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Prologue


I have finally met the man I am destined to love for the rest of my life

From the diary of Elise Marchand,

April 5, 1794






London, 1817

Escape.

The word echoed in Lady Maura Daventrys head in a frantic refrain as she burst through the set of French doors and stumbled out onto the flagstone terrace, desperate to put some distance between herself and the glittering, animated throng of guests that milled about Lady Graftons ballroom.

Escape. She had to get away. From the condemning stares, the pointing fingers, the cruel whispers.

Even now, snippets of the conversations she hadnt been able to help overhearing from the moment she had arrived at the ball drifted through her mind in the most taunting manner.

I say, isnt that one of the Marquis of Albrights chits?

By deuce, it is! The middle gel, I think. I had heard she was due for a come-out, but usually the Lady Grafton is much more particular about whom she invites to such affairs.

Wasnt her mother once an actress?

Yes, and you know what they say. Like mother, like daughter. I expect we shall find her in some dark corner with her skirts tossed up before the evening is over

Closing her eyes against the sting of tears, Maura took a steadying breath of the cool night air and reached out to wrap her fingers around the balustrade in a tight grip.

How had things gone so terribly wrong? She had dreamed of this for so long, and everything was supposed to be perfect. The very first ball of her first London Season. Her older sister, Jillian, had tried to prepare her, to warn her about the gossipmongers, but she hadnt wanted to hear it. After all, it had been almost four years, and she had convinced herself that tales of her infamous mother would have long ago faded into obscurity, that her own debut into society would cause little more than a few raised eyebrows and some minor speculation.


She had been wrong. Everywhere she had turned tonight, she had found herself the subject of some muffled discussion taking place behind a fluttering fan or gloved hand. And the more she had tried to ignore it, the more insistent their voices had become, battering away at her hard-won defenses until she could barely restrain the urge to scream.

It was beyond enough. After hours of bearing up under every snub and veiled barb, of fending off the not-so-subtle advances of the arrogant young lordlings who had been brave enough to request her aunt Olivias permission to accompany her onto the dance floor, she had finally reached the limits of her tolerance. Panic had washed over her in an overwhelming tide, and her one thought had been to flee from it all, to make it outside before the walls closed in around her.

With a dismal sigh, Maura tilted her head back, gazing up at the ebony canopy of the sky. In hindsight, she supposed it had been foolish of her to believe that her mothers crimes would be so easily forgotten. She certainly hadnt forgotten. The wounds the late Marchioness of Albright had dealt her husband and daughters with her wanton behavior were still just as fresh and painful as if it had all happened only yesterday. And the marchionesss death at the hands of her married lover, the Earl of Hawksley, along with his subsequent suicide, had ensured that the Lady Albrights scandalous end would be whispered about for some time to come.


But Im not her, Maura thought now, her jaw tightening with renewed frustration at the injustice of it all. Im not my mother! Why cant they see that?

At that moment, the French doors opened behind her, and a trill of feminine laughter sent her heart leaping into her throat. She had no idea who was about to join her and no intention of finding out.

Without even glancing back, she lifted the flounced hem of her ball gown and hurried off along the terrace, determined to avoid any further confrontations. She couldnt go far, for she was well aware that Jillian and her aunt Olivia would soon be wondering what had become of her. But she simply wasnt ready to face anyone else. Not yet.

Up ahead, on the far side of the veranda, another set of French doors hung slightly ajar, and she paused before them for a second, uncertain where they led. However, another high-pitched giggle and the sound of approaching footsteps brought a swift end to her hesitation, and she flung them the rest of the way open, darting over the threshold.

The room she found herself in appeared to be a study of some sort. The only light came from a lamp that had been left burning on a sideboard, its pale glow spilling over the heavy oak furnishings. No one seemed to be about, and all was silent except for the hushed ticking of the ormolu clock on the fireplace mantel. Even the faint strains of orchestra music and the hum of cheerful revelry from the ballroom were muted through the paneled walls.

Safe. She was safe.

Placing one hand over her quivery stomach, Maura ventured farther into the chamber. She would stay here for a short while, she decided, and take advantage of the peace and quiet to compose herself. If she could just manage to recover a bit of her usual poise and self-assurance, she might be able to make it through the rest of this dreadful evening.

Didnt your mother ever tell you that it isnt wise for little girls to go wandering about alone in the dark?

The low, indolent drawl drifted to her from out of the shadows, the unexpectedness of it startling a cry of alarm from her. Whirling about, she watched as a tall, broad-shouldered figure unfolded itself from the depths of an armchair close to the hearth and stepped forward into the circle of lamplight.

Revealing a face of sheer masculine beauty.

Spellbound, Maura stared up at the gentleman who loomed over her. Garbed in well-tailored evening clothes that fit his lean, tautly muscled frame to perfection, he possessed the sort of breathtaking blond handsomeness and flawlessly carved features that would have put an angel to shame.


A wicked angel.

High, sculpted cheekbones; a chiseled nose; and a strong, square jaw were offset by the sensuous fullness of a lush and carnal-looking mouth. A passionately seductive mouth that had likely lured more than one unsuspecting female to sin. Eyes of a piercing green peered out from underneath winged brows a shade darker than the golden curls that tumbled over his forehead, their artful disarray no doubt deliberately cultivated to tempt those same unsuspecting females into running their fingers through the tousled strands in hedonistic abandon.

A wicked angel, indeed.

When he spoke again, his deep voice was tinged with the faintest trace of amusement. The questions only become more difficult as we go.

Maura felt embarrassed heat flood into her cheeks. Good heavens, but shed been gaping at him like an utter clodpate! What must he think of her?

Swallowing with difficulty, she struggled to regain some semblance of control, to gather her wits about her enough to form a coherent sentence. Im sorry. I didnt realize anyone was in here.

Yes, that was a bit obvious. Those firm lips canted at a wry angle. And I suppose I should apologize as well. I didnt mean to frighten you.

You didnt frighten me, she rushed to assure him. But when his eyebrows arched upward in a dubious fashion, she ruefully amended her statement. At least, only a little.

He tilted his head, studying her with an unreadable expression for what seemed like a small eternity before casting a knowing glance back the way shed come, toward the French doors. Hiding?

I beg your pardon?

I was referring to the way you dashed in here a moment ago. You looked as if the hounds of hell themselves were nipping at your heels.

Yes, well, that was a fairly accurate assessment, Maura mused with an inward grimace. It rather felt as if they were.

Ah.

Turning, the man crossed over to the sideboard, his long, lithe strides reminding Maura of the sleek, prowling gait of a jungle cat, and for the first time she noticed that he cradled a snifter of brandy in a manicured hand. As he pulled the stopper out of one of the crystal decanters and dashed another finger of amber-colored liquid into the glass, he looked back at her over his shoulder. You have me intrigued. Do elucidate.

What on earth was she doing? she wondered dazedly. This was madness, and she should leave at once. Before she was discovered here alone with him, and her already damaged reputation was besmirched beyond repair. But for some reason she couldnt quite bring herself to do so. Never mind the fact that he was a complete stranger, that she knew absolutely nothing about him. Something about this man filled her with an overpowering reluctance to walk away, even when every rational instinct she possessed told her she should do precisely that.

Oh well. It wasnt as if she had anywhere else to go. She certainly had no desire to return to the ball.

With a weary exhalation, she sank down on the edge of a nearby love seat, twining her fingers together nervously in her lap. Its nothing. Im being a ninny, I know. Its just that Im so tired of it all. She leveled a contemptuous glare in the direction of the ballroom. Tired of being judged by the lot of them and found lacking. And not because of anything Ive done, but because of things that someone else did.

Setting aside his snifter, the man crossed his arms over his wide chest and leaned back against the sideboard, regarding her with hooded eyes. Someone else? he prompted.

My mother. The words escaped before she could call them back, but she found she couldnt regret the slip. To her surprise, it felt strangely freeing to confide in him. It seems like no matter how hard I try to behave as a proper young lady should, to prove to them that Im different, they insist upon assuming that Im just like her.

For a fleeting instant, Maura could have sworn the shadow of something bitter and bleak passed over his countenance, but it was gone before she could be certain.

The sins of the father are to be laid upon the children, he intoned dryly, one corner of his mouth curving upward in a grim caricature of a smile.

Thats a rather pessimistic view.

But the truth, nonetheless. I learned long ago that the hypocritical members of the ton see only what they want to see, and it does little good to try and persuade them that they are wrong about anything. Its a battle you cannot win.

You sound as if you speak from personal experience.

Do I? With a self-deprecatory shrug, the gentleman reached for his glass and lifted it in sardonic salute. Lets just say youve come to the right place to commiserate with a fellow outcast.

Maura watched as he tossed back the rest of his drink. The play of muscles in his bronzed throat above his starched white cravat fascinated her, and it took a massive effort to tear her gaze away. Focusing her attention on the polished wood of the floor, she forced herself to concentrate on the conversation at hand. M-my sister says that theyre nothing more than a bunch of empty-headed idiots whose opinions arent worth a farthing and that I shouldnt worry what they think of me. That it only matters what I think of myself.

His soft chuckle floated across the distance between them, rising and falling with a velvety smoothness. Your sister sounds like an intelligent young woman.

Perhaps, she conceded. But the tons approval has never been that important to her. Jillians stubborn determination to go her own way had long ago alienated her from society, and had only further complicated Mauras quest for acceptance. She doesnt understand. She doesnt want the same things I want.

And what do you want?

It was a question she had spent the last four years contemplating, and the answer came readily to her, spoken with the unwavering confidence of her convictions. A normal life. A life of comfort and respectability, free from rumor and innuendo, with a good and decent husband who will treat me with kindness and affection.

There was a moment of silence. Then a slight rustle of movement reached Mauras ears, and she looked up in time to see the man push away from the sideboard and start toward her with the same lazy grace she had so admired earlier. He came to a halt before the chair in which she sat, his eyes holding hers with a curious intentness.

You speak of kindness and affection, he said, his tone quiet, compelling. But what of love? Passion?

She lifted her chin resolutely, shoving away the painful memories that the mere mention of such emotions conjured up. Memories of her mother and father that she would rather not dwell on. I dont expect them, nor do I want them. I have been a witness to the heartache and devastation those emotions can cause, and I have no desire to experience them for myself. In truth, I cannot help but believe that love is nothing more than an illusion, a mask for the less admirable feeling of lust to hide behind.

A jaded philosophy for such an infant.

The indulgent humor that laced his comment had her lunging to her feet, her hands flying to her hips in indignation. Ill have you know that I am eighteen, my lord, and far from being an infant, she informed him hotly.

Eighteen, you say? My, such a great age!

And now you are making fun of me.

A little. But as it happens, I agree with you. It seems we have much in common.

Maura shook her head at the absurdity of his assertion. What could she possibly have in common with someone like him? He was the picture of wealth and elegant sophistication, Apollo in the flesh, while she was the daughter of a former stage actress who had been murdered by her lover. A fact that Londons elite would never let her forget. Not even the championship of her mothers good friend, the Dowager Duchess of Maitland, had made any difference in their low opinion of her.

Her Season had just begun and already it was falling apart!


To her consternation, tears once again blurred her vision, and though she tried valiantly to blink them away, one spilled free to trickle down her cheek as she looked up in mute appeal at the man in front of her.

Quite abruptly, his green eyes narrowed and took on an arrested expression, their fierce glitter setting Mauras pulse racing. And when he reached up with one hand to capture the salty, crystalline droplet on the tip of an index finger, his feather-light caress seared her like a brand.

Come now, little one, dont cry, he told her huskily, his soothing murmur infused with an astonishing tenderness. Its not as bad as all that.

He leaned in toward her, and she suddenly realized he was much closer than she had thought. So close that she could smell his musky male scent, feel the waft of his breath against her temple. She felt no fear, no trepidation at his nearness. Instead she was aware only of the deliciously thrilling tingle left in the wake of his heated stare as it roamed over every inch of her upturned face, then traveled downward over the dainty curves hinted at by the ivory silk of her gown.

So lovely, he rasped, his thumb skimming over her lower lip, wringing a shiver from her. And not quite an infant after all. Who are you, little one? Whats your name?

Her reply was barely audible, strangled by the constriction of her throat and the dryness of her mouth. M-Maura. L-Lady Maura Daventry.

The gentleman froze, every muscle in his body visibly stiffening as an inscrutable veil descended over that striking visage. His hand fell back to his side, and despite their continued proximity, it was as if a chasm had suddenly opened up between them. A chasm too wide and treacherous to be crossed.

Maura frowned, bewildered and oddly disturbed by his withdrawal. What is it? Whats wrong?

He was quiet for so long that she had just begun to think he wasnt going to answer when he finally responded, his voice rife with a silky menace that was far from the gentle note he had used with her just moments ago. It appears that Lady Grafton was a bit remiss when putting together her guest list for this evening.

What do you mean?

Allow me to introduce myself. Taking a step away, he swept her a mocking bow. I am Hawksley. The Earl of Hawksley.

With a gasp of horror and dismay, Maura stumbled backward as if she had been slapped, all the blood in her body seeming to drain into her toes, leaving her cold and numb.

The man inclined his head stiffly at her reaction. Yes, I see you understand. I believe my father was oncewell acquainted with your mother. Before she drove him to murder and he killed himself, of course. He swept his gaze over her once again, but this time there was no warmth at all. Just an icy disdain that chilled her to the bone. It might be a good idea if you ran away now, little girl.

She didnt have to be told twice. Lifting her skirts, she whirled and fled the room in much the same manner that she had entered it. As if the hounds of hell were in pursuit.

Shed been right all along. She had been chatting intimately with the wickedest of angels.

The devil himself.









    

Chapter 1


His name is Lord Philip Daventry, and he came backstage to beg an introduction after last nights performance. I cannot explain the connection I felt the moment I looked into his eyes. I only know he is the one

From the diary of Elise Marchand,

April 5, 1794






Essex, 1818

What the bloody hell am I doing here?

Not for the first time that evening, Gabriel Sutcliffe, the tenth Earl of Hawksley, mulled over the answer to that question as he folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against a stone pillar, viewing the bacchanalian scene taking place before him with a curious mixture of detachment and discontent.


Masked revelers in various stages of undress frolicked about the Viscount Lanscombes moonlit garden, indulging in all manner of lascivious activities. In groups of two, three, and sometimes more, naked limbs entwined and gleaming with the sheen of their carnal exertions, they cavorted to the strains of music coming from the gazebo, where a costumed orchestra presided over the goings-on with admirable stoicism.

Those of long-standing acquaintance with Lord and Lady Lanscombe were well aware of what an invitation to one of their special affairs entailed, and Gabriel had known what to expect from the moment he had arrived at Lanscombe Manor. But he found he could summon none of his customary interest in the proceedings. A fact that left him more than a trifle bemused.

His forehead furrowing, he pivoted on a booted heel to face the man standing next to him with a frown. This was a mistake.

At the disgruntlement that laced his words, his companion turned from his own brooding contemplation of the licentious spectacle to eye him askance through the narrow slits of a black demi-mask.

And you are just now coming to this conclusion? You, who dragged me here to begin with? You, who insisted that I had hidden myself away long enough and needed a night of orgiastic debauchery to take my mind off of

Gabriel cut him off with a sharp, impatient gesture. You can stop there, Stonehurst. I am well aware that I am the one at fault for our presence here. But had I known you were going to stand about like a waxwork with that forbidding expression on your face, I never would have made the suggestion. Youve frightened away half the willing females in the vicinity with that fierce scowl of yours.

Royce Grenville, Viscount Stonehurst, shrugged a massive shoulder, his attitude one of careless unconcern. Reaching up, he fingered the long, pale scar that snaked out from underneath the edge of his mask and ran the length of the right side of his face, compliments of a French saber on the battlefield at Waterloo. Its jagged starkness against the bronze of his skin gave him a rather disreputable appearance. Im afraid since I came by this that members of the fairer sex tend to avoid me whenever possible.

He paused, then surveyed Gabriel with an arched brow. But what about you, Hawksley? Those two luscious blond wenches next to the gazebo have been fluttering their lashes and sending you seductive looks for the last hour, yet you behave as if you dont even notice.

Gabriel slanted a glance in the direction of the blondes his friend had indicated. He had most definitely noticed them. Lovely and curvaceous, they looked ripe for just the sort of lusty sport he normally enjoyed. But he felt no desire to join them, or any of the other nubile beauties in attendance, and he was at a loss to explain his utter indifference.

Perhaps this was what those in elitist circles liked to refer to as ennui. Although, at only eight and twenty, he hated to think that he was already starting to lose his taste for such diversions.

After all, he did have a certain reputation to live up to.

In the five years since the late earls suicide and its resulting scandal, Gabriel had set out with an almost single-minded determination to follow in the footsteps of his notorious sire, and had aptly succeeded. To the ton, he was the Devils Own, and tales of his rakehell exploits were told in hushed whispers in dimly lit corners of salons and drawing rooms, like bedtime stories meant to frighten small children. Never mind that most of the rumors had been exaggerated to the point of absurdity. He had learned long ago that it was far easier to give people what they expected rather than to try to turn the tide. And what they expected was a man just like his father. An unfaithful drunkard and wastrel.

Not to mention a murderer.

One corner of Gabriels mouth twisted cynically. It was perhaps a blessing that his poor, beleaguered mother hadnt lived to see what he had become. Always a delicate and fragile woman, the countess had been unable to bear up under the tons censure and had passed on soon after her husband, leaving her son to face the slings and arrows alone.


Just one more sin he could lay at his fathers doorstep.

Shoving away the unwanted emotions of rage and grief that memories of the old earls transgressions always seemed to stir within him, he forced himself to turn his attention back to the current discussion.

We are not here for my benefit, he reminded his friend bluntly. We are here because of you and your refusal to see that you cant keep punishing yourself for things beyond your control. This self-imposed exile of yours has gone on long enough.

The viscounts craggy visage instantly hardened with displeasure, his gray eyes darkening to the color of slate. Damnation, Hawksley, you know nothing about it.

No, he didnt. Royce had been stubbornly reticent about his time with the British Cavalry, even though it obviously haunted him more than he would ever admit. The war with Napoleon had taken its toll, both physically and emotionally, changing him from the carefree boy he had once been. And when he had returned home, only to discover that his estranged elder brother had died in his absence, leaving him heir to the Stonehurst title and fortune, he had withdrawn even more, isolating himself behind the walls of his family estate in Cornwall.

I know that no matter what happened between the two of you, Alex wouldnt want this, Gabriel told the younger man now, his voice firm and unequivocal. He would want you to learn to let the past go and move on. To forgive him. And yourself.

Stonehurst leveled him with a glare. Are you really going to preach to me about forgiving and forgetting when its apparent you arent capable of doing either of those things when it comes to your own life?

Touch! Gabriel had to acknowledge the accuracy of that accusation, even if only to himself. There was little use in denying it. He hadnt forgiven. Not anyone. Not his father, not the harshly judgmental members of society. And he highly doubted that he would ever forget.

But that didnt mean he had to stand by and watch Royce torture himself in the same way, and he had no intention of doing so. After all, he had a debt to repay. Alexander Grenville had been Gabriels best boyhood chum, one of the few people who had stood by him even in the midst of his familys disgrace. If nothing else, he owed it to Alex, now that he was gone, to look after his brother.

Even if it sometimes seemed like a monumental task.

Taking a deep breath in an effort to hold on to his rapidly dwindling patience, Gabriel spoke in a slow, measured tone. Im certain if youll simply take the time to consider our respective situations objectively, youll realize that they are nothing at all alike.


Arent they? The viscount shook his head, his countenance stony. Face it, Hawksley. The past has left its scars on us both, and the only difference between the two of us is that yours are easier to hide. In my opinion, you are the last person who should be offering me advice on the matter.

Now that remark rubbed Gabriel on the raw, but before he could think of anything to say in his defense, Stonehurst yanked the mask from his face with a stifled curse and tossed it aside.

Thats enough, he growled. Im leaving. Youre quite welcome to join me if youd like. But if youd rather stay, it will be without me. I feel like a bloody fool, and I dont belong here.

Turning, he stalked off across the grass toward the winding path that led back to the house, barely avoiding a collision with a giggling young shepherdess who was being pursued by a leering, half-clothed highwayman.

Aware of an overwhelming sense of frustration, Gabriel stared after his friend, a muscle ticking in his jaw. Christ, this entire evening had turned into a fiasco. Stonehurst was right. It was time to admit that this had been an ill-conceived plan and make good his escape, before things degenerated any further.

He started forward, intent on doing just that, but he hadnt taken more than a step or two when a most decidedly unwelcome feminine voice spoke up from behind him, halting him in his tracks.


Hawksley! There you are, you naughty boy!

The cloying sweetness that dripped from each and every syllable was enough to send a shudder of distaste up his spine, but he made a valiant effort to school his features into some semblance of civility as he turned to greet the woman who had appeared at his side.

Full, red lips pursed in a seductive pout, Lydia Stratton, the Viscountess Lanscombe, tucked her arm through his, her pale, tapered fingers digging into his sleeve as if she sensed his urge to recoil and sought to hold him in place.

Ive been wondering where you were, she purred huskily.

My lady. Barely restraining a wince at the sharp bite of her nails through the material of his coat, Gabriel inclined his head to her in a stiff bow. You were looking for me?

Always, darling. You know that.

Yes, he did. And her rather blatant pursuit of him was turning into more than a bit of an annoyance.

If asked directly, Gabriel would have been hard-pressed to explain why he found the thought of bedding Lady Lanscombe so unpalatable. Several decades younger than her thrice-wed husband, the golden-haired viscountess was just the sort of woman he usually preferred. Experienced, insatiable, and obviously all too willing to welcome him with open arms. But for some reason, her icy blond beauty and almost desperate eagerness left him utterly unmoved.

Peering up at him through a veil of lashes, she gave him a coy little smile. Why are you hiding here in the shadows?

Now there was an idea, Gabriel thought with more than a hint of amusement. Why hadnt it occurred to him before? Or better yet, why hadnt he taken Stonehursts suggestion and departed when hed had the chance? At least then he might have saved himself the trouble of having to untangle himself from his hostesss clutches. I never hide, and I am shocked that you would accuse me of such a thing, when I am one of the few guests who didnt even bother with the affectation of a mask.

That is only because you care very little for what is left of your reputation. Lady Lanscombes blue eyes glittered with an almost avaricious light as she moved in closer to him, deliberately pressing her ample breasts up against his biceps in a way that had the lush curves overflowing the low-cut neckline of her diaphanous gown. And I couldnt help but notice that you are also one of the few who is still fully dressed. I could help you to rectify that if youd like.

Closing his eyes against a sudden painful throbbing in his temples, Gabriel struggled briefly to come up with some polite excuse, then wondered why he bothered. He owed this woman nothing, and it wasnt like him to prevaricate. Im sorry, my lady, but as much as I would like to oblige you, my friend and I were just getting ready to leave.

She gave a coolly dismissive wave of her free hand. Im sure yourfriend will understand should you choose to delay your departure for a short while.

Perhaps he would. But Im afraid Im not of a mind to do so. Might I suggest that you try seeking out your husband?

My husband? Lady Lanscombes laugh was high and trilling and held an almost brittle edge. Really, Hawksley! How droll. Why on earth would I want to do that?

He arched a mocking brow. I allow, it is a rather novel concept. However, you did marry the man.

Yes, but certainly not for that! Besides, the randy old fool disappeared with some red-haired tart well over an hour ago. I suspect he is far too busy rutting himself into a stupor to concern himself with me.

That was more than likely the truth. Though the man was an old crony of Gabriels father, Lord Lanscombes lecherous appetites hadnt lessened with age, as evidenced by his tendency to host such affairs. Knowing the viscount, he had probably retreated to some private corner of the garden to indulge himself to his hearts content, and expected his wife to do the same.

But no matter what was expected, Gabriel drew the line at cuckolding a man right under his very nose, even with said mans blessing.

His tolerance dissipating more with every second that passed, he was racking his brain for a way to bring the conversation to an end when a swift flash of movement out of the corner of his eye distracted him. He looked up just in time to see a small form dart out from behind a nearby grouping of marble statuary.

And for the first time that evening, his attention was immediately and thoroughly arrested.

He wasnt certain what it was that so captured his interest. Perhaps it was the almost palpable tension that seemed to surround the figure as it came to a stop close to where he and the viscountess stood in the shadows of the faux Greek temple that occupied this section of the garden. Or perhaps it was the fact that amid all the other scantily clad guests, this person was not only still dressed, but was covered from head to toe by a dark cloak with a concealing hood.

In any case, he found that he couldnt look away. There was something familiar in the way the figure tilted its head, a feminine grace that told him this mysterious interloper was a woman. And as she briefly glanced in his direction, the moonlight fell over the opening in the hood, and he caught a fleeting glimpse of a delicate profile and the length of one sable curl.

Surely not! It couldnt be


Stunned, Gabriel watched as the figure moved again, crossing the clearing in a furtive manner before disappearing into the maze of tall hedgerows that lay between the garden and the house beyond.

He didnt even hesitate. Without a moments thought, he followed after her, his long strides eating up the distance with rapid ease. He was aware of nothing. Not Lady Lanscombes outraged gasp as he walked away, cutting her off with nary a word. Not the grumbling protests or muttered oaths he left in his wake as he pushed his way through the throng of revelers in pursuit.

Nothing but the overwhelming need he felt to catch up with the cloaked female.

If he was right about her identity, she was bound to get herself into trouble at the first possible opportunity. And though he had no idea why he should care, he nonetheless felt compelled to do something about it.

Just as he always did.

It appeared that the Devils Own secretly aspired to knighthood, Gabriel mused with a self-deprecatory grimace. At least when it came to Lady Maura Daventry.







    

Chapter 2


Unlike the other so-called gentlemen who seek my favor, Philip behaves as if he truly cares what I think. He treats me as a person, and not as a mere decorative adornment for his arm.

From the diary of Elise Marchand,

April 17, 1794






Maura entered Lanscombe Manor through a set of French doors that stood ajar on the side of the house facing the garden, breathing a sigh of relief when the sounds of merrymaking from outside were instantly muffled by the red brick of its walls.

With a shaky hand, she adjusted her lace-edged demi-mask, her face heating as she recalled some of the astonishing tableaus she had stumbled across as she navigated the twisting, labyrinthine pathways of the maze. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined that human beings behaved in such a fashion. Cavorting about in the open, their nearly nude bodies locked together in positions that seemed anatomically impossible to someone of her limited experience.

Perhaps she had been a trifle nave, but not even Violets warnings about this affair had prepared her for what she would find. And she had to wonder how many of those taking part in this wanton depravity were the very same members of society who had once pointed their accusing fingers at her, ready to sit in judgment at the slightest indication that she possessed any of the same immoral tendencies as her mother.

Just how many recognizable faces were concealed behind those feathered and sequined masks?

Her pulse gave a fluttering leap as one face in particular sprang to mind. A masculine face of such heart-stopping perfection that it still had the power to rob her of her wits and reason, despite the fact that she was well aware of the unprincipled nature that lurked behind that deceptively handsome faade.

She had noticed him the moment she had slipped onto the grounds through the rear gate and joined the crowd milling about the garden. Standing in a darkened corner of the clearing, he had been engaged in a rather intent discussion with another man. Unlike the other guests, he had made no attempt to hide his identity with a disguise. But even had he worn a mask, she would have known who he was.


The Earl of Hawksley.

His presence here shouldnt have surprised her. In fact, she would wager a guess that this was exactly the sort of salacious gathering he spent most of his evenings attending. But it rattled her nonetheless. He was constantly turning up at the most inopportune times, catching her off guard in embarrassing situations and leaving her feeling like a foolish and recalcitrant child.

As he had on the very first night they had met

But she wouldnt let herself think about that. Not now. She had a more important task to tend to. Though Violet had promised that she would do her best to keep Lord Lanscombe busy, there was still little time to tarry.

Drawing her cloak more closely around her, Maura peered about, straining in the dim light of the few flickering sconces to make out the details of her surroundings. A long, narrow hallway stretched out before her, both sides of the passage lined with closed doors. According to Violet, the viscounts study should be just up ahead on the left, through the archway at the very end.

You can do this, she told herself firmly, squaring her shoulders with fresh resolve. After all, she was the daughter of the Marquis of Albright, one of Englands foremost experts in the field of criminology and the man who had assisted Bow Street in solving some of Londons most difficult cases.


Surely she must have inherited at least some of his sleuthing talents.

She moved forward with quick, cautious steps, taking care to be as quiet as possible and deliberately ignoring the faint noises that drifted from behind a great number of the doors she passed. High, panting moans and deep, rumbling groans that in the last hour had become far too familiar for her own comfort.

Once through the archway, she was gratified to note that the portal to Lord Lanscombes study stood wide open, and all was still within. The single lamp that had been left burning on the large oak desk in the corner revealed an empty chamber.

Now all she had to do was find something, anything, that contained a sample of the viscounts handwriting. Once she compared it to the note in the pocket of her cloak, she would know for certain whether her newly awakened suspicions were correct.

Crossing the Oriental rug to the desk, she sifted through the items that littered its polished surface. An inkwell, pens and nibs, some pieces of correspondence from the family solicitor, but nothing that looked as if it had been written by the viscount himself.

Drat! There had to be something here! Seconds ticked by like hours as she rifled through the drawers, and she had just begun to panic when her fingers closed around a leather-bound ledger buried under several freshly laundered handkerchiefs in the last drawer she tried.

It was the estates account book, and she barely stifled a triumphant cry as she removed it from its resting place and opened it on the desk before her. With a rising sense of anticipation, she withdrew a crumpled and much-folded sheet of yellowed stationery from the inside pocket of her cloak and held it close to the page, where the viscount had written several notations, so that she could evaluate the handwriting side by side in the soft glow of the lamp.

If I cant have you, no one can

Though Maura had read and reread the note many times in the fortnight since she had first discovered it, tucked into the pages of her mothers diary along with several others, the words still had the power to send a chill of foreboding up her spine, but she forced herself to disregard the implications of it and focus solely on checking for similarities in the two sets of penmanship.

There werent any.

In dismay, she stared down at the letter she held in her hand, then at the ledger. This couldnt be happening. Shed been so certain. Lanscombe had seemed the obvious choice. But his handwriting was much less cramped, flowing across the page with a looping flourish that was usually foreign in a mans writing.

What was she to do now?


And what have we here?

The slurred voice came from the direction of the doorway, and she gave a startled gasp before jerking her head up to find a man standing just inside the room, arms crossed and legs braced wide in a cocky stance as he leered at her knowingly.

Even with a mask covering his features and his lank brown hair coming loose from its queue to fall forward into his face, she knew who it was.

Lord Quincy Stratton, the viscounts son.

When she continued to gape at him in shock and dread, unable to even begin to form an acceptable explanation for her presence in his fathers study, he took another step farther into the chamber and spoke again, his mouth curving into a lascivious smirk. If youre planning on stealing the silver, mtasty little morsel, I gret to inform you that you are in the wrong place. The dining room is in the west wing.

Maura swiftly stuffed the letter back into her pocket, thankful for the concealment of her hooded cloak, despite the heat and discomfort that had plagued her from the second she had donned it. Her only chance now was to stay in the shadows and pray that Stratton wouldnt recognize her as easily as she had him.

For if he realized who she was, there would be hell to pay.

Licking dry lips, she cleared her throat and replied to his comment in a breathy, high-pitched voice that was much more girlish and simpering than her customary tone. I do apologize, my lord. I was searching for the gentleman friend who accompanied me here this evening, but Im afraid I got a bit turned around.

A genlman friend, ysay? Even in the faint light from the lamp, she could see through the slits in his mask that his eyes were bloodshot, and he was running his words together in a way that told her he was more than slightly inebriated. Not much of a genlman if he left such a lovely lady alone.

Yes, well, I suppose I shall have to look elsewhere. Inching around the side of the desk, she darted a glance over his shoulder at the door. It was only a few feet away. If she could just manage to edge by himAgain, I apologize, my lord. If you will excuse me?

Doing her best to affect a calmness she was far from feeling, she strolled forward, her sights set on the hallway outside and the safety it represented. But just as she began to believe he was actually going to let her go, his hand lashed out to grab her wrist, bringing her to a jarring halt.

Peraps I could be of sistance. This is a large house and I wouldnt want you to get turned round again. He pulled her in close to him, and his fetid breath brushed against her cheek. The odiferous combination of alcohol and unwashed male was so strong that she had to restrain the urge to retch. May I suggest we try mbedchamber first?


Mauras stomach twisted into a terror-stricken knot, and she shoved at his chest with her palms, trying to put some distance between them. But the man was as immovable as a rock. In fact, he tugged her even closer, letting go of her wrist so he could slide his arms around her waist and mold the curves of her body up against his large frame. The swollen hardness she could feel nudging her abdomen was enough to send her into a panic.

Please, my lord, she whispered, wriggling in his hold, her mind working with frantic haste as she tried to come up with a way out of this predicament.

Oh, Ill please you, he crooned, laughing drunkenly. One rough hand found her breast through the material of her cloak and squeezed, wringing a pained moan from her. Thas right, love. Thas what I want to hear. Ill have you screaming mname before too long.

With that, he began to back her toward a velvet-cushioned settee on the far wall.

And Maura was instantly flung back to last Season, to a darkened alcove with this same man pawing at her, hurting her, just as he was now.

Are you really going to pretend youre any different than your whore of a mother when we both know better?

Somewhere inside her a small spark of righteous indignation caught fire and blazed to life, and she brought her slippered heel down as hard as she could on his instep, ramming her elbow into his midsection at the same time.

He released her with an oath and clutched at his stomach, the look of venomous fury that suffused his rapidly reddening countenance enough to send her stumbling backward, out of his reach.

You right little bitch, I ought to

I dont think so, Stratton.

The fatalistic tingle that raced through Mauras veins at the sound of those deep, rich cadences told her who had spoken, even before she swung around to face the newcomer.

Of course. Of all people to intervene, it would be the one person she wanted most to avoid.

One broad shoulder propped against the frame, the Earl of Hawksley lounged in the doorway, contemplating the scene before him with an unreadable expression.

I believe the lady has made it clear that she isnt interested, he drawled silkily, those glittering green eyes never wavering from Stratton. Though his posture was relaxed, almost nonchalant, Maura sensed an air of palpable tension that
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