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Prologue

 


London, 1838

Sarah Cummings, the Countess De Marchand was
unsure if attending a masquerade ball thrown by the lascivious Duke
of Ainsworth was wise or not. Ladies of her pedigree did not attend
parties like this. It was a demimonde soiree, which meant those of
first society mixed with those from lower social classes, such as
courtesans and men of money who lacked a prominent societal
position. It was certainly not the type of event she would have
ever considered attending while her husband was alive… but then,
Sarah had changed after Robert’s death. She was not the same
woman.

Sarah had been inconsolable by the loss of
her husband three years earlier. Robert had died of a fever after
he was thrown from a horse and broke his leg at their country
estate. It was unfair that he had died so young, and that they had
lost what would have been decades of loyalty and love between them.
Still, after the sting of his death eased, she discovered that the
true misery had been the unrelenting solitude.

As she entered the crowded foyer of the Duke
of Ainsworth’s Mayfair home, Sarah hoped to finally shed the cloak
of isolation she had worn for three long years. While she had found
solace in her son, Daniel, as well as her sisters who would visit
with her mama from time to time, it wasn’t the same. Having had the
kind of companionship she had experienced with Robert and knowing
what it felt like to be truly and wholly loved, she had suffered
greatly in her seclusion.

At thirty years old, Sarah wasn’t exactly
young, but neither was she old enough to commit herself to a life
of solitude. She had promised her husband, in his final moments
that she would never love another, but Sarah had come to realize
that marriage and companionship were vastly different things. If
anything, she was mature, worldly even, in her own opinion, and
tonight she hoped to find someone she could share her time
with and alleviate the loneliness that consumed her. This way she
could forever remain faithful to Robert, without breaking her
promise.

Sarah wanted to find someone with whom she
could share similar ideas or common interests, and what better
place to do so than at Ainsworth’s masquerade ball? Here she could
speak freely about her opinions, yet remain anonymous, all while
searching for someone that she could hopefully connect with, or
maybe even care for if she were lucky enough. 

Gazing over the crowd as she entered the
ballroom, she was glad for the anonymity her feathered mask
provided. Tonight, she was determined to stave off the growing
loneliness that haunted her, as if solitude were her own shadow. A
great darkness was threatening to swallow her up if she didn’t
fight her way back to life to society. She would not let herself
wither and fade away because of heartbreak.

She couldn’t.

As she made her way into the ballroom she
saw a great many people, all wearing elaborate dominos and elegant
costumes. She was worried that the black and gold dress she wore
was too reminiscent of her mourning gowns. While this evening gown
was cut far lower at the neck than her other gowns and was made of
rich velvet with a decidedly jester-like diamond pattern, she
worried that someone would recognize her in the dark color.
Thankfully, her maid Polly had opted for a completely different
hairstyle than she usually wore. Instead of her perfect, dark curls
piled on top of her head, Sarah wore her hair pulled back with a
cascade of ringlets forming at the back of her head, falling to her
mid-back. It might have been a daring style, considering no woman
of substance would wear her hair down in public, but this was a
masquerade and Sarah felt an unyielding need to be daring
tonight.

“I don’t quite know why you insisted I
accompany you tonight, my lady. I’m not sure you belong here,” a
handsome young man with wheat-colored hair whispered into her ear
as he escorted her around the room. “Why not ask Canton to escort
you?”

Sarah smirked at Viscount Clifton. He was
tall like her and devilishly handsome, which matched his wicked
reputation. The viscount was well-known at events like this, even
if he usually attended solo.

“Canton wouldn’t approve of this sort of
party,” she replied. “And I wanted to attend. Plus, I’m not so
unwise as to come to an event like this without a friend.”

“A friend?” he asked, eyebrows raised. “Are
we friends?”

“I think so.”

“As you and Canton are friends?”

Sarah tried not to roll her eyes. For
several months Sarah and the Earl of Canton had been assumed by
most of London to be in a serious affair. Of course, it was all a
hoax, one written very expertly by Sarah herself.

The countess had a secret that she had
shared with no one. Only her publisher knew that Sarah Cummings,
Countess de Marchand was a gossip columnist. Not a terribly
virtuous career, but when her name had been linked to the Earl of
Canton after Robert’s death, she had jumped on the opportunity to
be connected to the earl. He had been a very dear and loyal friend
to her husband and when the earl had called on Sarah several more
times than was socially acceptable, the wagging tongues of London
decided that they were having an affair. Sarah soon realized it was
beneficial to have a lover, if only in writing.

Robert had left her a generous sum of money,
one not linked to the earldom that her son would inherit when he
came of age. Unfortunately, Sarah’s wealth was well known, and no
sooner than her husband had been buried did she begin to be hounded
by fortune hunters. Of course, all those men buggered off the
instant her name had been linked to the earl. Knowing an
opportunity when she saw one, Sarah wrote a letter under an assumed
name, Paula Pry, that she was indeed linked to the earl and sent it
off to the London Sentinel newspaper.

Much to Sarah’s surprise, the paper had
published her letter word for word, including her pseudonym. The
people of London had gone absolutely mad over it. Everyone wanted
to know who Paula Pry was and how she had obtained her
information. 

At the request of the publisher of the
London Sentinel, Sarah had written another article, and then
another, until she was writing a weekly gossip column and had
accidentally begun something of a career.

Sarah was aware the good earl would not
approve of a hedonistic ball like the ones the Duke of Ainsworth
was known to throw. He had even warned her, a full-grown woman,
that she might lose her social status and become déclassé if she
attended such an event. His arrogance had annoyed her. Sarah was
her own woman and would do as she pleased.

“As you know the genuine nature of my
relationship with the earl, I would say yes, since he and I are
friends.”

“Rather a poor sport if he won’t bring you
to something like this,” he said, leading her through the crowd.
Elegant women dressed in revealing, gem-colored gowns, were being
visibly leered at by smiling men in black and white masks all
around them. “You should throw him over and take me on as your new
faux lover.”

Sarah shook her head, smiling.

“I’d sooner marry you,” she said, enjoying
the way the viscount stumbled. “He affords me a freedom you
wouldn’t, my dear.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

“The freedom to be unattached,” she said as
a voluptuous woman trilled with laughter as they passed. “The earl
makes no demands of me, nor I him, and yet we benefit from using
each other as a sort of concealment. Society ignores us because
we’re already having a torrid love affair,” she said, wiggling her
eyebrows.

The viscount chuckled.

“So, you’re free to act wickedly because the
rest of us believe you both are having an affair?” The viscount
asked as he reached for two champagne flutes from a passing
servant’s tray. He handed one to Sarah, who nodded her thanks as
she took the glass. “That’s rather devious of you.”

“What’s devious is how this place is
decorated,” she noted, taking a sip of the champagne. The strings
section of the orchestra began to pluck at their instruments,
indicating the music would soon start. “It’s so dark. Hardly any of
the chandeliers or candelabras are lit.”

“That’s the point, my lady,” Clifton said,
searching the room. “Ainsworth’s parties tend to fall into
debauchery rather quickly.”

“Yes, it looks like that lot over there are
about to descend into an orgy,” she said, nodding towards a group
of two men and two women, leaning against a wall as they spoke with
wandering hands and stolen kisses.

The viscount choked into his glass. Sarah
watched him, worried for a moment until she saw the mirth in his
countenance.

“It is unfair that you are so determined not
to throw over your earl,” he said, humor heavy in his voice. “We
should be brilliant together.”

But Sarah only smiled. While the viscount
was handsome and well known to facilitate affairs without
attachments, Sarah couldn’t help but think he was too familiar. In
truth, nearly every man in the peerage reminded her of Robert and
she couldn’t, wouldn’t, find a companion that compared to her
dearly departed husband. It would be a cheap imitation of what she
had once had. Knowing what true love had been like and what it had
eventually cost her, Sarah was certain that she would never fall in
love again.

Just then a very romantic waltz began to
play, and buzzy excitement shot through her. She had not danced in
public since before her mourning period. It had been a favorite
activity of hers and she had been slow to rejoin polite society.
She bounced on the balls of her feet. It was as if she had been
waiting to dance for years.

Noting her excitement, Clifton bowed as he
took her hand and led her to the center of the dance floor. They
twirled and moved with ease, following the line of dancers as the
music filled the cavernous room. The soft hum of people’s voices as
they spoke, the tinkling of champagne glasses, and the sweet smell
of peonies filled Sarah’s senses. She let herself be swept away by
the moment and genuinely enjoyed herself for the first time in
years.

Moving on would be emotional, and this felt
like the first night of the rest of her life. She was finally ready
to let go of Robert, and though he certainly would not approve of
the present company she kept this evening, she hoped he would have
at least been happy for her.

All too soon the song ended. Sarah was
smiling, trying ridiculously hard not to let herself become a
watering pot when a deep, unpolished voice sounded from behind
her.

“May I cut in?” the masculine voice
asked.

Sarah spun around quickly to see a man
nearly a head taller than her, staring at her with stone gray eyes
through a black mask. His face was partially hidden, but his mouth,
good heavens, his mouth was beautiful. It was a silly, startling
thing to notice as his full lips quirked and he smirked down at
her.

“Hello,” she said softly.

Her pulse jumped as she noted the enormous
size of his shoulders, his expansive chest, and his arms, bulging
beneath the finery of his black evening jacket. With short-cropped
hair the color of fallen oak leaves, he was massive, and his
stature seemed more fit for a laborer than a gentleman.

“Archer. How the devil did riffraff like you
get an invitation to this?” Clifton said, smirking.

It was an insult, but to Sarah’s surprise,
the man’s smile widened, as his gaze traveled back to Sarah.
Turning to Clifton, he reached out and patted the viscount
forcefully on the back, knocking the wind out of the man and
ignoring etiquette.

“I thought the whole point of these balls
was that you weren’t supposed to know anyone’s name?” Archer said,
his accent thick and low. He sounded like a dockhand. A dockhand
dressed in fine, expensive fabric. What an oddity. He was nearly
clean-shaven, save for the hint of stubble that shadowed his face.
Sarah was becoming increasingly intrigued by this man. “Besides, if
they were going to keep out anyone, it’d be the likes of you,
Clifton.”

“All right, all right,” Clifton said, gazing
around. “Truce.” He faced Sarah. “As I am not allowed to introduce
you, let me assure you, you’ll never meet Archer at any of the
balls in Mayfair. He’s not exactly first society.”

“I’m not even third society.”

“Is that so?” Sarah asked.

“Aye,” the man said, shaking her from her
thoughts.

Clearing her throat, she instead decided to
focus on the man before her. His full mouth quirked up and she
swallowed. “And yet you’ve secured an invitation to one of the Duke
of Ainsworth’s parties?”

“I’m rich,” he said without a hint of shame.
“Obscenely so.”

Clifton scowled while Sarah laughed. What a
ridiculous declaration, especially to someone he just met. But he
had made her smile.

“I do believe you aren’t of first society,”
she said. “What an outrageous thing to say.”

“Beware, my lady,” Clifton said, appearing
bored. “He’s trying to shock you with his lack of manners.”

“Is he?” she asked, her eyes on Archer.

“Aye,” he said after a moment, the term
decidedly unschooled and for some reason, deliciously irresistible
to Sarah. “I am.”

She stared at him as she felt herself become
both flustered and unexpectedly brave. As if something primitive
within her was answering something deep within him.

“Shall we?” she asked, offering her hand to
him. Why she was suddenly so determined to be in his company she
did not know, only that this man made her feel strange. Not giddy,
she had experienced too much of life to be giddy, but something
close to it. She would dance with him and who knows what else, as
he took her waiting hand that he observed with curiosity. “You
asked if you might cut in. You may.”

Intrigue flickered in his expression.

“Be careful, Archer,” Clifton said as he led
her away. “She’s under protection.”

But the two were so infatuated with each
other that they barely registered Clifton’s warning as they moved
to the dance floor. The music started slowing and Archer held her
too close, but they were hardly the only couple to be seen doing
so. The entire dance floor was covered with partners, their sultry
stares and barely hidden groping made it seem that some may be
likely to start tearing clothes off instead of finishing the waltz.
Sarah only saw Archer, who appeared equally as enchanted with her
as she was with him.

“Are you?” he asked, his tone lower than it
had been before. “Under someone’s protection?”

She grinned and dipped her chin.

“In a way, yes.”

“In what way?”

“In the way that affords me protection,” she
said, smiling. He laughed and Sarah felt a thrill go through her at
the sound. “Your name is Archer?”

“It is.”

“Not one of the Archer brothers? The lumber
barons?”

“The very same,” he said, smiling with
mischief. “Simon Archer, at your service. And you are?”

“I don’t think I should tell you,” she said,
teasing. “I’d prefer to keep my identity a secret.”

“Ah. Are you someone important, then?” He
fished. “Would your reputation be damaged if society knew you were
here?”

“Possibly.”

“And with someone like me?”

“Someone rich like you?” She parried.

“I’m rich now,” he said, cocking his head.
“But I was poorer than dirt for a long time and society won’t ever
let me forget it.” Though she had not wanted to, a sudden pang of
guilt shot through her. Her smile faltered slightly and he must
have noticed, because he smirked, adding, “Don’t worry, my lady, I
do not concern myself with what others think of me. Besides, I’m
far too wealthy to care.” He winked and she smiled shamelessly.
“You know, I could keep you in such riches you would never want for
anything ever again.”

“I don’t want riches,” she said, careful not
to explain. Her own voice became huskier than she had wanted it to
sound. “Money means very little to me.”

“Spoken by someone who has never been
hungry.”

Challenged, she decided to question him.

“And are you hungry still? Now that you’re a
wealthy man?”

The mischievous glint in his stare told her
he was, even before he answered.

“Always.”

Sarah’s heart fluttered at his response.

“My,” she said as the danced. “You seem
determined to shock me. Mr. Simon Archer.”

“You must tell me who you are,” he insisted,
as he twirled her out of his arms. “You’re too soft to be a
courtesan, but too smart to be an innocent. Are you married?”

“I was.”

“But not anymore?” She shook her head. “Then
you are either a divorcee or a widow. I hope it is the former.”

“Why is that?”

“Because a divorced woman would likely
despise her former husband, which would make my plans of seduction
a lot easier.”

“Do you plan to seduce me?” she asked,
smiling, surprised that he would be so forthcoming.

“Absolutely. But if you’re a widow, there’s
a chance that you may have been fond of your husband, which may
make my job a bit harder.” When she did not speak, he nodded. “A
widow then?”

“A widow for some time.”

“How long?”

“Three years.”

“Three years and you’re currently under the
protection of someone, a lover I would assume, who isn’t here?” She
tilted her head, not eager to explain her situation. He leaned in
then, his mouth dangerously close to her ear. “How many lovers have
you had?”

“Such questions,” she breathed, feeling
herself blush. “I thought the point of these events was to be kept
in anonymity?”

“Is that what you want?” he asked as she
came close to him again. She felt her breath hitch. “To be
anonymous tonight? To have a single evening of carnal impulse?”

Sarah felt exposed at the question. She had
wanted that, had dreamt about it for months now, and yet to be
asked, by a stranger no less, she felt her courage slip. She was
quiet for a moment, trying to think of a clever quip, but he saw
through her.

“Not a courtesan at all,” he said quietly,
more to himself than to her as he brazenly traced her jaw with his
forefinger. She tried to pull away, annoyed by the implication of
his words. That she was someone not worldly enough for him, but he
held her onto her hand. “Don’t go.”

“I won’t be made fun of.”

“By someone like me?”

“By anyone.”

He fixed her with a steady fast gaze. The
honesty with which she spoke seemed to surprise him and she was
shocked herself. Perhaps the mask she wore gave her some confidence
after all.

“I wouldn’t ever make fun of you,” he said,
determined for her to hear every word he spoke. “But I am curious.
A lady of high-ranking position, not drunkenly trying to sleep with
any particular person, coming as a guest to a demimonde soirée with
a well-known rake, but with no intention of going home with
him.”

“What’s so curious about that?” she asked,
lifting her shoulder in question.

“It’s just that I can’t figure out why
you’re here exactly,” he said and she did not reply. Twirling her
away, Sarah felt her heart skip when they came back together. His
gaze moved over her masked face, and she was thankful he couldn’t
see her blush. “Tell me who you are.”

“What about my anonymity? My single night of
carnal impulse?” she said, avoiding his inquiry. She wanted to
shock him.

“Is it only a night you’re after then?
Nothing more?”

“What more could a woman in my position ask
for?”

“What more indeed.”

How infuriating he was, as well as tempting.
Again, her eyes fell to his mouth and she wondered what it would
feel like to brush her lips against his, to feel his body pressed
against hers. It was enough to make her shudder. Looking up at him,
she felt hot all over. He tilted his head when a sudden wave of
recognition passed over his partially covered face. He grinned
wolfishly and Sarah felt trapped.

Oh no.

“I know who you are,” he said slowly.

Her skin felt prickly as he twirled her
again.

“How could you possibly know who I am?” She
asked as she came back to him, and they swayed together. “Clifton
led me to believe we wouldn’t be found in the same circles.”

“Context clues. I know who Clifton’s friends
are, not to mention I have business dealings with half the men in
this room, including your would-be protector, the Earl of Canton.”
He leaned in, his head bent to hers. “I believe that would make you
his lover, the Countess de Marchand.”

“W-why do you say my would-be protector?”
she asked, refusing to acknowledge his assessment. “The earl and
the countess are having a torrid love affair. Or don’t you read the
gossip pages?”

“I don’t, actually, but it wouldn’t make a
difference if they said you were betrothed. I doubt that you and he
are having any sort of affair.”

“Why not?” she asked, annoyed that he would
be so rude to be correct.

“Because he isn’t here,” he said, leaning
close to her ear. “And if you were mine to protect, I wouldn’t let
you within a million miles of this house of ill-repute.”

She swallowed.

“And if I wanted to be debauched?” she said,
trying to ignore the way her pulse fluttered at his words. “If it
was my choice to come here and engage in all sorts of wicked deeds.
What would you say to that?”

His brow lifted.

“I’d say that you haven’t met the right man
yet.”

“The right man to do what?”

“To keep you in bed.”

Heat rose to her cheeks as a smile curved
her lips. Lord, she did not want to smile at his brazenness, yet
she could not help herself. She was enjoying their flirting and so
she took a deep breath and continued.

“Is that what you would do? If I was under
your protection?”

He gazed at her with an intensity that made
her feel like liquid.

“If you were mine?” he asked, and she
nodded, hoping he would tell her exactly what he would do if she
belonged to him. They stopped moving for a moment as dancers moved
around them in the dimly lit room. Sarah didn’t realize that she
was holding her breath when he exhaled and continued to dance.
“That would be a strange situation indeed.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I don’t think a woman like you could ever
belong to someone like me,” he said. “Or any man, for that
matter.”

Although it sounded like a compliment, Sarah
felt a touch hostile. How did he know what she was capable of or
who she wanted to be with when the only thing he knew about her was
her name?

“You’re terribly sure of yourself, aren’t
you?”

“Always,” he said, and she had the distinct
wish to make him unsure.

Leaning in, she ignored the internal warning
that coursed through her. Something about this man was not to be
trifled with and yet, every inch of her was itching to do just
that. She wanted to bother him, to ruffle his feathers somehow and
shock him.

Sarah licked her lips and his gaze fell to
the flick of her tongue.

“What would you say if I wanted to belong to
someone?” she breathed as he inched closer to her mouth. “What if I
wanted to belong to you?”

It was a brash thing to say, but then there
was no better place to say something so outrageous. Sarah eyed the
man before her. He was not wellborn, not someone who she would ever
cross paths with, and yet there was a power about him that negated
all her social beliefs. He was large and physically strong, she
felt it beneath her fingers as they danced, his muscles flexing
beneath his coat. She felt it in his hands as he held her. He would
want things from her, things that would make a good woman blush,
and for the first time in a long time she wanted to try. She felt
daring tonight, almost as if she were on the edge of a precipice
and all she had to do was jump.

He leaned in and for a moment she believed
he would kiss her. Her eyes closed and she leaned forward, hoping
that he would.

“What a dangerous creature you are,” his
words whispered in her ear. “Is that what you want?”

She didn’t move but then felt herself being
pulled off the dance floor.

Her eyes snapped open as she followed him.
Gazing around the room, she wondered if she could give in to this
man, at least for tonight. If she could have her single night of
lust and close the door afterward, would she be able to? She hoped
she could. She had been so lonely for so long, but as much as she
was drawn to this man, she doubted herself. 

“Where are we going?”

He paused and glanced back at her. His hand
came to her cheek, and she felt tiny sparks shoot through her body
as he gently forced her to stare up at him. If this had been a
proper ball, their close proximity would have been scandalous, but
everyone here was more interested in their own pursuits.

“To appease you, my lady,” he said as pulled
her from the room into the hallway.

She followed him willingly, and the world
seemed to tip as she did. Was she really going to do this? The
doubt began to grow within her as she passed people in dark masks,
hidden partly by shadows. It was an actual house of debauchery and
as brave as she had felt mere moments ago before in the crowded
ballroom, she was now terrified.

Pulling her hand back only a fraction, she
worried it was too late to change her mind when they reached the
stairs. But Archer appeared to sense her apprehension. He studied
her for a moment and whatever he saw in her expression caused him
to change his mind. His hand no longer pulled hers, but instead
held it with comfort.

Neither spoke as he watched her. Sarah felt
like a fool and her gaze dropped to the ground as her cheeks heated
up with embarrassment. What had she been thinking coming here? She
should have listened to Canton when he told her it would be too
much for a woman like her, but she had not wanted to believe him.
She had wanted so desperately to feel the touch of a man, to feel
for only the briefest of moments the joy she had once felt. Yet,
this wasn’t the place. In truth, no place was for her because she
would never feel the way she had with Robert again.

“I’m sorry,” she began, but he shook his
head.

“Don’t be,” he whispered as he squeezed her
hand reassuringly.

After a moment he led her slowly back down
the hallway, through the crush of people, towards the front door.
Shame filled her for not being able to go through with it. How
pathetic she was. She wouldn’t be surprised if he thought she was
some sort of a coward.

When he spoke with a footman once they
reached the door before turning back to her, Sarah hoped the floor
might open up and swallow her whole. She felt her face grow hot
with shame.

“You must think I’m a fool,” she said.

“I think no such thing,.”

“Well, I am.”

She suddenly wanted to unburden herself now
that she was going home. The pressure to be coy and mysterious had
left her and she felt drained. “I only wanted to be able to do
something like this.”

“Something like what?”

“This. I wanted to be brave and come here
and have an affair or to at least feel something again. I’ve been
so lonely. So terribly, terribly lonely,” she said so softly that
she doubted he heard her. She laughed then, humorlessly despite
herself. She might have cried if she hadn’t shed so many tears
already. It was a mistake coming here. “What a silly thing to admit
to a stranger. And yet, who better to admit something so
devastating to? Still,” she paused. “Thank you. For being a
gentleman.”

He appeared almost startled.

“No one has ever accused me of being a
gentleman,” he said, half amused, half annoyed.

“Well, perhaps you’ve not met the right
woman yet.” She gave him a small smile. “Please tell Clifton I
decided to leave on my own. And tell him he was right. I don’t
belong here.” She paused. “Thank you, Archer.”

He gaped at her as the footman approached
them to inform her that her carriage was waiting. With a sudden,
final burst of daring, Sarah moved onto her toes and pressed her
mouth to his.

His strong arms gathered her into his chest
instantly as every nerve in her body exploded with want and need.
She might be too cowardly to go through with this night, but she
wasn’t afraid of Archer, and she desperately wanted him to know
that. She wanted him to know that if she had the backbone, she
would have gone with him upstairs, to some dark room above their
heads.

Their kiss was deep and oddly earnest as if
they both wanted the other to know truths they weren’t sure of
themselves. His fingers dug into her back as her hands moved to
hold his strong jaw as his tongue swept into her mouth. He smelled
vaguely of cigar smoke and soap as she inhaled the scent of his
skin. Good lord, had a man ever tasted so wonderful? Like brandy
and fire. It was only when she remembered the waiting footman did
she pull away from him. Thankfully, all the servants here had the
decency to turn their backs when the guests got carried away.

Archer was breathing heavily, his mask
slightly askew and her body was shaking. She wanted desperately to
say something, to acknowledge the fire between them, but instead,
she turned away and hurried down past the footman on the front
steps to her waiting carriage.

The door shut behind her and she felt wild
and light-headed. What had possessed her to do such a thing? He had
been so kind, and so delicious looking that she hadn’t been able to
help herself. Surely, she would be kicking herself for weeks for
not going through with having a proper night of debauchery with
him, and yet that kiss was enough to set her dreams on fire for
months. Perhaps she couldn’t have a single night of wickedness, but
who needed a meaningless night when one had a kiss like that
to remember?

Not that it had meant anything. How could
it? She had never even met him before and she was sure they would
never see each other again. Still, their attraction was
magnetic.

She took a deep breath and tried to steady
her racing heart as her carriage pulled away from the manse.
Suddenly, the door swung open, and a body jumped into the moving
vehicle. Sarah nearly screamed, but didn’t when she realized who it
was. She held perfectly still as he pulled his mask off, revealing
a face far too attractive. His nose was large and strong, with
broad cheekbones, and brows perfectly shaped. They were the same
color as his chestnut-colored hair.

He had no right to be so handsome, she
thought vaguely as he knelt on the carriage floor before her.

“Wh-what do you want?” She choked out.

“Tell me what you want, countess,” he
demanded, taking her hand. “Name it. Now.”

“I…” She tried, unsure if this was
happening. “I don’t know what I want.”

“You said that you wanted to be able to feel
something again. I’m not one for beating around the bush and
whenever I am presented with something that I want, I take it,
without question,” he said, a wolfish grin appearing on his face.
“Seeing as I can’t quite do that now, I need to know—would you want
this? An affair, with me?”

Her mouth fell open.

“F-for how long?” she heard herself ask.

“For as long as it suits you,” he
answered.

“That seems rather selfish on my part.”

“Believe me, I’ll take whatever you’re
willing to give,” he said, and she blushed.

Slowly, his hand raised to her domino. He
followed the string to the back of her head and untied it, letting
the feathered mask fall to her lap. His breathing was uneven as he
saw her exposed.

“Is this really happening?”

“If you want it to,” he said.

Sarah often wondered why Archer had followed
her out of the house that night. At first, she assumed he was mad,
and then she believed he had been so infatuated with her that he
couldn’t help himself. Eventually, she would learn that Archer
never let anything he wanted get too far out of his grasp, and
though he made it clear it was her choice, she knew she never had a
chance.

“Yes,” she breathed as his hand came to her
cheek. He kissed her chin and her eyes closed. “Yes.”

“Are you sure?” he asked, pulling back.

She stared at him directly in the eye.

“Yes.”

He kissed her hard then, as if he were both
grateful for her choice and marking her for his own.

That was the night one of the finest ladies
of polite society, Sarah Cummings, the Countess De Marchand began
her affair with Simon Archer, the cockney millionaire renowned for
being a mannerless, social climbing brute. It was the beginning of
the end for the both of them, however, for neither would ever be
the same after that night.


Chapter One

 


Winter, Dorset, England 1840

“Daniel, please slow down! You’re going to
twist your ankle!” Sarah called out to her son who ran ahead of her
and her sister, Meredith Taylor, as the two walked the well-worn
wooden path that cut through the eastern forest of the Hardwick
House estate. A curly-coated, brown and white dog ran next to the
boy, barking as he followed his new master. “Truly, Meredith, it
was very sweet of you to get him a pet.”

“I’m glad he likes it, though I will admit,
I’ve alternative motives behind it,” Meredith chuckled. “That boy
has far too much energy. The Parker family assured me that he was a
well-behaved pup, but they simply have too many.”

Sarah nodded.

“The Parkers do love their hunting dogs,”
she agreed. “I’m happy they’re able to attend tonight’s dinner.
They’re bringing their son, Derek, which should make Daniel happy.
He’s been longing for some companionship his own age. The vicar,
Mr. Straub, and his wife are also attending.”

“What about the Earl of Tryll and his
family?”

Sarah shook her head.

“The earl isn’t in residence. And you know
how Lady Tryll feels about attending parties without him,” Sarah
explained. “It’s a shame too. I had hoped for at least ten
adults.”

“Well, eight adults and four children aren’t
terrible for a country dinner in February,” Meredith said
cheerfully. “It will be a lovely evening, I’m sure.”

Sarah nodded in agreement, appreciative that
her sister always tried to find the brighter side of things.
Meredith had come to live with Sarah and Daniel four months
earlier, ever since Sarah had permanently retired from London
society and returned to her country home. It wasn’t that she didn’t
enjoy life in the city, but Sarah had grown tired of the endless
balls, soirées, and musicales. She had been forced to attend every
social gathering for nearly two years to keep up her writing and
while she had taken immense pleasure in it at first, it had become
monotonous.

As far as Meredith or Daniel knew, Sarah had
simply grown tired of the social scene. The truth of the matter was
that her column had evolved into a peremptory beast. Paula Pry had
taken on a life of her own, one that Sarah had found more and more
tedious. Her publisher and fans had loved her column, devouring her
articles as soon as they were printed and repeating them all over
London, but Sarah had found that town life had lost its spark
recently. Ever since she decided to end her affair with Simon
Archer.

The familiar, dull ache vibrated through her
body at the memory of him. It had been four months since their
separation and though Sarah had been the one to initiate it, she
had also been devastated by it. It was for the best though. Their
affair had gone on for too long and really, what was to come of it?
The sneaking around, the constant worry of being caught. It had
been exhilarating in the beginning, but it had slowly become a
misery. To be with Simon, but never truly be together was a unique
torture, and both of them had begun to feel the weight of their
affair, though Sarah had been the only one willing to do what
needed to be done. She had cut him loose, in hopes of stopping the
festering bitterness that had begun to surface between them, but
her heart still ached. All she wanted now was peace, but there was
a lingering doubt that she had made a mistake.

Neither of them had ever spoken about their
feelings for one another, but Sarah knew deep in her soul how Simon
felt about her because she felt the same way about him. Only theirs
was a love that could not exist. She had already had the love of
her life in Robert, and even if she did ever want to marry again it
wouldn’t be to someone like Simon. The difference in their stations
was too vast. A widowed countess marrying someone so far beneath
her was unheard of and would cause a terrible scandal. They were
simply too far out of one another’s orbit. Besides, she had far too
many people who relied on her, not to mention her responsibilities
to Daniel.

It just wasn’t possible.

She sighed as she peered out into the
distance. Life in the country had been an adjustment at first. For
years she had avoided staying at Hardwick House. The memories of
Robert had been too much. He had died from a fever at Hardwick, and
though it had been the single most tragic event of Sarah’s life,
she had to return. It was Daniel’s ancestral home and they needed
to be here, for his sake.

“You’re quieter today than usual,” Meredith
said as they reached a downward slope in the landscape. Their pace
slowed, treading carefully down the hill. “Are you feeling
well?”

Sarah smiled at her sister, grateful for her
concern as well as her company. While there were at least two dozen
servants, Hardwick House could be incredibly lonely, especially
during the wintertime. Her sister’s presence had certainly helped
Sarah settle back into country living.

“Just contemplative, I suppose,” Sarah
lied.

She had never told Meredith about her life
in London. Not about Simon or her secret identity as Paula Pry. It
wasn’t that she didn’t trust her sister, but it was a precaution.
The less people who knew about her secret, the better.

“You’ve been contemplative for four months
now,” Meredith pressed. “Ever since you left London.”

Sarah gazed out into the edge of the forest
that surrounded them. She had hoped her pensiveness hadn’t been
obvious, but apparently, it had been.

“Have I?” she asked as she brought her hands
behind her, holding her wrist at the base of her spine as they
walked. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know it bothered you.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s
only…” Meredith hesitated.

Sarah glanced at her.

“It’s only what?”

“It’s only that, you’ve seemed terribly sad
as of late. Almost like you were after, well, after Robert’s
passing, if you don’t mind me saying so.” Sarah stopped in her
tracks. “I’m sorry, Sarah. I know you don’t like it whenever Robert
is mentioned.”

“No, it’s not that.” Sarah said. She shook
her head, trying to remove the guilt she so often felt at the
thought of her late husband these days, and continued walking.
“Perhaps I have been melancholy.”

“Do you miss London? We could always go for
a visit if you wish.”

“No,” Sarah said quickly. “If I never go
back to London, it will be too soon.” In truth, her home in London
held countless memories of Simon and she couldn’t bear it. “I’m not
sure why I’ve been so low.”

“Perhaps you should pick up a hobby? Maybe
the harp.”

Sarah laughed.

“I’m ghastly at all musical instruments. You
know that, Meredith.” She gave her sister a speculative glance. “My
mood must really be terrible if you suggest something like
that.”

“Well, I was going to say painting, but
seeing as you once made Beatrice cry with that awful portrait you
painted of her, I thought the
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