from looking at him sharply. For some strange reason, she’d neither examined nor pondered why, until now—indeed had told herself no liquor cabinet was complete without it—she’d made certain when she came to London that brandy numbered among the spirits.

Not whiskey, but brandy.

In the drawing room, she moved to a table near the sofa. There, she poured two glasses of brandy. She handed one to him.

“Cheers,” he said.

Crystal clinked. Claire took a small sip.

The viscount held it to the light. The brandy was clear and golden. He took another sip.

“Aged in wooden casks,” he murmured. “Very fine indeed, Mrs. Westfield.”

It raced through Claire’s mind that she’d known it would be to the viscount’s taste ... which was ridiculous. She disdained the possibility.

“I commend your husband’s taste.”

The viscount held the glass so the brew warmed in his palm.

His nearness was discomfiting. There was a scant foot between them. Claire took a sip.

Nay, not just a sip. Her rather generous swallow burned her throat. Her eyes watered. She began to cough.

The viscount took her glass, lest it spill. He patted her on the back. Oh, but he was amused, the wretch!

“No more brandy for you, I think,” he said. “Perhaps wine. Do you enjoy wine, Mrs. Westfield?”

She’d recovered the ability to breathe. “I like a glass of wine or two, yes.”

“And champagne? Do you enjoy champagne?”

“Actually, I’ve never had it.” Claire was annoyed with herself. She felt like a green young girl.

“That should be remedied, then.” He still looked amused, the lout. “I shall see to it.”

The viscount studied her for a moment. “You’re nervous,” he said softly. “Am I the first man you’ve received since your husband died?”

Claire focused on the knot in his cravat. She hadn’t expected such straightforwardness.

“Yes,” she said quietly. “You are the first man in my home.”

She sought to validate the statement. It wasn’t a lie. It was true. Oh, on so many levels!

“Do I embarrass you? Make you uncomfortable?”

She swallowed, rendered immobile by his words. By the very man himself. He had that power over her, she decided vaguely, and she must be wary.

And yet she admitted, “You do.” It stunned her to realize her voice was shaking.

He took the glass from her hand. “Thank you for your honesty. I shall be just as frank.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I am not a man of pretense.”

Pretense? She was reminded of her charade. What would he say if he knew?

She didn’t care. She didn’t care in the least what he would say ... what he would do when he discovered the truth.

“And let us be direct, if you please.”

“Certainly.” Her pulse began to pick up.

“I confess, Mrs. Westfield, I wonder why I’ve never seen you before this.”

Claire took a breath. “I’ve not spent much time in London. The year I was to come out, my mother fell ill.” That, too, was the truth. “Upon her death, my father fell victim to malaise as well. Then my husband—“ She broke off.

There was a pause. “I’m sorry,” he said finally. “About your parents. Your husband.”

But was he sorry about Oliver?

“You’ve borne a great deal, haven’t you?”

And so she had. She felt the onset of a sudden, scalding rush of tears. She blinked it back, casting an embittered gaze on him beneath her lashes. He did not notice.

He set his snifter aside and rose to his feet. “You should retire, Mrs. Westfield.” He took her hands.

Claire didn’t want him to touch her. Indeed, she longed to spit on him.

He brought one of her hands to his lips. She longed to snatch her hands away, but the possession of strong male fingers seemed to tighten around hers. Damn the rogue! Yet somehow she was shocked at the strange current that went through her as he brushed his lips over her knuckles. “I wish you pleasant dreams.”
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