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Epigraph



My soul thirsteth for thee,


my flesh longeth for thee


in a dry and thirsty land,


where no water is.


Psalms 63:1














Chapter 1





Lady Jane Guthrie stared out her bedchamber window, her gaze following a lone carriage as it rattled down the dark and silent street. A great lumbering beast, it crawled through the night fog, its inhabitants unknown, its destination unknown, yet she wished she were aboard it, sheltered within its depths.


The evening wind tossed the curtains at the carriage window in a taunting farewell. She splayed her hand over the glass, cool and lifeless against her palm, watching as the carriage turned the square and disappeared from sight. Her stomach churned as the fading clatter of hooves echoed dully in the night.


Gradually, she exerted more pressure, pressing harder, as if she could break through the glass and transport herself away, outsidefar from Desmond and Chloris and her three fractious nieces who delighted in heaping abuse upon her.


A shaky laugh spilled from her lips, filling the silence. Unreasonable expectations. A year well past mourning yet here she was, a glorified servant in the home she had once managed.


The door opened behind her with a soft creak. She jerked back from the window and spun around, fearing her thoughts had conjured forth demons to stop her nights plans, to put her in placein her cage. Her pulse beat furiously at her throat and her hand flew to her neck as if she might still the clamoring beat.


Anna stepped inside the room, her middle-aged face wreathed in a broad smile. Jane dropped her hand and drew a calming breath, the thud of her heart quieting in her ears.


Mr. Billings has left for his club and Mrs. Billings retired to her rooms for the evening. Anna paused, her great bosom lifting with excited breath. Its time.


Jane nodded, her heart loosening inside her chest with the knowledge that Desmond had gone, that the same roof did not cover their heads. No risk of running into him in the corridor, of suffering his lecherous, insolent stare.


Nothing would stop her. Nothing barred her from seizing an evening out, a night of freedom. Tonight belonged to her. Even if the rest of her life did not.


Jane pressed a hand to her stomach to still the dance of butterflies there. Heavens, she breathed, you would think Ive never attended a ball before.


Well. It has been an age, Anna rejoined with a wry twist to her lips.


Jane turned to the cheval mirror to inspect her appearance one final time. The pale blue gown had been buried in the back of her wardrobe behind all the mourning rags. She hardly recognized herself in anything save dismal black crepe and paramatta.


Its good to see you in color again. Anna stroked her chin thoughtfully. But something is missing.


Jane lifted an eyebrow in question.


Anna opened a small lacquered chest sitting on top of Janes dressing table. Few items filled it. Her husband had not been one to lavish her with jewelry. At least not for her.


She possessed only one item of value. This, Anna pulled from a black velvet pouch, the stones sparkling as though lit from a light within. Here you are.


Jane brushed her fingers over the necklace, smiling in fond memory at the grandmother who had left it to her. Her fingers caressed the lustrous stones. If possible, they seemed brighter than she recalled. The canary diamonds felt warm, almost electric. Their age-worn surface glided seductively against her palm and the gold chain winked in the light. As a girl, she had believed any woman wearing it could only look beautiful.


Very well. Turning, she lifted her hair, the tendrils silky smooth. Anna had pulled back the heavy mass with two jet-studded combs and arranged it to trail down her back. Usually coarse as a horses mane and wound tightly into a knot, her hair felt like it belonged to another woman.


There now. Her maid stepped back to survey her handiwork. You dont look the crow anymore.


Jane eyed herself in the mirror, stroking the diamonds weighing heavily at her throat. Her fingers moved from the necklace to the blue sleeve of her dress, rubbing the satin between her fingers. For one night at least.


Youll wear color again, Anna vowed in a voice hard with resolve, her dark eyes glinting beneath thick gray brows.


Jane forced herself to nod. Desmonds leering face flashed across her mind and her stomach dipped. If her brother-in-law had his way, she would never wear color again, nor would she rejoin Society.


A deep sigh welled up from her chest. One year, four months, and ten days had passed since Marcuss death, but Desmond remained as determined as ever to sequester her from Society, to keep her dancing attendance to the demanding needs of his daughtersand staring at her with what she had come to consider the look.


The look reminded her of a gorilla shed once seen at a zoological exhibition. The beast had swayed behind its bars, his eyes liquid pools of yearning, eager to break loose and devour her.


Anna interrupted her musings. Come now. Your friends are waiting, and youve an evening of dancing ahead.


Dancing. Jane wondered if she remembered how. She had not been much of a dancer when Marcus lived, spending most of her time on the edge of ballrooms with dowagers long resigned to each other, and matrons preferring each other to the husbands they suffered at home.


Shaking off the cheerless realization that her state of widowhood had not greatly altered her social patterns, she moved to the door, determined to thwart her insufferable relations if only in this small act. Tonight was not about dancing or leisure entertainments. Tonight was an exercise in rebellion. To prove, if only to herself, that she was no ones prisoner, that she alone controlled her life.


Do try and enjoy yourself. Forget about those little monsters down the hall. Anna settled Janes cloak about her, giving her shoulder an encouraging squeeze. You deserve some happiness.


Happiness. Jane let the word roll around in her head, testing it. She had ceased hoping for something as elusive as happiness long ago. For now, for tonight, freedom would satisfy her.


The house was silent as she followed Anna down the servants stairs. Her feet moved swiftly on the creaking steps.


Ill see that the door remains unlocked. Here, dont forget this. Anna thrust a black domino into her hand as they reached the back door.


On impulse, Jane embraced her old nurse in the shadows. Thank you, she murmured, wondering what she would have done without at least one friend within these walls. Anna had kept her sane during those miserable days when her marriage first crumbled. Nineteen, new to Town, new to her role as Lady Guthrie, she had been unprepared for the life her husband introduced her toa world of glittering hypocrisy that slapped down anyone failing to sparkle. Marcus had been the first to deliver that lesson.


Anna tapped her gently on the chin. No frowns. I expect to hear you danced and flirted with every gentleman in the room.


Before Jane could respond that flirting was the last thing on her mindespecially since she had no clue how to flirtand that tonight was purely an exercise in freedom, Anna pushed her out into the night.


Like a bird thrust from its nest, she blinked against the thick mist and hovered on the back stoop for a moment, staring down the worn stone steps and wondering if she should perhaps return to the safety of her room.


Where you will remain for all the rest of your days.


The bitter thought barely had time to root before she hurried next door to the massive stone edifice. Having no wish to be seen about at such a late hour, she pulled her hood low and burrowed deep into her cloak, hiding from the soft glow emitted from the streets gaslights as she mounted the steps of her friends mansion.


The front doors flung wide before Jane even lifted her hand to knock. The Duchess of Shillington stood there, limned in the great foyers chandelier light, the pale strands in her strawberry blond hair glinting like gold ingots. I was beginning to fear you changed your mind, Lucy announced.


Just beyond the duchess, her butler shifted from foot to foot, looking chagrined at her commandeering of his duties.


And beyond him stood the Duchess of Derring, a vague smile that could mean anything at all fixed to her face as she leaned against the marble balustrade.


Squaring her shoulders, Jane lied, I never considered it.


Lucy ushered her inside, sweeping Janes cloak back from her shoulders even as the butler melted from the foyer, no doubt sensing activities were afoot that need not bear his witness.


Tapping her lip, Lucy assessed her gown with a martial light in her blue-gray eyes. Turning to the Duchess of Derring, she asked with heavy seriousness, Astrid? What do you think?


Astrid shrugged. She looks like any other matron out for the evening.


My thoughts precisely. Lucy met Janes gaze squarely. You cannot wear this.


You only said that I should not wear black, Jane reminded, feeling the stirrings of annoyance.


For the purpose of tonight, you must attire yourself in something moreLucys nose wrinkledsuitable.


Suitable. Jane strongly suspected that Lucy wanted to use a different word. Gathering a fistful of her pale blue skirts, she asked, How is this unsuitable?


It is not Lucy stopped, sighed, then tossed a beseeching look to Astrid.


Astrid flicked her dark gaze over Jane, her face mild and unlined with expression. Youre not sufficiently risqu.


What would you have me wear? Jane demanded, then gave her head a small shake. Its of no account. I cannot risk returning home to change. Bryony is a light sleeper. Its a wonder I did not wake the girl when passing her bedroom.


A swift bludgeon to the head would take care of that, Astrid suggested, eyes unblinking, expression unflappable as ever.


Lucy shot Astrid a quelling glare and propped her hands on her hips. The act opened her ermine-trimmed cloak wide and Jane gasped at her low-cut scarlet gown. The dress hugged her curves indecently.


She pointed speechlessly to Lucys gown, then looked at Astrid who, with a shrug, parted her own cloak to reveal a diaphanous apricot-colored gown as equally shocking.


I understand the hostesss chef makes the most delicious lobster pasties, was all Astrid explained.


Food. As usual, everything came down to food with Astrid. It was the one thing her friend openly enjoyed.


Fear not, Lucy assured. I have the perfect dress for you.


Jane looked back and forth between their scandalous attire, wariness creeping over her. What kind of masquerade ball is this?


Lucy and Astrid exchanged looks and her uneasiness deepened.


Who is the hostess? She stared hard at her two friends, compelling one of them to answer.


Not surprisingly, it was Astrid. She lacked the ability or inclination to prevaricate. Madame Fleur, she stated.


Madame Fleur? Jane was well acquainted with the ladys name. All of Britain knew of the famed courtesan. Why would we wish to attend such an affair? Its bound to be she stopped, groping for the correct words. Scandalous. Outrageous. Sinful. A strange little thrill coursed through her at the very idea. Functional-proper-widow-Jane would never dare attend such an affair, an insidious little voice whispered in her head.


I could learn of only one masquerade tonight, Lucy explained. Besides, Ive always been curious about these legendary masques of Madame Fleur. Its bound to be an experience.


Yes, Bertram was a patron of hers. Astrids lips twisted with derision. Why not see where my devoted husband spent my dowry?


Jane had no doubt all their husbands had patronized Madame Fleurs. That their husbands had been less than faithfulhad in fact been renowned libertines before and after taking their vowsbonded them from the start.


What if were recognized?


Swinging her silk domino, a flutter of scarlet in the air, Lucy insisted, No one shall know us. We will simply be three masked women among countless others. Snatching Janes hand, Lucy dragged her up the carpeted stairs. You were quite ready for adventure when we discussed this a week ago.


That was before I knew our destination, Jane grumbled.


Adventure carries risks. Lucys gaze skimmed Jane again as she pulled her into her lavish bedchamber. Now. You will never blend in wearing something so modest.


Jane bit her bottom lip, feeling herself relenting. I wouldnt want to draw undue attention.


Can we make haste? Astrid queried. Its almost midnight. All the best food will be gone.


Tucking Janes hand in her elbow, Lucy led Jane into her dressing room. You shall see. It will be a grand adventure. Who knows? Perhaps some charming gentleman will sweep you off your feet and carry you far away from your wretched relations.


Astrid snorted.


Janes heart fluttered with panic at the mere idea. She didnt want to marry anyone. Once had been enough. And she wasnt the sort to engage in a casual dalliance. Especially with the type of men likely attending a courtesans ball.


In fact, she couldnt understand widows who took lovers. She had never found anything particularly exciting about the marriage bed. On the contrary.


And as for love


Well, she had never been that fortunate.













Chapter 2





Seth Rutledge, the Earl of St. Claire, stood rigidly at the edge of the crowded ballroom, hands folded behind his back. His nostrils twitched against the overpowering aroma of perfume, longing for the scent of sea and wind as he watched Madame Fleur approach, hips swaying in a manner that brought to mind rolling waves. Her welcoming smile below her peacock-feathered domino faltered when she caught sight of his face.


She stopped abruptly in the middle of the ballroom, her heavily rouged mouth sagging a bit. Her startled expression, followed quickly by a look of pity, was all too familiar.


Seth growled low in his throat. Bloody hell, how he loathed that look.


For a fleeting moment he wished for a mask of his own. But he gave the thought only a moment, forbidding it to root in his head, to weaken him. Forcing his chin higher, he better exposed his face to the light.


The courtesan recovered and resumed her smile with a finesse that he would expect from one of her legendary reputation. Stopping before him, she brought with her the sweetly sick bouquet of gardenias, roses, and a dozen other floral fragrances he could not distinguish. Acrid as gunpowder, the scent of her stung the inside of his nose. Yet he was glad to see her. Whores didnt judge.


She pressed close, granting him a view down the stiff brocade of her bodice, revealing that she wore nothing underneath.


Its been too long, mon cher, why have you not come to see me sooner? she purred in an accent that was decidedly not French. He wasnt certain of Fleurs exact origins, but he would wager Seven Dials.


I arrived in Town only yesterday.


He had departed his familys estate to accomplish the inevitable. At eight and twenty, he owed it to Julianne to marry and provide an heir. His sister needed family. Someone other than himself.


Ironically enough, he had survived pirates, war, pestilence, disease in foreign landssurvived only to return home and find his brother dead. From an ague, no less. No doubt his father cursed that quirk of fate from the grave.


It had been no secret that Seths father purchased his commission in the hopes that he would never return. Rotten luck that Albert had died, leaving the wrong son to marry and bear responsibility for the family.


Precautions had to be taken to assure his cousin would not get his claws on St. Claire Prioryor his sisteragain. If something befell Seth, the right sort of wife would see to that. The right sort of wife would safeguard his sister against villains like Harold. And the darkness. Seth fought to swallow the sudden sourness coating his mouth. He would protect Julianne from the darkness that engulfed her. The darkness Seth had created. He owed her that much.


He needed a bride unlike the female he had let creep beneath his skin years ago. A female not revolted by the sight of him. If such a lady existed.


Shaking off his musings, he dipped his finger between the swells of Fleurs breasts.


Hmm, I like this fierce face of yours, she purred. My very own pirate. She trailed a long nail down the white-ridged scar that slashed across his face and cut into his upper lip.


He shied away, unused to the contact, but bemused that she would think he resembled a pirate when it had very nearly been a pirate to cut his face to ribbons. Half a breath to the left and the Portuguese slave smuggler would have had his eye.


Fleur lifted her brows meaningfully. I know just the thing to celebrate your return. What I have in mind may take hours. Days. Weeks.


Im afraid I cannot linger in Town. Ive an errand to dispense and then Im off. Errand. An adequate description of his task.


To rusticate in the wilds? She made a pffting sound. You mean youre not interested in renewing old friendships? Her eyes shimmered with a wicked light. Only five years older than himself, she had aged remarkably well. Although her hair was an improbable shade of red, her face and body were as tight and smooth as the first day they met. Im confident I can provide you with a reason to linger. Her eyes locked with his, hot with promise, gleaming with a desire that had quite undone him as a lad. Him and Albert both.


And yet little moved him now.


Its been a long time, mon cher, she continued, and youve grown into quite the man. Her heavy-lidded gaze held his eyes, hot with promise.


Im ugly as sin and you know it. If she didnt make her living stroking the egos of gentlemen, shed react as all other women did and steer clear of his menacing mien.


Her plump, bejeweled hand brushed the front of his trousers, challenging his words.


What are we waiting for, then? he asked.


Determination had brought him to her. Determination to feel something, anything. He may want nothing to do with tender sentiments, but sex was something else entirely. Especially with a partner who did not have to close her eyes as he leaned over her.


Sex could make him forget. Make him feel again. Even if only for a short while.


His gaze flicked to the many alcoves surrounding the ballroom. Moans and cries floated from behind the scarlet damask drapes, mingling with the music of the orchestra. He doubted there was a room in the house not already occupied. Even the dancing couples appeared to be more in the midst of fornication than a waltz. Distaste filled him at the dissolute scene, oddly echoing the feelings he had after a battle, standing aboard ship and looking out over the carnage.


Mon cher, give me but a moment. Her eyes raked him hungrily.


Seths lips twisted in a smile. The scar at his lip tightened and pulled, and he quickly released the smile, letting his mouth fall into a mild line. Grasping her fingers, he raised them to his lips, watching for a sign of revulsion to cross her face. Fleur lifted herself eagerly toward his hand.


It would be a delight, he murmured, aggravated at the desultory tone of his voice. Here stood a woman ready and willing. Why did he not feel excitement, desire? Something. Anything. Why did he not feel?


You remember the lavender salon? It is for my use alone. Her tongue slowly traced her rouged lips. I shall be along shortly. A few matters require my attention before I can claim the long, uninterrupted hours I desire with you. Her kohl-lined eyes slid over him in heated perusal.


He kissed the back of her hand. It will be my pleasure.


Anything to put off returning to the thick silence of his house across Town, to keep from staring into the dark and thinking about the unrelenting night that ruled his sisterthe darkness that he had forced on her in the reckless days of his youth. But that was his cross to bear. One of many.


Taking a wife was the least he owed Julianne. And it wasnt as if marriage would affect him to any great degree. It was not as if he were holding out for someone special, someone to love.


He simply required a bride with expectations similar to his.


His hand lifted to stroke the scar splitting his top lip, fingering the skin-puckered tear as he contemplated the nameless, faceless female with a heart as remote as his own.










Chapter 3





The iridescent gold gown was a far cry from the modest blue she had worn at the start of the evening. Jane tugged at the bodice, hoping to pull it higher. Her face burned from the way the men ogled her. Not only her, but every woman in the room. They assessed and surveyed like hawks searching the horizon for the choicest morsel.


Costumed gentlemen lurked everywhere: Cupids, Caesars, pirates. They ogled every woman in attendance as if they had the God-given right, as if every female in the room were present for their pleasure, to be touched and fondled at whim. And perhaps they were. None appeared to be ladies overly concerned with their virtue.


The gold diamonds warmed the flesh of Janes bosom. Her hand brushed the stones every so often, taking comfort in their presencethe only extravagance, the only item of value someone thought her worthy to possess. They fed her courage in the face of so many wolves. Not for the first time, she wondered if she had made a mistake in coming here.


Taste this, Astrid said, offering a lobster pasty. Theyre divine.


Shaking her head, Jane tugged on the dress again. It doesnt fit, she grumbled.


It fits, Astrid announced blithely, chewing with an intense look of appreciation, oblivious to the admiring stares sent her way. With her fair skin and honey hair, she looked like a sun-kissed peach in her apricot gown. Hardly the coldly reserved duchess most of the ton knew her to bethat even Jane had first thought her to be.


Astrid held up another pasty. What about this one? She squinted at it, her dark brows dipping. Appears to be stuffed with spinach. And perhaps artichoke, um, no, truffles Biting into it, she moaned with approval, the uninhibited sound rather odd coming from such an austere woman.


Jane raised her voice to be heard over the din. No, thank you.


Somewhere on the dance floor, a woman squealed in loud delight. Jane looked up, watching as a gentleman tossed the lady over his shoulder and carried her off into one of the curtained alcoves edging the ballroom.


Astrid, she began, her gaze darting about the ballroom uneasily, trying to ignore the gentleman not two yards away who leered at her, licking his lips as if she were a bit of dessert he would like to sample. Where is Lucy?


There. Astrid nodded to the dance floor, looking up from her plate briefly.


Jane turned, watching as Lucy whirled past in the arms of a pot-bellied Viking. She frowned at the way the Viking clutched Lucy close, his hand skating down her spine, inching dangerously close to her derrire. With admirable composure, Lucy grasped his hand and lifted it higher on her back.


Jane shook her head. This was scarcely what she had imagined when her friends proposed an evening out. Shaking her head she looked away, catching sight of a gentleman at the other end of the table as he fed a woman a morsel from his plate, thrusting his entire finger into her mouth as he did so.


Heat crawled up her face and neck, burning the tips of her ears as the woman suckled his finger as one would a stick of peppermint. Forcing her gaze away, she muttered, This is not what I had in mind


I warned Lucy you would be frightened.


Frightened. The heat in her cheeks grew scalding at the thought of her friends discussing her possible unwillingness to remain in such a cesspit as somehow a deficiencya lack of courage. Jane the mouse, her sister had always called her.


Jane inched closer to Astrid as a man wearing a toga slid past, using his proximity to trail his pudgy fingers down the length of her bare arm. Shivering, she tucked her arm close to her side. This has nothing to do with fear and everything to do with good sense.


Hmm, Astrid offered in reply. Jane was uncertain, but the sound may have been in approval of the tea cake she chewed.


Jane propped a hand on her hip and glared at Astrid. Dont you find this all a littleshe groped for the right wordunnerving?


Unnerving? Astrid angled her head as if in heavy contemplation. Her dark eyes scanned the crowded ballroom before looking back to Jane. Is that not a convoluted way of saying frightened? Shrugging, she took another bite.


Semantics, Jane snapped, searching again among the throng for a glimpse of Lucys strawberry blond hair, convinced that talking to her wouldnt be half so vexing.


Her gaze skipped over faces. Then she sawsomething, someone, a profile of a mana ghost.


Her heart jerked, a painful leap in her chest at the achingly familiar fall of brown hair over a wide brow. Dancers whirled in her line of vision. Gasping, she craned her head, leaned to the side, and tried to catch another glimpse. But he was gone. A name whispered through her head like the flutter of a breeze.


Shaking her head, she shoved the whisper from her head and resumed her search for Lucy, at last spotting her. The Viking trailed his hand down the arch of her neck, catching the fiery curl draped over her shoulder and bringing it to his nose. Even across the ballroom, Lucys cringe was visible.


Jane felt a pang of guilt knowing that tonights escapade was for her benefit, so that she could experience a bit of freedom. And her friend endured that jackanapes paws all over her. For her.


Enough is enough. Were leaving.


Turning, she set her glass of punch on a nearby table with a decisive thud. Standing on her tiptoes, she craned her neck to signal Lucy.


Hello, my dears.


Jane swung around and her heart shuddered to a painful stop.


The blood ran cold in her veins. Her mouth went slack as she stared into familiar featuresthin lips set in a face bloated and fatigued from a lifetime of overimbibing. Had her thoughts somehow conjured this devil before her?


At his club, indeed. The wretch.


Astrid sputtered on her drink and reached for Janes arm.


You all right there? Desmond asked, patting Astrids back.


Nodding, Astrid pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, the fingers of her other hand tightening about Janes arm. Her eyes, wide and shocked in her cream-colored domino, collided with Janes.


Ever so slowly, Jane inched back a step, then another.


Astrid, as though sensing her intent, released her arm.


Where are you off to, my dear? Desmond snatched her hand before she could disappear in the crowd and shoved his face alarmingly close to hers. Something dashed familiar about you. His fingers stroked the inside of her arm in small circles. Have we met?


No, she rasped, heart thundering against her ribs.


His thin lips stretched into a leer. Must be my heart recognizing its own match, then.


Jane swallowed the bile that rose in her throat. Fforgive me, but I was just leaving, she managed to get out, relieved at the strangled, unfamiliar sound of her voice.


You cant leave without first granting me a dance, he insisted, tucking her against his side.


She opened her mouth to object, and then closed it with a snap, too fearful that he would identify her voice. Stiff and silent, she allowed him to pull her onto the dance floor, trying to shrink into herself and make herself small, unrecognizable.


Through whirling figures, she caught a glimpse of Astrids dismayed gaze. Lucy soon joined her, and together they watched her with Desmond as though they witnessed some freakish exhibition at a carnival.


Desmonds hand slid lower, urging her closer. Her stomach churned as he rubbed his cheek against hers, his fetid breath hot and moist in her ear.


You are certain we have not met before? her brother-in-law asked.


Did he know? Did he toy with her?


She swallowed hard and fast, heart hammering wildly in her chest, a caged bird desperate for escape.


Her voice emerged, strained and hoarse, thankfully still unrecognizable. Ones identity is secret at a masquerade.


Ah, torment me then, he said in a pouting voice that reminded her very much of any one of his daughters when they did not get their way.


Im sure Ill work it out. He maneuvered her more snugly against him, fitting her to him and rocking her against his pelvis, his reed thin legs sliding between hers. She closed her eyes in a long-suffering blink.


The irony of her situation left an acrid taste in her mouth. For over a year, she had managed to stay out of Desmonds clutches, knowing he saw her as some sort of trophy to be wonhis late brothers wife to be bedded and conquered. And here she found herself, trapped in his arms at a courtesans ball. Instead of freedom, she suddenly felt caged.


With surprising nimbleness for a man who spent most of his time at cards and drinking, Desmond swept her from the dance floor and down a long corridor. Her feet slid over the slick marble, unable to gain purchase as he dragged her. She tried to peel his fingers from her wrist, but they clung like a creeping vine.


Her voice squeaked with indignation. What are you


He pushed her against a wall, shocking her into silence. The bulge of his belly crushed her, his skinny knee shoving between her thighs through the many folds of her skirts.


His fingers traced her lips and the stink of fish and onions wafted to her nose. With a cringe, she recalled his penchant for using his hands while eating.


His touch changed, became urgent, fierce. He pinched her mouth, silencing her save for her hiss of pain.


Enough. No more maidenly protests. Only one kind of woman would come here. Im not going to do anything that hasnt already been done to you. His lips twisted into a semblance of a grin. Only Ill likely do it better.


Releasing her face, he grasped her wrists and forced them over her head, thrusting his hips against hers in an emulation of sex.


Tugging fiercely on her hands, she bit out, Why dont you release me and find someone who appreciates your efforts?


His features twisted. Youve quite the mouth on you. Perhaps Ill put it to better use.


His hands tightened on her wrists until her hands grew numb and bloodless. She whimpered as he lowered his mouth to hers. Panic rose, swirling hotly in her blood.


Recognizing that her protests werent getting her anywhere, she decided to try another course. However much it turned her stomach.


Meekly, she submitted to his kiss, suffering his fishy tongue in her mouth, allowing him to think he had won her over. After a moment, she broke free and murmured coyly, You cannot mean for us to engage in a liaison here in the corridor?


With a slow satisfied smile, he dragged her down the corridor. I know a room.


Why not fetch us drinks? she coaxed. A bit of cheese? Fruit?


He paused, blinking small, feral eyes at her.


I findshe swallowed to stop herself from choking on the wordslove play makes me famished. Forcing her voice into a low, seductive pitch, she tempted him further. And nothing loosens my inhibitions more than spirits.


He stared at her lips for a long moment before blurting, Rum punch, then?


Yes, she agreed, nodding hastily, so relieved that she had convinced him to leave. Ill wait right here.


With an obliging dip of his head, and one final lascivious look, he spun on his heels.


She was on the verge of moving when he spun back around.


Dont move from that spot, he admonished. I shall be watching to see if you return to the ballroom.


Then he was gone, swallowed up by the throng of revelers edging the mouth of the corridor.


She had only a moment. Not enough time to plan a solid escape. With his warning ringing in her ears, she darted into the nearest room as if the soles of her slippers were afire, hoping to find a way out through a terrace door.


Once within the room, she shut the door and leaned against it, inhaling deeply as she attempted to still the wild beating of her heart. The doors firm length at her backa much-needed barrier to Desmond and the revelry beyondoffered some measure of solace, but she knew she couldnt tarry.


It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the rooms gloom. Once they did, it was to behold a scene primed for seduction.


A fire crackled in the hearth, casting entrancing shadows on the plum papered walls. Pillows were scattered about the room on the chaises and sofas. A great lambskin rug lay invitingly before the hearth. The brilliant fabrics gleamed enticingly in the firelight, the colors more vibrant than anything that decorated her home. Home. For all the years she had lived at the Guthrie townhouse, she had never felt she belonged, had never felt permitted to make her own mark.


Shaking off her thoughts, she looked to the far walland her heart plummeted. There was no terrace door. A single large window looked out at the dark night.


Hurrying forward she fumbled with the latch, only to find it wouldnt budge. With a small cry, she slapped her palms against the window, pushing against the thick panes of glass as if she could somehow will the night to open to her.


Blast! Biting her lip, she considered her options.


If she left the room, she risked running into Desmond. Yet she could not remain here to be discovered. Her gaze landed on a pewter figurine of Lady Godiva riding naked atop a stallion with impossibly large genitalia. She glanced back to the window.


Heat flaming her cheeks, she lifted the figurine off the small lacquered table. With a growl of determination, she clenched her fingers around the cold pewter, its weight a solid comfort in her hand. Hauling back her arm, she sucked in a breath, deciding to smash her way to freedom through the window.


A voice stopped her, rumbling over the air and sliding through her to spiral in her belly like an infusion of spiced rum.


I happen to know that there is a perfectly good door to this room.
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