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            Dedication

         
         
            On behalf of Andrea Hamblin this book is dedicated as follows to:

            Jan Patteyn, who moved from the city of love—Paris, France—to follow his love Laura to Belgium. May you live happily ever
               after.
            

            With my love,

            Aunt Andrea

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Epilogue

            	Author’s Note

            	Announcement

            	About the Author

            	By Lorraine Heath

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	v

	vii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	368

	369

	ii

	iii

	371

	372

	373

	374

	vi




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            I should have been in the ballroom dancing. Instead, I was standing in the gardens, away from any light, listening to the
               approach of the soft footfalls. His familiar, enticing sandalwood fragrance mixed with his own unique scent reached me first
               and revealed his identity. Therefore, I held still and waited, my breath sawing in and out with anticipation. Slowly his arms
               came around me, folding over my chest in such a way that his large and powerful hands cradled my breasts and squeezed gently
               as he pulled me into the nook of his body, until my back rested against his broad chest. Then his mouth, heated as though
               by the very fires of Hades, pressed against the nape of my neck, sending delicious shivers coursing through me. At that moment,
               I knew I would do anything Lord K asked of me.
            

            —Anonymous, My Secret Desires, A Memoir

         

         
            London

            June 5, 1875

         

         Arthur Pennington, the Earl of Knightly, rather wished he’d stayed in his residence that evening instead of venturing out to his favorite club. He was no stranger to intense gazes from young swells who sought to emulate him, flirtatious smiles from women—married and not, young and old—who wished to entice him into a secluded corner, and murderous glares from men he’d bested, in business and otherwise. He liked winning, loved it in fact. 

         
         In his youth, the game might have been as simple as being the first to introduce a debutante to the pleasures of kissing.
            He’d not been quite so discerning then. A kiss was just a kiss. Over the years, however, the games had become increasingly
            complicated, his victories not quite so public. He’d discovered it could be quite delicious to be the only one to know he’d
            won. Anonymity had its rewards.
         

         
         But recently, the curious looks were far more frequent, lasted longer, and contained a great deal more speculation. They were
            also accompanied by whispers and nods, low murmurings, and the occasional giggle—the latter usually released by a young chit
            experiencing her first Season who had yet to be kissed and was bashful as well as easily mortified by any reference at all
            to what transpired between consenting adults. He’d hoped by now, nearly six weeks in, that all the conjecture would have dissipated,
            but the ton liked nothing better than a good bit of gossip. And of late, he’d very much become the gossipmongers’ favorite topic.
         

         
         “It seems, Knight, you’ve replaced me as the scoundrel to be avoided at all costs this Season.”

         
         Narrowing his eyes, Knight slowly shifted his attention over to David Blackwood, commonly known as Bishop, who sat beside him with a smirk on his ruggedly handsome face. Two months prior, his longtime friend had been dubbed Blackguard Blackwood because of his reputation for leading married ladies to ruin in such a flagrant public fashion that they were soon divorced. Now he was more popularly identified as Besotted Blackwood, thanks to his newly acquired wife, Marguerite. She occupied the chair on the other side of Bishop, their fingers interlocked in their usual scandalous public spectacle of not being able to keep their hands off each other. Although such displays of affection weren’t uncommon in the Twin Dragons. The gaming hell’s membership had been extended to include women, resulting in an abundance of wooing going on within these walls. 

         
         Not that Knight had ever indulged himself here. These days, he preferred as much privacy as possible in all personal matters.
            All business matters as well. In all matters, truth be told. He had become a closed book. Even to those who thought they knew
            him better than anyone. His fellow Chessmen.
         

         
         A glass of fine scotch in hand, they were presently sitting in their favorite corner of the club’s library where they often
            discussed various investment strategies that had resulted in the moniker associated with them.
         

         
         “I’m not quite certain how you came to such a deduction,” he finally responded laconically. A lie. He knew damned well how
            it had come about—because of a recently published book that was not quite as closed as he. As a matter of fact, it had been
            opened by so many curiosity seekers that locating a copy had become a bit of a challenge.
         

         
         “As you’re no doubt aware,” Rook said pointedly, “speculation is rampant you are Lord K.”

         
         “Any number of Lord Ks are about. Could even be King here,” Knight said, tipping his head toward the Duke of Kingsland, who’d
            also brought his wife, Penelope. But then she was as ruthless when it came to investing as they were and had often joined
            them for their discussions, even before King realized he was madly in love with her and made her his duchess.
         

         
         “I’m a duke,” King stated. “I wouldn’t be referred to as Lord anything.”

         
         “It’s fiction. Perhaps she used the moniker to throw people off the scent.”

         
         “Or he,” Marguerite offered succinctly. “Simply because it was written from the point of view of a woman doesn’t mean it was
            necessarily written by a woman.” As a private detective, she had a tendency to be suspicious and not trust that things or
            people were exactly as they seemed. Certainly, her husband’s duplicitousness had proven that point well enough.
         

         
         “You’ve read it?”

         
         “No, but a gentleman recently sought to employ me to uncover the identity of the author, fearing the tome might have been
            written by his wife and she was detailing an affair in which she was engaged.”
         

         
         That others were interested in discovering the author’s identity was disconcerting, especially if his enemies were striving to uncover knowledge to use against him. He’d considered hiring Marguerite himself but refused to fuel the rumors floating about that the tale was biographical in nature and he had, in fact, been assigned the pivotal role. “Did you discover who she was?” 

         
         “I didn’t take on the case. I couldn’t see it as a pressing concern, and business has been quite brisk of late.”

         
         “My wife is the finest inquiry agent in London,” Bishop said, his voice rife with pride, even though her investigation of
            him was responsible for bringing them together. Knight was surprised his friend’s buttons didn’t pop right off his waistcoat,
            a result of the manner in which he was preening. “She can be selective regarding how she spends her time. She’s approached
            about more important matters than uncovering the identity of an author.”
         

         
         “It might be interesting to know if the writer is someone from your past, Knight,” Rook said. “If she’s not or is unknown
            to you, it would give credence to your denials.”
         

         
         He sighed at the absurdity that he cared anything at all about what people thought. “I should think my word that it is not
            I would be sufficient.”
         

         
         “But without knowing exactly who wrote it, how can you know for sure?”

         
         “Because I don’t approach women in gardens, for God’s sake.” Except once, years before, when he’d been a very different man than he was now. But that woman, born of scandal, would never pen such provocative prose. She understood all too well the value of a pristine reputation. Keeping the one her father had established for her had been foremost on her mind. She’d reflected a purity that should have eventually led to a beneficial marriage among the nobility but during her first Season she’d chosen poorly. She’d chosen him. He suspected the regret would follow her to the end of her days. It certainly haunted his nights. 

         
         “You’ve read it, then?” Rook asked.

         
         “No, but I’ve heard enough men and women tittering about the blasted garden passage.” Not to mention the numerous fathers
            who had recently warned him if he took one of their daughters on a stroll about a garden, it would be immediately followed
            by a brisk walk down the aisle he would be unable to escape without suffering dire consequences. He was tempted to take numerous
            ladies on a promenade about a garden simply to demonstrate how he didn’t take well to threats and most certainly couldn’t
            be forced into marriage—or any other result he didn’t desire. On the other hand, he could hardly blame the fathers for their
            concern. They’d forgiven him once for demonstrating unconscionable behavior toward a woman. As a matter of fact, to his chagrin,
            they’d hailed him as a hero, but then it hadn’t been their daughters he’d betrayed.
         

         
         A movement out of the corner of his eye caught his attention, and he glanced up at the slender gent who’d arrived at his side
            just as King greeted his younger brother. “Lawrence, would you care to join us?”
         

         
         “An invitation into the circle of the Chessmen? I’m honored.” He quickly grabbed a leather chair from another sitting area, shoved it into place between King and Knight, and dropped into it. He grinned broadly. “As you have most of the pieces represented—king, knight, bishop, rook, and two queens—I suppose I am left to be the pawn.”
         

         
         “Never underestimate the importance of the pawn,” Knight said.

         
         Lawrence wiggled his eyebrows. “Especially when he has the ability to get his hands on a rare find.” Reaching into his coat
            pocket, he withdrew a leather-bound book and set it carefully on the table as he might fragile glass. Gold lettering was embossed
            in the leather. My Secret Desires, A Memoir.

         
         No one moved. No one reached for it.

         
         “How the devil did you get that?” King asked, his voice a near whisper of astonishment as though a once-lost ancient treasure
            had suddenly been unearthed and necessitated a moment of reverence.
         

         
         “Lord Chesney offered it to cover his wager at the card table. Unfortunately for him, and fortunately for me, I held the better
            hand. I’m quite looking forward to reading it as I’m given to understand it’s rather naughty. Chesney nearly wept when he
            lost. He said rumors are floating about it’s going to be banned for indecency.”
         

         
         “Then we should all read it,” Penelope said. “People should not be denied the opportunity to enjoy what they wish. And how
            does one determine what is indecent? I’ve yet to visit a museum or an art gallery that does not have a nude statue or a painting
            revealing a good deal of flesh. They are acceptable in those environments. Why not in all?”
         

         
         “You’re quite passionate about this topic,” Knight said.

         
         “I simply don’t comprehend how writing a description of a person’s body or an act is any different than painting it, and I’ve heard this book is quite detailed. Although I don’t know the specifics, I can only surmise what might be considered indecent.” 

         
         “Perhaps they, whoever they are who determine what is acceptable, fear having less control over what one imagines in the mind when reading as opposed
            to what is presented on canvas. With words alone, a seed can blossom in the imagination and carry one on a journey into realms
            unexplored. Or not. Depending upon one’s imagination.”
         

         
         “Knight should read it first,” Bishop stated succinctly, obviously uninterested in getting into a philosophical discussion.
            “Then he can tell us if it’s indecent.”
         

         
         “You’re missing my entire point,” Penelope said. “Some of us might find it indecent while others might not. Who is to say
            which of us is correct?”
         

         
         “I have no interest in it,” Knight lied. He was dying to read it, to determine if the imagination of bored ladies of the ton had simply run amok, if they were envisioning him as the main character because he’d become distant during the past few years,
            giving women—especially those whose mothers shoved them into his path—only the attention politeness dictated. At balls he
            rarely danced. He never took anyone to the theater, despite having a box. He kept to himself as much as possible.
         

         
         “Of course you have an interest,” Bishop said. “You may be striving to give the appearance you aren’t bothered by the rumors
            circulating that the woman’s lover strongly resembles you, but you must be curious. A read should give you the ammunition
            needed to permanently put the speculation to rest.”
         

         
         “If I ignore it, it will all go away.”

         
         “Nothing ignored ever goes away,” Penelope said. “Eventually it will come to the fore and wreak its havoc, whether for good
            or ill.”
         

         
         He didn’t know why he was left with the impression she spoke from experience. His two married friends were extremely protective
            of their ladies, and Knight suspected they all held secrets. Certainly, he had his share.
         

         
         He glared at the book resting innocently on the table as though incapable of causing harm, when he knew it quite possibly
            possessed the power to destroy. At the very least it was making his life miserable because it and he were dominating conversations.
            People were growing bolder, asking him to his face if he was Lord K. He yearned to close his fingers around the book and spread
            open the pages until they revealed all the mysteries within.
         

         
         “Bloody hell,” he finally ground out before snatching it up. “I’ll take it if for no other reason than to keep it out of your
            hands. Now may we discuss something more pleasant? A plague, perhaps?”
         

         
         The blighters he called friends had the audacity to grin and chuckle. He wished he’d left the book alone because already it
            felt like it was scalding his fingertips and seeping into his soul, determined not to let him rest until he knew the truth
            of it.
         

         
          

         Miss Regina Leyland liked shadowed corners. Especially at the Twin Dragons. Her preferred table, where she now sat, was located in just such a corner. She wasn’t certain how poker, which apparently was very popular in America, had become part of this establishment’s repertoire of games offered. However, it had quickly taken its place as her favorite, and she’d developed the ability to calculate the odds in order to determine the likelihood she held a winning hand. She was also quite accomplished when it came to reading her opponents and deducing whether they were bluffing. 

         
         Having grown up along the edge of Society, she’d had ample time to unobtrusively scrutinize those who wandered by, make predictions
            about their behavior, and discover if she was correct. She’d been like a child pressing her nose against the window of a toy
            shop, longing to step inside and discover something within had been made specifically for her. That she could select the proper
            doll that would grant her common ground with all the other little girls. That they’d accept her at last.
         

         
         But they never had and so she’d simply watched. And in watching, she’d learned how to judge people’s temperaments and moods,
            to know when they were angry or sad or in love. She could determine who was kind and who was unpleasant. Who to favor and
            who to avoid. Only once in her life had she gotten it completely and absolutely wrong. But it had been a lesson learned and
            a mistake she’d never make again.
         

         
         From her vantage point at the table with her back to the wall, she had an unobstructed view of those who entered the gaming hell and often observed them until they disappeared into various hallways leading to rooms where other entertainments awaited. Within her fertile mind, she’d weave scenarios about where they were going, whom they were meeting, and in what activities they might become engaged. 

         
         And so it was she’d seen the arrival of Lord Knightly, a man she’d once desperately loved with every fiber of her being and
            now despised from the very depths of her soul. Being jilted at the altar had a way of changing a woman’s heart. Not that she’d
            been a woman five years ago. An innocent girl, more like, in spite of her advanced age at the time of two and twenty. Believing
            in hopes and dreams and the veracity of love having the power to overcome all obstacles.
         

         
         Sheltered and protected. A princess, her father had always called her. He’d been her knight in shining armor and searching
            for someone to replace him. The Earl of Knightly had certainly seemed to fit the bill—until he no longer had.
         

         
         Waiting to walk up the aisle, she’d been wearing an ivory gown designed by Charles Worth of Paris himself. She’d never known
            such happiness and believed the joy she was experiencing would only increase through the years.
         

         
         Knightly had arrived tardily with the news he’d changed his mind, couldn’t marry her after all. No specifics, only a generalized
            admittance he’d decided they wouldn’t suit.
         

         
         She’d not let on exactly how devastating she’d found his abandonment or how badly she’d been hurt. Instead, she’d gone on a three-year-long trek through Europe, journaling her escapades in a series of articles for a lady’s magazine. Although often what appeared in print was how she’d imagined the adventure rather than the reality of it. But no one had been able to discern the difference. More importantly, she’d discovered writing filled an emptiness in her soul, a hollow ache, a bottomless abyss into which she’d become lost on that fateful morning when she’d been at St. George’s, expecting to marry—only to be discarded at the last minute. 

         
         Now, at twenty-seven, she cared for no one’s opinion, save her own. She came here where most of the members were of the aristocracy
            and flaunted her notoriety while taking their coins. She projected a mien of confidence and daring. She would not be looked
            down upon. In spite of the circumstances of her birth, she was still the daughter of an earl, as well as the daughter of an
            accomplished actress. She was proud of her heritage. No one could take it away from her.
         

         
         She studied the two queens she presently held in her hand. The other cards were worthless, but the queens possessed power,
            just as she did. She possessed the power to destroy, to destroy the one who had betrayed her. And she would. It was only a
            matter of time.
         

         
         Glancing up, she noticed Knightly—apparently moving on from wherever he’d gone upon first arriving—now striding through the gambling area. Incredibly confident, downright arrogant really. Obnoxiously so. She wondered at which table he might alight. Certainly not this one as all the chairs were occupied. Then cursed herself for wondering anything about him at all. After all these years, her thoughts should be void of memories of him, but it was as though an artist had painted upon her mind vivid illustrations of each and every moment when they’d been in each other’s company. A polite hello, an accidental glancing touch of their fingers, a heated look lasting too long, a walk in a park, a stroll in a garden, whispered words, and broken promises. 

         
         Since that morning when he’d shattered her heart, they’d not spoken, had seen each other only in passing—at a great distance.
            One she very much wished to maintain. It wasn’t fair that his actions had tarnished only her reputation and not his, that
            the ton had celebrated his liberation from her, while vilifying her for daring to dream a man such as he could actually love a woman
            such as she.
         

         
         Perhaps the entire point of his wooing her had been to make her believe her origins held no significance and then to make
            sport of her for falling madly in love with him. To humiliate her for imagining she was lovable to someone other than her
            parents. To humble her for the audacity of judging herself deserving and worthy of the rise from commoner to countess.
         

         
         “Miss Leyland?”

         
         She jerked her attention to the dealer. He gave her a wan smile. “Time to reveal your hand.”

         
         Ah, yes, she’d been the last one to raise the bet amount, and it seemed only two people had called her on it. The other three
            had folded. With a smooth, practiced movement, she turned over her cards. Lady Warburton gave her a hard stare while revealing
            her two jacks. The gentleman sitting directly across from Regina groaned and tossed his cards haphazardly toward the dealer.
            “That’s it for me, then.”
         

         
         He shoved back his chair.

         
         “What? No. Wait,” she said with far too much command in her voice, so much so he stopped halfway up at a rather odd right angle, bent partially over the table in such a way his bottom was sticking out. But Knightly was still wending his way around the games, and she could clearly see his intense gaze homed in on this corner, like that of a predator who had spotted his prey. Lord, help the prey, she nearly muttered aloud. “Surely you want an opportunity to win back some of your losses.” 

         
         Not that he would. The man was atrocious at the game, apparently harboring the belief he was skilled at bluffing, not realizing
            his eyes fairly bugged when he had something of note and squinted when he didn’t, as though if he concentrated hard enough,
            he could bring forth the power needed to change the cards he’d been dealt. But once dealt, cards had to be made the best of—whether
            in a game or life. She knew that well enough.
         

         
         “You’ve taken all the blunt I set aside for the night. I never wager on credit.”

         
         “Well . . .” She nearly shoved all the tokens in the table center toward him, but she’d look the fool if she did. Desperate.
            People might wonder why. Just stay a few minutes longer, just until—

         
         Too late. The handsome devil had arrived and placed his large hand on the gentleman’s shoulder. “I’ll take your chair if you’re
            leaving, old chap.”
         

         
         The old chap, who couldn’t have seen forty years, swung around and grinned widely. “Knightly, of course!” He leaned in as
            if sharing a daring secret. “But keep a watch out for Miss Leyland. She took all my blunt.”
         

         
         Knightly’s brilliant blue gaze landed on her like a warm caress. No, not like a caress, like the slash of a thousand swords. Did he have to be so deuced gorgeous in his black coat, bright blue waistcoat, and gray cravat? Did those rebellious front locks of his dark hair still have to fall across his brow in invitation? Her fingers itched to comb through the strands and brush them back into place as they had a thousand times. She didn’t want to remember how that forelock played over her own brow when he stretched out over her supine figure, lowered his head, and kissed her. 

         
         “I always keep a watch out for Miss Leyland.”

         
         His voice was still a deep, rich timbre, with the power to send yearning spiraling through her. She remembered a time when
            she’d enjoyed his teasing and flirtation, had been mesmerized by every word he uttered. Now she wished only for some affliction
            to render him mute. She angled her chin haughtily. “Because you expect me to stab you in the back? Ridiculous. I’d do it from
            the front so you’d know exactly who delivered the devastating blow.”
         

         
         Two gasps and a couple of awkward chuckles followed from the other players still seated. The old chap leapt back as though
            she was, in fact, wielding a knife at that very moment.
         

         
         “I would expect no less,” Knightly said, bowing his head slightly in acquiescence, in acknowledgment, almost in respect—a
            salute—his penetrating gaze never wavering from hers. Had he been a true knight upon a jousting field, he might have extended
            his lance toward her for a favor. Not that she’d ever gift him with a ribbon as she had when she’d loved him.
         

         
         Then the moment passed, and he pulled out the chair before lowering himself onto the tufted seat. The club ensured members were always comfortable, no doubt to dissuade them from leaving the tables prematurely, with coins still jingling in their pockets. He set a book on the table. 

         
         “Oh, my word, you’ve garnered a copy of My Secret Desires,” Lady Letitia gushed, any drama played out before completely forgotten. The card game as well, it seemed. “Is it available
            in the club library?”
         

         
         He trailed one long, slender finger along the spine, and Regina fought not to recall how delicious it had felt when he’d done
            the same along hers. “Unfortunately not. It was won in a card game earlier.”
         

         
         “I’ve been dying to get my little hands on it.” Those hands were presently fidgeting with the tokens used to make her bets.
            “The recounting of a daring woman’s scandalous adventures—my understanding of the story from what I’ve heard whispered—makes
            for a titillating read.”
         

         
         “Some say it’s not a memoir at all,” Viscount Langdon offered, “but merely fiction, the memoir in the title simply part of
            the fantasy it seeks to create. Like Fanny Hill, a novel touted as being the memoir of a woman pleasured. Certainly, a publication garners more interest if it’s believed
            to be a confession rather than the result of an active imagination. As a matter of fact, wagers are being made at White’s
            as well as in the betting book here, regarding whether it is truth or fiction.”
         

         
         “Even if it is fiction, one can’t write about such intimate matters if one hasn’t experienced them.” Lady Letitia leaned forward slightly. “I don’t suppose you’d be kind enough to read the opening passage aloud so perhaps we could judge for ourselves.” 

         
         “We’re here to play cards,” Regina stated pithily since the dealer seemed to have forgotten his role at the table, “not sit
            through a droll reading.”
         

         
         “Have you read it?” Knightly asked.

         
         “Of course I’ve not read the book. I don’t waste my time with such rubbish.” Or with the likes of you. She should leave now but didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of chasing her off.
         

         
         “If you’ve not read it, how do you know it’s rubbish? Perhaps it’s a work that will last through the ages.”

         
         “With a title such as that? It was no doubt penned by a group of bored spinsters.” She was proud of her voice for not giving
            away any of her emotions. Why did he have to plague her now?
         

         
         “I say we put it to a vote,” Lady Letitia bubbled enthusiastically. “Raise your hand if you’d like Lord Knightly to read us
            the opening passage.”
         

         
         Her hand quickly shot up as did one from each of the other two ladies. Even Lord Langdon, the scapegrace, raised a hand and
            arched a brow at Regina to indicate she shouldn’t be so prudish. The dealer merely patiently shuffled the cards as though
            he had no other purpose than to rearrange their order.
         

         
         Regina glared hotly at him. “You’re not going to allow this madness to go forward, surely.”

         
         He merely shrugged his narrow shoulders. “My instructions are to keep members happy.”

         
         “Well, this member is frightfully unhappy. I’ll take my winnings elsewhere.” She began gathering up her wooden tokens, which she should have done the moment Knightly sat. She was tempted to toss them all in his face. However, she was not one for public displays of uncontrolled emotion. She’d become extremely skilled at burying her feelings, thanks in large part to the blackguard sitting across from her. 

         
         “Come now, Reggie, don’t be a spoilsport,” Knightly said. “Where’s the harm in giving the dealer a short respite while I take
            on the role of entertainer?”
         

         
         “Don’t call me that. We are no longer on intimate terms.” She nearly slammed her eyes closed. She did wish she hadn’t used
            that particular word. Intimate. It conjured up images of searing kisses, heated touches, and smoldering gazes. Those damned locks of hair falling across his
            brow as he leaned in—
         

         
         “My apologies, Miss Leyland. But you must be as curious as everyone else about this book, surely.”

         
         “Did you not peruse it already, looking for those passages that are very likely to see its author in court on charges of indecency?”

         
         “If they can ever discover who the author is—but, no, I was visiting with friends earlier and didn’t want to be impolite.
            However, as I’ve had a request”—he waved his hand in the direction of Lady Letitia—“and enjoy nothing more than satisfying
            another’s curiosity, perhaps you’ll indulge me.”
         

         
         He’d once indulged her curiosity—with a touch, a kiss, and more. He’d opened her up to worlds she’d not even dared to imagine. In spite of the wreckage their relationship had become, during their time together, she’d been deliriously happy, had believed she knew what it was to be loved. More importantly, she had known what it was to love another, fully and unconditionally. Certainly, she’d always loved her parents, but what she’d felt for him hadn’t been tied to blood. It had been all-encompassing. Like the stars in the sky, endless. 

         
         With a heavy sigh, she rolled her eyes and crossed her arms beneath her breasts, not missing the quick dip of his gaze. Ages
            ago, he’d admired them and peppered them with kisses. “Oh, very well. I suppose I can suffer through a few minutes of listening
            to your dull repetition of written words.”
         

         
         Lady Letitia clapped gleefully and bounced in her chair. Everyone else eased forward, even the dealer, in spite of his sitting
            beside Knightly. Regina maintained her straight and stiff posture, refusing to give any hint at all that she had an interest
            in witnessing how he would react to what many had deemed quite saucy.
         

         
         After slipping his spectacles from his pocket and putting them in place, he opened the book, applied fingers that had brought
            her pleasure to turning pages, until he reached his destination, cleared his throat, and began. “‘Chapter One. The Gentleman.
            For me, he shall always be the gentleman, the one I could never forget, the one no man could ever replace. Our first meeting occurred at a ball. I must have been introduced to a hundred men before he appeared. Yet, when my eyes met his of dazzling blue, I could no longer remember any of the others. It was as if they’d all transformed into smoke and drifted away on a warm breeze. Only he was real. Only he was of substance. Only he mattered. When Lord K took my hand, bent over it, and pressed his lush lips against my knuckles, though I wore gloves, I felt the heat of his moist mouth seeping into my flesh.’” 

         
         She’d forgotten what an incredibly beautiful voice he had, how he could imbue it with passion. How it could make her laugh.
            And move her to tears. How it could thoroughly ignite her body until she was cursing and crying out for release. The terribly
            wicked things he would growl that sent her flying into ecstasy. His voice, low, deep, harsh, soft. It was one of the most
            erotic things about him.
         

         
         Very slowly, he closed the book, as though it had suddenly become delicate glass. Or perhaps he had. Maybe his voice had the
            same effect on him—brought everything to life until he could picture that initial meeting of an innocent girl and a very experienced
            man. Although the sentences weren’t tawdry, were in fact quite tame except for the mention of flesh, still, with his delivery,
            they conjured up the promise of lurid images that would soon have the couple, and perhaps the reader, sweltering with desire.
         

         
         “You’re not stopping, surely,” Lady Letitia said, her breath coming in short little pants.

         
         His penetrating cerulean gaze remained focused on Regina as he responded, “We agreed to one passage.”

         
         “It can’t have been an entire passage, but merely a paragraph.”

         
         He shifted his eyes to Lady Letitia and winked. “It’s best to always be kept wanting.”

         
         Wanting and needing. He’d carried her to the brink countless times, left her to hover there until she thought she would die, and then he’d restored life to her with a cataclysm that never failed to leave her astonished and grateful nature so rewarded wickedness with such astounding pleasure. 

         
         Lady Letitia looked on the verge of weeping, before straightening her shoulders and announcing succinctly, with conviction,
            “I believe it is indeed a woman’s memoir—and she loves him still.”
         

         
         “She never claimed to love him,” Knightly said.

         
         “A woman can easily forget a man she does not love.” Then a knowing gleam was reflected in her eyes. “Do you recognize the
            meeting, Lord Knightly? Are you, in fact, Lord K?”
         

         
         He laughed low, darkly, sending a shiver up Regina’s spine. “When we met during your coming-out ball, did I make you forget
            every man you’ve ever known, Lady Letitia?”
         

         
         “That’s hardly an answer, my lord. Although I suppose in the one bit you read, clues are sadly lacking. It could be any ball.
            Any lady. Any gent. However, I am more determined than ever to get my hands on a copy.”
         

         
         “Then I shall guard this one with my life.”

         
         Their conversation irritated Regina, but she refused to analyze the reasons behind her annoyance. She no longer had any interest
            at all in Knightly—except to beat him at this game and rid him of his coins. She sighed mightily with impatience. “May we
            cease with the flirting now and play?” She didn’t wait for a response, but simply flipped a token into the center of the table.
            Thank the Lord, the others quickly followed suit and the dealer was soon distributing the cards.
         

         
         But all the while, aware of Knightly studying her, she prayed she was not as easy to read as the tome.

         
          

         It had been a mistake to come to this table. He’d known it would be. It seemed an eternity had passed since he’d been this
            close to Regina. Not since that morning in the church when he’d broken her heart. He should have kept his distance, honored
            the vow he’d made not to inflict his presence upon her.
         

         
         But King and Bishop had departed for home, taking their lovely wives with them, women with whom they were no doubt at this
            very moment making mad, passionate love. Rook and Lawrence had decided to leave the club in search of a lady’s favor elsewhere.
         

         
         Alone, Knight had begun riffling through the pages of the damned book, his gaze settling on a passage here or there, each
            bringing forth memories involving Regina he’d tenaciously tamped down.
         

         
         Then deciding to leave, heading for the door, he’d spotted her at the table in the far corner. Not for the first time. As
            a matter of fact, knowing she might be there, he’d deliberately glanced in this direction, a punishment, a reminder of what
            he might have had if the truth of him had remained unknown. In the past, he’d taken a few seconds to bask in the sight of
            her before carrying on. Tonight, he’d only wanted to be nearer.
         

         
         Her blond hair was artfully pinned up with a few strands left to dangle along her neck, to tease a man into wanting to replace those soft curls with his warm lips, knowing the silkiness that would greet him. He also knew the scent of gardenia would be waiting just behind her ear. On her wrists. And in the narrow valley between her breasts. Her emerald gown left her alabaster shoulders bared. They were no doubt dusted with some sort of powder because he couldn’t detect the three tiny freckles that had taunted him far too often, that he had kissed, envying the sun because it had kissed her there first. 

         
         He hadn’t forgotten how beautiful she was. To do so would be like forgetting the wonder of a midnight sky, the majesty of
            the vast blue ocean, or the prettiness of a butterfly. Even when they weren’t within one’s field of vision, it was easy to
            bring the images of them forth in one’s mind because at some point the sight of them had inhabited the soul.
         

         
         Regina Leyland had long ago become part of him. Not carrying through on his promise to marry her had been the hardest thing
            he’d ever done, because he’d known it would ravage her—and she’d not deserved the devastating blow he’d been forced to deliver.
            He had struggled to find a way to soften the impact, but the destruction of a dream offers no easy solutions. He imagined
            the severing off of a limb would have brought each of them less pain and torment. He’d tried to replace her hurt with anger,
            hoping she’d be determined to carry on with her life, to show him that he didn’t really matter at all. She would find another
            to bring her joy and happiness. And she had. Traveling the Continent, scandalously sampling the men of each country if gossip
            was to be believed. Her father’s failing health had finally brought her home.
         

         
         Oddly, while he’d gone to the front of the church and announced that she had come to her senses and realized he wouldn’t make a fitting husband—his reputation for enjoying the ladies was no secret—his esteem among the nobility had risen. He’d avoided being shackled to a lass of cloudy blue blood. Someone illegitimate, who would taint his own bloodlines. He’d been slapped on the back, bought drinks he’d not drunk, offered daughters’ hands he’d not accepted. Invitations to social gatherings had increased and he’d been sought after with an unbridled yet baffling diligence. 

         
         While she’d been left to suffer the brunt of the embarrassment and shame.

         
         He’d thought it would fall to him, that he’d be ostracized for being proven unworthy. Instead, he’d been venerated.

         
         However, he’d recently heard rumors she had an admirer and might soon be taking another trip to the altar, one that wouldn’t
            end in heartbreak, but the happily-ever-after she so deserved.
         

         
         Selfish bastard that he was, Knight had wanted to be near her one more time. Wanted to defend the indefensible, explain the
            inexplainable. Hence there he was, sitting across from her while she concentrated on her cards as though they had the power
            to solve all the problems of the world . . . or perhaps to cause his demise.
         

         
         “I’ve heard Viscount Chidding has begun calling upon you,” he said, laconically, striving to keep his true interest from inhabiting
            his tone.
         

         
         Without taking her eyes from her cards, she set two down in front of the dealer, who promptly issued her replacements before moving on to Lady Letitia. “I imagine you hear a good many things.” 

         
         “He’s in debt.”

         
         “So I’ve been told.”

         
         “You’re not bothered by his circumstance?”

         
         Slowly she lifted her gaze until it clashed with his. “I’ve learned, my lord, there are far worse failings to be found in
            a man.”
         

         
         Her tone had a sharp edge to it, one that was out of place coming from her tempting mouth. He did not look away, or argue
            the point, but took the cut as his due. Perhaps he’d been wrong to steer clear of her, to deny her opportunities to put him
            in his place and enjoy her small victories.
         

         
         “My lord?” the dealer prodded.

         
         Forcing himself to break the hold of her gaze, Knight glanced over the table, noting two of the players had folded. His hand
            was atrocious, and he should follow suit, but he wasn’t yet ready to admit defeat. He cast off three cards, hoping for a miracle.
            Although years earlier he’d learned hope was not a strategy, and it proved true this time.
         

         
         Regina was the first to bet. A quid. Could she have that good of a hand? The remaining two players folded, leaving only him
            against her. What were the odds she was bluffing? Her implacable facade was impossible to read. That hadn’t been the case
            when he’d first known her. Everything she’d felt was revealed in her sweet smile and dark brown eyes. Eyes that had been so
            innocent then, trusting.
         

         
         Now they stated succinctly that she knew fairy tales were a lie. He’d done that to her. The pain that knowledge confirmed nearly doubled him over. 

         
         He met her quid and raised her two. Without hesitation, she tossed in two quid and followed it with three more. Her gaze landed
            on his with an almost audible thud. Only now he could read the challenge in those icy eyes. If he didn’t match her amount,
            she wouldn’t have to show her cards; he wouldn’t know what she’d been holding.
         

         
         It wasn’t as though he couldn’t afford to lose three more pounds. His coffers were flush. It was the principle of the matter.
            He didn’t want to be taken for a fool if she was bluffing. On the other hand, perhaps winning would give her a reason to smile.
            He was suddenly desperate for her smile. He slid three tokens, valued at a quid each, across the baize tabletop to the center
            pile. “I’ll call.”
         

         
         With no alteration in her expression at all, she set down her cards, faceup. A pair of aces.

         
         With a slow grin, he revealed his hand—an assortment of numbers and suits that failed to come together in any meaningful way.
            “I was hoping you were bluffing.”
         

         
         “Unlike you, my lord, I never bluff or render a falsehood.” She began gathering her winnings and depositing them into a black
            pouch. “I’ll be calling it a night now.”
         

         
         She stood, and he did the same, stuffing his few remaining tokens into a pocket to be used on another night, and grabbed his
            book. After she walked past him, he followed. “I’ll provide you with a ride in my carriage.”
         

         
         “I have a carriage waiting.”

         
         “Then join me in the library for a drink.”

         
         Coming to an abrupt halt, she whirled around. “Are you jealous? You hear someone might favor me, and suddenly you’re giving
            me attention. Do not for a single moment believe I am fool enough to trust all the flattering words you are so skilled at
            delivering with such utter conviction.”
         

         
         “I’m not . . . I just . . . I simply want the opportunity to apologize again, to seek forgiveness.”

         
         She waved a hand dismissively. “’Tis given. Now leave me be.”

         
         She spun on her heel—

         
         “Am I Lord K?”

         
         Facing him, she narrowed her eyes to that of a fine-honed blade designed to slice him to ribbons. “How the devil should I
            know?”
         

         
         “I lied earlier. I had skimmed through the pages, until I found the garden scene everyone is on about. I once held you in
            a garden exactly as described.”
         

         
         She released a long, drawn-out sigh. “Which would make me the author. Well, I didn’t lie. I’ve not read the book, so I’ve
            no inkling regarding what transpired in the garden scene. However, based upon your reputation, I suspect you held a good many ladies in the same manner in a good many gardens. Look
            to one of them. Now, good night, my lord.”
         

         
         With that, she marched to the door and disappeared through it.

         
         But she was wrong. He’d never held any other woman in a garden in the same manner as described. Only her.

         
         She hadn’t been bluffing at the table, but was she bluffing now? Could she possibly be Anonymous? But knowing how she valued her privacy, he couldn’t imagine her putting the personal details of her life to paper and then publishing them. No, what he’d read of the book thus far and the memories of their time together that the words and descriptions conjured were simply coincidence. Introductions happened all the time. As did assignations in gardens. 

         
         Yet like the lady in the tome regarding her gentleman, the night they’d met was one he’d never forget.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            April 1870

         

         “No flirting this evening, Knight,” King grumbled as his coach journeyed over the rough road. “I don’t want to have to search
            through various alcoves for you when I’m ready to take my leave.”
         

         
         “Dash it all, King, if I’d known you were going to spoil my fun, I’d not have agreed to accompany you on this detour before
            meeting up with Bishop and Rook. I can’t for the life of me determine why you’re going to all the bother and delaying our
            amusements with the others. You’re not going to marry a chit born out of wedlock.”
         

         
         “Mother has a soft spot for wounded creatures and feared the girl would suffer through the embarrassment of having no one
            in attendance at this affair where Bremsford is introducing her to Society. Although the twenty thousand pounds he’s settled
            on her is certain to draw some young bucks.”
         

         
         He was also including in her dowry a small estate on the outskirts of London that included several acres of lush land and a manor to serve as her dower house when the time came. Tonight, it was the setting for the grand ball that had been the topic of wagging tongues among the elite for weeks. “Do you know anything about her other than her scandalous beginnings and Bremsford wanting to pawn her off to someone legitimate?” 

         
         “She’s the daughter of his longtime mistress, who was an accomplished actress, according to Mother. Although she doesn’t approve
            of infidelity, she still enjoys a good love story and apparently Bremsford’s was one for the ages. The earl was devoted to
            the girl’s mother and remains devoted to his illegitimate offspring more than to his legitimate ones. I can’t imagine any
            of it has sat well with his countess, his heir, or his other two daughters.”
         

         
         “Do you think any of them will be attending tonight?”

         
         “I rather doubt it.”

         
         The coach came to a stop. A footman stepped forward and opened the door. Knight waited until his friend, the duke, had disembarked.
            While they were equal on many levels, Knight never forgot that until he inherited his father’s title, Duke of Wyndstone, King
            outranked him, and Knight was conscious of showing his friend the deference he deserved when they were in a public arena.
         

         
         As they wandered toward the manor, a young lady caught Knight’s attention and gave him a shy smile. Tipping his hat, he bestowed
            upon her a grin filled with the promise of a kissing lesson to be given in a secluded corner. She was in the process of pressing
            her fan to her right cheek, the signal for yes, was only an inch away from it, when her mother grabbed her arm and began dragging her along. The lady glanced back. He pressed a hand to his chest, to indicate his sorrow that she’d be watched by a hawk. 

         
         “I said no flirting,” King reminded him.

         
         “I’ve not sampled Lady Lisbet yet. A kiss doesn’t take that long.”

         
         “So you say, but your reputation states otherwise.”

         
         “Depends on the lady, I suppose. Where’s your sense of adventure, King?”

         
         “Waiting for me after I’ve seen to this tedious task.”

         
         As they climbed the few steps to the open door, several unaccompanied men were making their way inside. Knowing a good many
            of them, all unmarried, Knight decided they’d been drawn by the pounds. The spares also probably wanted to look around the
            residence in which they might possibly live—if they didn’t have one of their own. No reason for the abode to remain vacant
            until she was a widow.
         

         
         He noted the presence of a few other ladies, no doubt their curiosity getting the better of them. Or perhaps they saw an opportunity
            to contrast themselves against the earl’s daughter. At twenty-seven, he had yet to participate in the game of courtship. He
            was here tonight only because he believed it important to remain in the good graces of every decent lord. One never knew when
            the support of a particular nobleman—or permission to marry his daughter—might be needed. And Bremsford was a man of influence.
         

         
         Once they’d crossed the threshold, he and King made their way along the hallway that eventually emptied into a large chamber with a wide stairway on either side, circling around to meet in the middle at the top where an enormous doorway yawned. They reached the stairs on their right. A footman offered them each a dance card. King took one and tucked it inside his jacket, while Knight simply waved off the vellum. They weren’t going to be here long enough to partake in any dances. After their ascent, they greeted those standing about whom they knew and took their places in the queue. 

         
         “What do you think?” Knight whispered, keeping his voice low and even. “Half an hour?”

         
         “Twenty minutes. A smile here and a smile there, and we’ll make our escape.”

         
         After the couple before them were introduced and began their descent, Knight glanced down as King handed his invitation over
            to the majordomo. He recognized Bremsford standing tall, proud, and defiant near the foot of the stairs, his hair having faded
            from the wheat shade of his youth into silver. The young lady to his right glanced up—
         

         
         Knight felt like he’d taken a battering ram to the chest. All the air in his lungs had backed up and he could scarcely breathe.
            “Christ, is that her?”
         

         
         King looked down. “I would assume so.”

         
         She was exquisite. Her hair, the shade of moonbeams, was held in place with pearl combs, a few strands dangling about her
            face and along her slender neck. She barely reached her father’s shoulder. While she was poised, exhibiting grace with her
            movements, the tiniest of pleats in her brow reflected an uncomfortableness, perhaps even a sadness. Yet, there she stood
            performing—like her mother, an actress—because the show must go on.
         

         
         “Sir?”

         
         Her gown was entirely white, the candlelight from the chandeliers sparkling off what must have been a million tiny pearls,
            making it iridescent, glowing like newly fallen snow under a full moon. His favorite time to walk the moors of the ducal estate
            in Yorkshire.
         

         
         Then he could no longer see her because King—with his irritatingly broad back—was blocking Knight’s view as his friend made
            his way toward Bremsford. Had he been announced? Knight hadn’t heard it, perhaps because he’d been so focused on the girl
            that everything around him had ceased to exist, everything except her.
         

         
         “Sir?”

         
         Leaning to the right in an attempt to catch sight of her again, he heard a harsh clearing of a throat. Then, “Knightly, for
            God’s sake, man, do pay attention.”
         

         
         Glancing over his shoulder, he was greeted by the Earl of Chadbourne glowering at him. He glowered back before hearing the
            quiet, “Sir?”
         

         
         Only then did he realize the majordomo was holding out a white gloved hand to him. “Apologies.” He offered up his invitation,
            his name scrawled across it.
         

         
         The man gave a curt nod before booming, “His lordship, the Earl of Knightly.”

         
         Wanting to dash down the stairs, Knight felt rather like an untried youth, which was ridiculous. He’d had women aplenty but something about her drew him, created a need to protect her when it was obvious her father served as her protector. She was a bird in a gilded cage, a girl in a tower. Bollocks but he was having fanciful thoughts. And he did manage not to dash, but to take his time, carrying himself with the confidence honed by generations of warrior ancestors who had engaged not only in battles on the field but in the political arena. A duty that would pass to him upon his father’s death, a duty that required a strong woman at his side. 

         
         King finally moved on, giving Knight a clearer view of the lady who shifted her attention back to the stairs, her eyes capturing
            and holding his. Now that he was nearer and could see her more clearly, she didn’t appear to be as young as most debutantes.
            Not fresh from finishing school at seventeen or eighteen. No, he’d wager she was on the other side of twenty, but not by much.
            Enough so, though, to make her interesting, to have had the opportunity to experience a bit more of life. Although he suspected
            the circumstances of her birth had already granted her that favor—or disfavor, depending how things had gone.
         

         
         At last, the final step arrived and after five more strides, he was standing before the Earl of Bremsford. He gave a bow of
            deference. “My lord.”
         

         
         “Knightly, good to see you here. Your father is well I take it?”

         
         While the question seemed inordinately polite, it carried an undertone of He’d best be on his deathbed since he couldn’t bother to show his face here. While he hardly blamed the earl, Knight was loyal to his sire. “The duke is well, my lord. I’ll relay your concern for his
            health.”
         

         
         Bremsford gave a little grunt before continuing. “My lord, allow me the honor of introducing my daughter, Miss Regina Leyland.”

         
         Had she been his legitimate child, she’d have been Lady Regina. Knight wondered if that lack of honorarium irked her. Bowing,
            but managing to hold her gaze—her eyes were brown, like the soil that nourished the moors in the spring—he took her hand and
            pressed a kiss to the delicate fingers, wishing no kidskin separated his lips from her skin. “Miss Leyland, it is indeed a
            pleasure.” Releasing his hold on her, he straightened and offered her the smallest of smiles.
         

         
         She dipped into a graceful curtsy. “My lord, the pleasure is all mine.”

         
         “I wonder, Miss Leyland, if you might have a waltz available?”

         
         “The fourth, I believe.” She held up her wrist, from which, attached with white ribbons, her dance card and a minuscule pencil
            dangled. He hated those blasted pencils; they always made him feel like a clod when he tried to hold one with his gloved hands.
            Still, he managed to scrawl his name beside the fourth waltz.
         

         
         When he was done, he gave her a nod. “I look forward to our time together.” He turned
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