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      Arabella Hall excused herself from the after-dinner formalities at the Duke and Duchess of Ruthven's first entertainment and hurried to her room. She quickly changed into another gown. The bodice on her new dress far too low for good company. The mask, and bold rouge on her lips, set the scene for what she needed to accomplish. She glanced in the mirror, nodding at her reflection. She appeared as a woman who was not herself, and should not raise any suspicions if she played the game correctly.

      Lady Lupton-Gage would send her packing back to Brighton if she knew what she was about. But what choice did she have? Her brother, a nincompoop with very little common sense, needed her help and had sought her out in town, begging to be saved from certain death.

      Not that she thought Lord Leo Wyndham, future Duke of Carnavon, would do as he threatened. He was nobility, a gentleman after all. He could not kill anyone without repercussions.

      Arabella used the servant stairs, pleased that they were busy having dinner belowstairs while the family upstairs enjoyed their brandy and cigars and idle conversation in the drawing room. She wished to stay and celebrate Evie's success in town these past weeks, but one night would not hurt.

      She needed to steal into Lord Wyndham's library during his scandalous party and burn the vowel of debt before he could use it further against her brother.

      It took her only a short time to make the brief journey across Mayfair, the marquess’s house glowing with light and bursting with people trying to gain entry. All of whom were disguised in cloaks and masks. Was this entertainment so very risqué?

      She had heard from her maid that it was, and yet, surely it could not be so very bad.

      Little did Arabella realize how devoid of propriety the party was when she stepped into the foyer. Every room was filled with guests. The laughter, the cloying scent of perfumes that made her eyes water, was almost enough to send her turning about and leaving.

      But she could not.

      She pushed her way into the ballroom and, from the threshold, could see Lord Wyndham, the only one without a mask, toast his guests, urging the orchestra to play louder, the dancing to be more vibrant, the kissing…

      People were kissing? In public?

      Arabella schooled her features. Wearing a mask only covered so much of her face, and she was already feeling out of place and the odd one out.

      What kind of party was this?

      She knew Lord Wyndham to be a scoundrel, a man of loose morals and determined never to settle, but this ball, or whatever it was one called such an event, was like nothing she had ever seen.

      It was no wonder her brother was so frightened of the man. He was unhinged.

      She walked about the house. At some point, a guest handed her a glass of champagne, and she thanked them, not that she would drink it, but it certainly made her appear as if she were involved with the gaiety.

      A closed door caught her eye, and moving toward it, she turned the handle, relieved to find it unlocked. She quickly whipped inside, and as she suspected, the room was the library. The large, mahogany desk and wingback chair behind it told her it was his lordship's private space.

      With little time to lose, she raced to the desk and wrenched the many drawers open, searching for the vowel of debt her mindless brother had signed.

      Why had he gambled what he did not have? "Stupid, silly clown," she mumbled before wrenching open another drawer with more force than was needed.

      "Do be careful with the desk, my dear. It is an antique."

      Arabella took in the man who had spoken. Her mouth moved, and yet no words came forth. What would she do?

      She glanced toward the window and debated throwing herself through it as he came toward her, shutting each drawer before crossing his arms and staring at her with amusement.

      Did he think it comical he had caught her? The man was even more peculiar than she thought.

      "Care to enlighten me as to why you're trying to steal from me? I do not take kindly to thieves."

      She swallowed, wet her lips, and did the only thing that came into her mind. She ran.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Leo wrenched the masked beauty against him. From her perfect nose and luscious full lips, he could see she was hiding a pretty visage under the black mask.

      The sweet scent of vanilla teased his senses, and her squirming only accentuated his interest in the chit. "What were you looking for?" He turned her about and met her gaze. Her wide eyes darted about the room, searching for an escape, a way to free herself of this dilemma, but there was none.

      He had her in his arms and was not letting her go until he found out what she wanted with his desk and why.

      "I was searching for a handkerchief, my lord. You see, my nose, it is running most dreadfully, and I could not find a servant to fetch me one, so I looked myself."

      "In my desk… For a handkerchief." Leo let her go and crossed his arms, glaring at her as best he could, considering he'd never heard anything so absurd or amusing in his life. And he had heard many excuses, but this one really was too stupid for words.

      "Women do get colds, my lord. Are you calling me a liar?" Her chin lifted in defiance, and he scoffed. The woman honestly could not think he would believe these falsehoods. And that was exactly what they were.

      Lies.

      "I know everyone at my events, and you were not invited. I gather from your attempt to look the seductress that you're a maid, untouched by men, which is to your credit. However, at these parties, it is not wise to be skulking about, especially when you do not know who may corner you in a dark, empty library."

      Her mouth gaped at his words, and she bit her lip. He never wished to frighten any young lady, but when one attended his parties unaccompanied and unused to the goings on that happened under his roof, the chit was clearly missing some of her senses.

      She leaned on the desk, quiet momentarily, before her shoulders dropped in acquiescence. "Very well, I did steal into your home and library, but I did so because you left me no choice on the matter."

      "I left you no choice? I do not know who you are." But he dearly wished to learn, for anyone who broke into the Wyndham house, which was often termed a house of ill repute, definitely needed a name. "Take off your mask."

      "I will not." She clasped the mask with her hands, as if that would stop him from removing it.

      He reached for the black silk fabric and ripped it from her head. She stared at him with distaste—not a gaze he was used to seeing from the fairer sex—and it tickled him a little that she was unimpressed with his person.

      Most women were impressed with all of him…

      "How dare you place your hands on me, my lord. You ought to be ashamed of yourself."

      He shrugged and threw the mask on the desk. "And yet, I am not. Explain why you're here before I escort you to the door without that mask to hide your identity and ruin all your chances of a Season." He paused, taking in the young woman. Her gown, as scandalous as she could manage, he assumed, was of the finest-quality silk. A woman from the highest echelons of society and one of his equals. Not that many at his private balls were anything else but the ton, it was just that they did not want others to know of their wicked forays.

      "You would not dare." She stared at him, steadfast in her belief he'd act the gentleman, and he almost laughed. The fool did not know who or what type of man he was.

      He clasped her arm and hauled her toward the door. "Shall we see who recognizes you, and they shall give me your name."

      She let out a little squeal of horror and wrenched against him as he dragged her closer to the library door.

      "You fiend." And then she did something he never expected. She wrenched free of his hold, jumped onto his back, and started hammering his shoulders. He fell to the ground and the little hellcat, without shame, continued her assault.

      Leo turned and attempted to clasp her hands to stop her from hitting him, and eventually, he was swift enough to do so, but not without a claw or two against his face.

      "Calm down," he commanded, raising his voice for the first time through their absurd interaction.

      "You would ruin me just because I would not give you my name?"

      She sat across his pelvis, unaware that with each chastisement that came out of her mouth, her body thrust and teased his groin. Leo ground his teeth, fighting the urge that always overcame a man when a woman as pretty as this one wiggled on his lap.

      "Get off," he ordered, letting her go.

      She crossed her arms, not moving. Was the woman daft? Did she not know what the position she held did to the opposite sex? He studied her a moment and wondered again how innocent she was.

      "Do not try such schemes again, my lord. I will defend myself to the end, and I do not take nicely to bullies, and you, sir, are being a tyrant."

      "And you're a thief." He clasped her hips and pushed her off him before standing. She climbed to her feet, and they stared at each other for several heartbeats. Their breathing ragged, their tempers flared.

      "I will tell you what you wish to know if you promise to let me go with my mask on. I cannot afford to be ruined. There are people who have sponsored me who would be deeply hurt should I embarrass them."

      Leo, for all his wayward ways, was not cruel and unkind. Tough he may be, but nothing else. He would not start to be anything else now. "You have my word. Now explain."

      

      Arabella fought to control her racing heart. The man was a monolith, a Greek god sent to taunt her and show her everything she would never have.

      Not that she wanted Lord Wyndham, the future Duke Carnavon from all accounts, but she had hoped to marry a man of similar stature, looks and well, a pleasant manner at least.

      She had never seen a more handsome man in all her weeks here in London, and to be manhandled by one who embodied all her fanciful dreams, aesthetically at least, was indeed unfair.

      He had discombobulated her, and she did not appreciate that fact one little bit.

      "You have a vowel from my brother, and I was going to steal it. He's an unfortunate soul who gambles away money he does not have. If I took it from you, I thought it would solve at least one problem I'm having this Season."

      "Your brother owes me money?" Lord Wyndham strode to the desk, his long legs making short work of the distance. His library was vast. Books lined the walls on dark mahogany ornate shelves. Paintings hung on any other available space, and a portrait of a young man hung over the fireplace. A beautiful room that would look even more stunning in the light of day.

      "This one?" He held a note and waved it at her. "From a Mr. Gregory Hall. Is this the one you mean?"

      "How many do you have?" At his lordship's less-than-pleased glare, she joined him at the desk. "Yes, that is the one I speak of."

      "He owes me five hundred pounds. I will not be forgiving that debt."

      It was a lot of money for anyone. She was an heiress, perhaps she ought to pay it and be done with the man, be done with all this absurd business. She could have been ruined this evening. His lordship was right. What if Lord Wyndham had not been the one to find her? What if some other lout had?

      A shudder ran through her, and she shook it aside, needing her wits now more than ever to get out of here whole. "I will pay it."

      "You will?" he asked, surprise in his tone. "You realize that had you accomplished stealing the note, the debt would still stand. I never allow anyone to cheat me, not even a young man whose sister is uncommonly pretty."

      "You are not amusing." He laughed at her words, and she ignored that his laugh was more pleasant than expected. "I will have a promissory note from my solicitor to you in the morning. Please ensure you're awake to receive it from my man of business."

      "Your solicitor. You have one then?" he said, sarcasm dripping from every word.

      "If you must know, I use the same as Lord and Lady Lupton-Gage, whom I'm staying with this Season. A Mr. Tennant will travel here and clear the debt on my behalf."

      "How do you know Lupton-Gage?" he asked, his tone no longer one of disdain.

      "Lady Lupton-Gage is a distant relative, and I'm Miss Hall."

      He barely managed to school his surprise before he blinked and was once again the reputable roué. "You're the heiress from Brighton?"

      She sighed, hating that that seemed the only facet of her life anyone seemed to care about. "Yes, the very one. Now pass me my mask, and I shall be on my way. Our association and business are at an end. I wish you well, my lord. Good evening," she said, taking the mask from his hand and slipping it back on her head before striding toward the door.

      Away from him and her absurd plan. She should have known it would never have worked. All this sneaking about for nothing. But alas, she would be free of him and her brother's debt by tomorrow, and all would be well.

      "Goodnight and pleasant dreams, Miss Hall." The deep timbre of his voice rattled her more than it had before, and she shivered.

      Lord Wyndham could send anyone into a spin, and she doubted she would stop toppling until sleep calmed her mind, and perhaps not even then.
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      Arabella thanked the footman, who handed her a missive, and broke the seal. The words jumped out at her: gambling hell, Lord Wyndham, significant loss, brother.

      Damn her brother to Hades. Was he born to be a thorn in her side forever? What was wrong with the boy that he would gamble one day after she had settled the debt with Lord Wyndham at no small cost to herself?

      Did he think she would always cover his debts? She would no longer be an heiress if she did not stop such support and allow her brother to learn the hard way that some debts had to be paid by oneself.

      "A carriage, quickly, if you please." She grabbed her spencer and bonnet and slipped her gloves on as she made her way to the front of the house. Several minutes ticked by before the Lupton-Gage carriage rolled to a stop before her.

      Without consideration for her reputation, she ordered the carriage to Lord Wyndham's Mayfair town house and forgot to secure a maid to chaperone. Within minutes, the carriage stopped before the beautiful Georgian home, one of the largest on Berkeley Square.

      Arabella frowned, torn as to what she should do. Was her brother still here? Had he lost more? She reached for the missive once again to see who had sent her the warning, but it was not signed.

      Had Lord Wyndham even sent it to her?

      Doubtful. The man would welcome those who lost their fortunes at his hand. He certainly seemed determined always to make one pay their debts, her brother no different.

      Arabella opened the carriage door and jumped down onto the sidewalk. The house loomed high and imposing, much like its owner, and, rallying her nerves, she walked up several steps and knocked.

      A butler in blue livery opened and stared down his long nose at her with distaste. "Lord Wyndham, if he is home. Tell him Miss Arabella Hall from the Lupton-Gage household is here to see him."

      At the mention of the marquess, the butler's stern visage eased, and he stepped aside, allowing her to enter.

      The sound of male voices, mixed with feminine giggles reached her, and she swallowed, feeling out of place and unwanted.

      The butler walked toward a back parlor before the chatter was silenced. No doubt, the mention of her arrival had caused much interest before determined, heavy strides sounded on the tiled floor.

      Lord Wyndham himself came about the corner. His brows rose, as if he had not believed his butler was telling the truth of her calling.

      "Lord Wyndham." Arabella dipped into a curtsy, remembering at least that was proper etiquette. Not that her being here was. "I received a note my brother is here, losing, and I've come to fetch him before I owe you even more of my inheritance."

      His lips twitched before he sauntered toward her, reminding her of a wild animal searching for its prey. "Your brother has already lost one hundred pounds this day, and the games have only just commenced. I suggested to him that he leave and no longer gamble on his sister's goodwill, but he does not seem inclined to do so, and what am I to do about it? He is not my problem to bear."

      Arabella sighed. There was no use for her sibling. He would forever have this trouble, and nothing she could do or say would change that. "Please go and fetch him. I wish to speak to my brother, if you will."

      Before the marquess could do as she asked, her brother joined them, his cheeks blooming a rosy hue that told her he understood his lousy form.

      "What are you doing here, Bella? This is no place for you to be unchaperoned."

      "And this is no place for you to gamble with funds you do not have," she countered. "I will not pay for your debt again. Do you understand? Should you stay and lose more money you do not have, I will cut you off from any financial support."

      "You would not be so cruel." Her brother looked to Lord Wyndham, as if he would support his claim, and yet the marquess merely looked at her brother with disinterest. "You remember what it was like to be poor, sister. Now, I have a chance to earn my fortune. Our distant uncle left me nothing and you everything. It is only right you give me the chance to earn my future."

      "You will not have a future this way. You are not a sound card or dice player. We have not had the ability to learn to play well with our upbringing. You must see sense."

      "Your upbringing?" the marquess questioned.

      "We were in servitude before inheriting my small fortune, my lord. If you mingled with the beau monde instead of the demimonde, you would know this already."

      "You were in service?" He paused. "Do you mean to say you were a housemaid?"

      Arabella raised her brow at his lordship, disliking the stupefaction in his tone. "I was a housemaid, my lord, in a gentleman's home in Brighton. And Frederick, a footman if you must know," she said, turning to her brother. "Fred, I have explained before, but I see I must do so again. The reason our distant relative did not leave you any money was because he did not know you existed."

      "A poor excuse if I do say so myself," her brother sulked.

      Arabella sighed. "You must return home with me, and we will look at ways in which you can start earning your fortune. There are many ways for a young man like yourself to do well. You do not need to gamble to be like the lords and ladies who surround us so much now."

      "Easy for you to say since you already have your fortune." Her brother turned on his heel and started back toward the back parlor where, no doubt, the day's card games were taking place. "I shall gamble or be damned. You do not need to support me anymore, my dear. I shall be perfectly fine."

      "Frederick," she called, but her brother was gone and no longer listening to her. "How could you allow him to join in on the games when you know he has no money of his own?"

      "It is not my duty to say yes or no to a gentleman who wishes to play. I am not your brother's master."

      "No, but you know that he does not have funds. That it is my money that he relies on. I will not pay again. I hope you know that."

      "And if you do not, then your brother will have to. Of course, I'm more lenient than others, so I warn you now, Miss Hall, that should your sibling continue to lose, you may find young Frederick has no future at all."

      "Are you warning me that something terrible will befall my brother?" Arabella clasped her stomach, hating the thought of such evil. Her brother was a nincompoop, but he did not deserve to be beaten or killed merely because he could not pay his debts as quickly as others might like.

      "I warn you to ensure your brother chooses wisely whom he gambles with, that is all. London is not all pretty tree-lined streets as you find in Mayfair. There is a seedier side, a dark, dangerous side not for the faint of heart or those unable to pay their debts."

      Arabella bit her lip, her stomach in knots at the thought. What if she could not stop her sibling's wayward ways? Whatever would she do? She could not lose him. She went up to Lord Wyndham and clasped his arm. "Please, I beg you, my lord. Help me stop Frederick from gambling. I was hoping you would not allow him to join your games, send him on his way. Tell all you know to exclude him as well. I shall ask Lord Lupton-Gage to secure him employment, and in time, I hope this folly will burn out of his blood."

      Lord Wyndham looked down where her hand clasped his arm, and she let go, hoping she did not offend him. He crossed his arms and studied her, thought of her request for several heartbeats.

      "And what shall I get out of this arrangement if I'm to do as you ask? I'm not the type of gentleman who does anything without compensation."

      "You want more money?" she asked, aghast at the thought it was what he'd want. Was every male in London so obsessed with wealth?

      He chuckled. "No, not money. But I would settle for a taste of your pretty lips. Just once. I admire beauty, and you possess quite a lot of it."

      "You want me to kiss you in payment for helping me?" Arabella's heart stopped beating, and heat bloomed over her body. She could not kiss his lordship.

      He was far too handsome.

      Far above her
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