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Chapter One

 


 


 


 


A masquerade at the Vauxhall Gardens was
possibly one of the most exciting events to be found in London,
Lady Grace Pemberton reflected happily. The music, the crowds, it
was all quite enchanting. She sighed, taking a sip of ratafia to
cool her flushed cheeks.

When someone nudged her shoulder, Grace
looked around to see the familiar figure of her friend Hester
Woodward standing beside her. It was a poor disguise to anyone who
knew her, for the green mask she wore could not hide the riotous
color of her bright red hair. She was carrying several glasses of
chilled champagne, one of which she handed to Grace.

‘I saw you enjoying yourself! Do not pretend
otherwise.’

‘I would not dream of it,’ Grace laughed.
Laughter felt good. It felt as if she had not truly laughed for
such a long time. ‘I have danced the last three dances and am
dreadfully warm. There are so many people.’

Hester chuckled. ‘A public masquerade at
Vauxhall Gardens? My dear, of course there are. That’s why I
suggested it. You needed something different. Drink up and then you
will be ready to dance some more.’

Grace didn’t know about that, but she was
glad she had come and took a sip of her champagne. It was
delicious. Perhaps Hester was right after all. It had been eighteen
months since Justin had died and, with the coming of this
particular spring, she’d begun to feel something stirring inside
herself, like the green shoots that were currently unfurling on the
trees and bushes and hedgerows. Hester had been pestering her for
some time about visiting London to reenter society. Now she was
glad that she had taken her friend up on her invitation, although
Grace suspected that the joys might pall after a time. It had been
a harsh winter in the wilds of Yorkshire. She’d been pleased to
leave the still icy north to its own devices for the time
being.

‘Where is Porter?’

Hester gave an airy shrug. ‘Who can say? Off
chasing some likely bit of skirt, I daresay. As long as they are
not wearing a green mask and do not have hair like mine, no woman
in the room is safe.’

‘Oh for heaven’s sake…’

‘I do not want to talk about it.’

Of course she did not. She had not wanted to
talk about it ever since Grace had realized that husband and wife
were barely on speaking terms, but it was impossible to believe
that solid and sensible Porter was off chasing other women. Of
course, she had not seen much of her host since she had arrived at
Curzon Street as he was working on government business and had been
away in France for the first week, but since his return it had
become obvious that all was not as it should be in Hester’s
marriage to Viscount Woodward.

Certainly, in the past few days hostilities
between the once happy couple seemed to have escalated. For some
reason, Hester was insisting that Porter was being unfaithful.
Indeed, she insisted that few married men were without a mistress
so what did it matter? But Grace was having none of it.

And if the conversation she
had heard earlier in the night was any indication, it was Porter
that believed Hester was involved with another man, an equally absurd
notion.

The marriage of Miss Hester Carstairs and
Viscount Woodward had been a love match two years ago. Grace was
prepared to swear to it. They had been besotted with each other and
she was determined to discover what had happened, but now was not
the time, even if she could get her friend to open up about what
was going on. As outgoing as Hester was, she had been less than
forthcoming on the subject of her marriage.

Unfortunately, this
reticence did not extend to Grace’s own affairs. ‘It is lovely to see you
having so much fun. Why, I can’t remember the last time you took to
the dance floor so much.’

‘You know perfectly well I attend some of
the assemblies at Harrogate.’

‘Oh, Harrogate,’ Hester said, dismissing
the town with a wave of one white hand. ‘Very nice for the
provinces, my angel, but you needed to come up to London and go
about properly. Shake off Yorkshire and its sheep.’

Grace was amused. ‘But my home is in Scotton
and, while it is very nice of you to have me...’

‘Pffst!’

‘ ...I really need to go
home in the next week or so.’

‘Why?’ Hester demanded. ‘What do you need to
get back to?’

‘Fifty tenants and a household?’

‘You have an estate manager for that. And a
perfectly competent housekeeper.’ Hester returned quickly. ‘The
place will putter along quite well without you for a month or so
and well you know it. And I do so want you to stay and keep me
company. The Season has just started and it gets so dreary if one
does not have a particular friend to go about with.’

Grace looked at Hester thoughtfully,
although it was impossible to read her expression, dressed as she
was. Grace had been staying with her for nearly two weeks now and
was seeing flashes of something quite disturbing. Something was not
well with her usually equable friend; so much was obvious. Gentle
probing had not drawn out the cause. She seemed strangely reluctant
to reveal the reason for her increasingly mercurial moods.

Something to do with Porter and the busy
schedule that had been keeping him from home?

‘I suppose I can stay for a while longer,’
she agreed easily, ‘especially as it has been so wet. The roads
will be quite dreadful. Perhaps another few weeks?’

‘Oh yes, please!’ Hester said with
breathless gratitude, just as a pair of laughing gentlemen
approached them.

‘Ladies!’ one said merrily, ‘We cannot have
two such ravishing creatures languishing on the sidelines. Come and
dance with us for we are devastatingly lonely.’

A pair of suddenly sparkling blue eyes met a
pair of laughing brown. Both ladies placed their now empty glasses
down and swept elegant curtsies to the gentlemen. Once again, they
sailed onto the floor.

 


Sheridan, the Marquis of Morvyn, eyed the
crowded dance floor grimly, wondering where the devil Judith was.
Not where she’d said she’d be, so much was clear. He stared at the
dancers, trying to make out which one was his sister. She was
wearing blue, he recalled. Blue satin, he fancied. A girl in just
such a dress whirled by, closely followed by another. Damned
masquerade balls! How the hell was he supposed to find her in this
crowd?

Morvyn was out of sorts. He loathed such
affairs and had strenuously resisted bringing Judith. If it wasn’t
for their mother, curse her, he would have refused, but, as usual,
Lady Morvyn had resorted to her hartshorn and her handkerchief and
had batted big, tearful eyes at him.

‘I would, Sherry dear, but
I feel quite poorly this evening. Please be a darling and take your
sister. She has been looking forward to it for a
week.’

That was his mother. All sighs and eyes, or
so his father used to say. The trouble was that neither he nor his
father had ever been able to say no. So here he was again, trailing
after his damned sibling at some ridiculous amusement that he
normally wouldn’t be seen dead at. Although, it must be admitted
that a masquerade had its uses. He’d even found a black satin
domino to wear because, quite frankly, anonymity was the only
positive that could be taken from this entire affair. At least he
would not have to fend off hopeful debutantes or their ghastly
mothers the evening through.

Another female dressed in
blue capered by. The light was not as good as it could be, part of
the charms of the masquerade, he supposed. It made identifying the
guests that much harder and it was impossible to tell if it were
Judith. He thought it might be; the female was about the right
height and slender enough. Had she been wearing that domino? He
could not remember. He hadn’t paid much attention, truth be told.
Judith was twelve years younger than him and a whole universe
distant in terms of similarity of outlook. If he were asked
anything at all about his youngest sibling he would probably be
forced to plead ignorance, but happily he didn’t
need to know anything
about her. That was what his mother was for. All that was required
of him was to – very occasionally – squire Judith to some event.
Fortunately, it happened very rarely. Unfortunately, he had been in the
wrong place at the wrong time tonight and had been thrown to the
wolves by his beloved parent.

‘Where the devil is she!’

There came a sudden gap in
the dancing couples and he stiffened when he saw what he assumed
was his sister in the arms of a man on the other side of the floor.
There was no doubt that the gentleman was in his cups; it was a
wonder he could negotiate the steps of the waltz at all. And that
was another thing. A waltz? Morvyn didn’t think so. Judith might be a cheeky
little minx, but she was his sister and he was damned if he’d have
some foxed fool manhandling her to a dance that was still being
supervised at Almacks.

He began to negotiate his way around the
edge of the dance floor, dodging giggling women and boisterous men.
It was getting close to midnight and the revelry was escalating.
More than time to take Judith home, for this was hardly a suitable
environment for all that it was sanctioned by the likes of Lady
Jersey and the Prince Regent. He’d seen Prinny puffing around
earlier in the evening, his plump figure unmistakable in its purple
satin and flamboyant feathered headdress. It had not been a
particularly regal look for the future king of England.

Having reached his
destination, Morvyn paused, eyeing the couple that were more
lurching than dancing. Clearly Judith wasn’t having much of a time
of it with her partner. As rescue was so close at hand, Morvyn took
a moment to observe the tableau, wondering if the fool pawing his
sister merited a swift kick up the pants. Perhaps not. Clearly the
fellow was using Judith more to hold himself up than to take
advantage. Perhaps this will teach her a
lesson, he thought, and then
immediately, although I very much doubt
it!

Judith, like so many females of her age, was
not much given to lesson learning.

Morvyn moved forward and tapped the
inebriated gentleman on the shoulder. The man turned his head and
Morvyn was engulfed in a cloud of alcoholic fumes. It said much for
his sister’s stamina that she was still standing there, although
perhaps she had been worried her partner would collapse. He had not
realized she was so considerate.

‘Yersss?’

‘My dance, I think.’

‘But 'm dancing.’

‘You were dancing,’ Morvyn returned coolly,
removing a large hand off his sister’s shoulder. ‘Now, however,
you’re finding something else to do.’

The man stood disconsolate, wavering on the
balls of his feet, while he debated what stance to take, but his
fuddled head was clearly not up to confrontation. With a
particularly unlovely belch, he sketched a half bow to his partner,
who had stood silently throughout, then tottered from the floor,
colliding with quite a few bodies along the way.

‘That was very chivalrous
of you.’ A soft, mellifluous voice. Certainly a lady’s
voice. Not his
sister’s voice, however. ‘He was becoming a little too much to
manage.’

Morvyn stood, hesitating for a moment.
Clearly he had the wrong gown entirely, but walking away would be
the height of discourtesy. He made her a bow. ‘I am sorry that he
was bothering you.’

‘Oh, it is getting late. He
was not impolite,’ she sounded a little mischievous.
Not so very old, then. ‘In fact, he tried very hard to engage me in conversation.
Unfortunately, he kept forgetting what he was saying.’

Despite himself, Morvyn’s lips twitched.
‘From the state of him, it was a miracle he could speak at all.
Would you care to dance?’ He took himself by surprise with these
last words. So much for discovering the whereabouts of his sister
and leaving. ‘It would be poor behavior on my behalf if I were to
abandon you in the middle of the dance floor by yourself.’

‘Well you could escort me from it,’ the
smile in her voice was unmistakable. She sounded familiar, but that
was probably because he’d met her before at some tiresome social
rabble. It was impossible to get his head around all the females
that fluttered about so he didn’t even try. ‘But as I will be
leaving shortly, one last dance for the night would be
delightful.’

Stepping forward, Morvyn took the lady into
his arms and fit his unaccustomed feet to following the strains of
the waltz. He was not much of a one for dancing, but he did well
enough when called upon and his partner seemed to glide
effortlessly around the floor, making it easy for him. Something
about her stirred his other senses to life, the softness of the
fine boned hand in his own, the smooth feel of the satin against
his palm. He could feel the warmth of her body through the material
and for some reason it struck him as oddly intimate, as if he were
connecting with bare skin. The aroma of something flowery tickled
his nose – jasmine, perhaps, or honeysuckle – and he inhaled it,
enjoying the feminine scent of her.

Inwardly, Morvyn marveled at his own folly.
Minutes before he had been berating every damn fool in the place in
his quest to find Judith and now he was on the dance floor, holding
a woman in his arms and dwelling on her charms like a silly
mooncalf!

‘Have you had a pleasant evening?’ he asked,
rather abruptly.

‘It has been most agreeable. I have enjoyed
the dancing.’

‘You do it very well.’

She smiled up at him and he found himself
staring down into a pair of very expressive dark eyes through the
holes in her domino. ‘Thank you. I fear I am sadly out of
practice.’

‘Then I can only imagine
that you must float when you are in
practice.’ He cringed at the words as soon as they
were out. Float?
Now where had that come from?

‘And what of you? Have you had an enjoyable
evening?’

‘I escorted my sister here,’ he told her
wryly, ‘which necessarily precludes enjoyable.’

His partner gave a gurgle of laughter. ‘Oh
dear! I am assuming… younger than you?’

‘Considerably.’

‘Then you have my sympathy. A girl can give
an older brother a merry chase.’

‘Truly.’ He hesitated, wondering how it was
that a man of his years and social standing could not comfortably
engage in desultory conversation with a lady. Were his social
skills that rusty? ‘May I ask why you are out of practice? You do
not attend many dances?’

‘Not a great many, no. I am visiting London
from the country and provincial events do not have quite the cachet
of the ones that take place in London.’

She was from the country? He wondered which
county. He himself had extensive land in Yorkshire and Derbyshire.
Perhaps that was why she sounded familiar. He may well have met her
at home. ‘Are you in town for long?’

‘Several more weeks. I was thinking to
return next weekend, but I am staying with a friend and I believe
she desires my company for a little longer.’ It was odd, Morvyn
reflected, but the longer they danced together, the more relaxed he
became. She really was remarkably light on her feet. The waltz
finished and they came to a stop, but it was a brief pause because
another started almost immediately and, almost without thinking,
his hands were reaching for her once again, his left hand taking
her own, his right arm encircling her lightly. She moved back
towards him as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

‘It must nearly be midnight,’ his partner
murmured, ‘time for the unmasking.’

‘Masks are to be removed at midnight?’

‘So I have been told.’

His interest was piqued, he had to admit.
Unusual as the situation was, he was curious to see what the
honey-voiced woman in his arms looked like. He was surprised to
find that he already knew certain things about her; she was
intelligent, she possessed a sense humor, and she was easy to talk
to, especially for a man who did not make a habit of engaging in
small talk with ladies. She would be attractive, he decided.
Probably no great beauty, but she was so relaxed that he could not
help but believe that she was perfectly comfortable with herself.
Plain women, he had frequently noted, were restive creatures that
usually overcompensated by wearing too fussy clothing. The woman he
was dancing with was elegant. Not, he surmised, in the first blush
of youth, she was far too confident for that, but not matronly,
either. Her voice was vibrant, her movements that of a still
youthful woman.

You sound as if you are
evaluating her for the position of wife. The marquis was startled by the thought. He had not put
himself out to find a wife for himself as yet. That unwelcome task
was yet to come and at two and thirty he was in no particular hurry
despite his mother’s opinions to the contrary, but a woman such as
the one in his arms… If he could secure a woman like this as his
wife, perhaps the task might not seem so onerous.

What an absurd
thought! I really must find
Judith... But Morvyn’s feet continued to
move around the dance floor, breathing in the scent of the warm,
soft creature in his arms and all thought of his sister disappeared
once again.

 


Who is this
man? Grace mused, feeling the heat from the
large hand on her back radiating through the thin satin of her
dress. It had been kind of him to rescue her from her previous
partner. If she had realized the poor fellow was so well foxed she
would not have accepted his invitation, but it wasn’t until the
music had started that he’d shown just how inebriated he
was.

Her new partner certainly wasn’t drunk. He
danced competently, although she could tell that dancing did not
figure large in his life, which she found oddly charming. He had
rescued her and he had danced with her. It was… sweet.

She was enjoying this.
Perhaps it had something to do with the glass of champagne Hester
had pressed on her earlier, but Grace didn’t think so. Once again,
she had that same inkling that life might not be
entirely over for her.
For the first time since Justin’s death, she felt as if she was
actually waking up. It was delightful to dance in this man’s arms.
He was tall and solid and she liked
his awkward, tentative conversation. That deep
voice. Grace was almost sure she had heard it before, but it was
impossible to tell where and when. She had practically been a
hermit for eighteen months, locked away in Yorkshire, although she
had nobody but herself to blame for that. Despite the fact that her
marriage had produced no children, Grace had thought it unlikely
that she could ever contemplate marrying again. The pain of
Justin’s death had cut to deep. At five and twenty she was
certainly a matron but somehow, she felt too young to be
matronly. Perhaps if she
had had children…

Still, here she was,
dancing in the arms of an unknown stranger. An unknown stranger. Grace said the
three words in her head again and shivered with pleasure that felt
almost… wicked.

He was tall, no doubt about that. He was
definitely dark, if the wealth of springy black locks were any
indication. A tall, dark stranger was even more tantalizing and
Grace smiled to herself. This was a delightful way to reenter the
hectic world that was society. Unknown strangers who did not know
her history, a night of unrelenting dancing and now? Now she
appeared to be finishing her evening in the arms of the most
interesting man she had encountered all night.

Hester must surely be proud of her for
willingness to embrace such gaiety. Perhaps now she could stop
chiding Grace for behaving like the poor, maudlin creature she
feared she had become.

As was often the case with such affairs, the
masqueraders were to shed their disguises at midnight and reveal
their true identities. What would she find behind this man’s mask?
She could already see a firm mouth and squared chin, both of which
were in keeping with his rather awkward demeanor. Not a ladies man,
but very much a man, just the same. She rather liked the way he
held her; confidently, yet carefully, as if holding a woman in his
arms was a novel experience.

The music came to a stop and they did too.
Grace and her unknown partner, falling into momentary stillness.
Somehow, they had ended up at the side of the dance floor where a
large statue loomed, cutting of the light from the candle sconces,
encasing them both in shadow.

‘Time for the unmasking.’ Grace could only
wonder that she sounded so breathless.

‘Yes,’ he murmured, but he did not move.

‘Shall I?’ She reached up a hand to undo the
string that held on the domino, but, strangely, he reached out to
lay a hand on her arm. Grace paused, looking up at him enquiringly.
There was something, some magic in the air. She could feel it,
trembling and fragile, making her catch her breath. How was it
possible, she wondered, to feel as if she were alone with this man,
in the middle of a noisy, laughing crowd?

But that was exactly how she did feel.

His voice was soft and to Grace, it felt as
deep as the shadows enfolding them. ‘Please. Wait for just a
moment.’

Grace waited, holding her
breath as she stared up at him. He stood still for a moment longer,
then dropping his head, he caught her surprised lips, his own warm
and firm, gentle yet oh so definite, as if he meant it.
He is so certain, Grace
thought dazedly. Dear God, he kisses much
as he dances; confidently and without compromise.

She shivered beneath the kiss, but she did
not pull away for the pressure of his lips against her own had
triggered a flurry of warmth within. It rushed through her,
starting in the pit of her belly and flowing outwards, a burst of
sunlight that was as unexpected as the stranger’s kiss.

I am not a wanton woman, but oh, I do not
want this to stop!

When he raised his head, she felt his breath
against her face, coming fast, just as her own was. ‘I’m sorry,’ he
whispered, face still close to her own. ‘That was unpardonable of
me.’

The right words, but he did not sound sorry
and Grace, still humming with the knowledge that she had been
thoroughly kissed by a man whose name she did not even know, smiled
despite herself. ‘It was,’ she agreed, ‘but as it was equally
unpardonable of me to allow it, perhaps we can absolve each
other.’

She saw a smile curve his lips. Reaching up,
he undid the string that held her domino in place and tugged gently
at the knot. Grace pulled off the mask and arched an eyebrow at
him, amused by this highhanded approach.

‘And you, fellow stranger?’

Reaching up, he removed his own mask and
stood looking down at her, gray eyes searching.

Grace felt her smile freeze in place before
it slowly dissolved completely. The muscles in her face seemed to
stiffen, one by one, as recognition chased away her happiness, cold
replacing the warmth inside. She took an unsteady step backwards,
hand coming up as if to ward off the knowledge that she had just
made a hideous mistake.

He appeared bewildered by the change in her.
‘Are you all right?’

‘I...’ She could not speak.
She felt sick. She felt…Oh God!

She had to get away!

She stumbled back, moving away from him. He
made as if to follow, but she turning and plunged through the crowd
of bodies, desperate to escape. Moving blindly, she suddenly found
herself free of people and flew forward, looking for space, frantic
to be alone.

And then, somehow, she was outside. Without
her cloak and in the chill of a very frigid March night. Grace
welcomed the cold, as effective as a slap in the face for her
turbulent emotions. Moving away from the entrance, she found an
empty alcove and stepped into it, pressing her hands against her
flushed cheeks and her back against the cold stone wall.

How? Oh how could she have not recognized
him?

Although truthfully, they had not met
frequently, no more than twice, and his face had become a blur in
the trauma that had followed their last, brief meeting.

Even so, of all the men in all of England,
she had chosen to end the night with the devil himself. The one man
she had sworn as an enemy, dishonest and craven as he was. And she
had kissed him!

What she would not do to banish the past
half hour from her memory forever.

But how could she have known that she had
allowed herself to be kissed by the man responsible for her
husband’s death?

Grace felt the tears come and let them
flow.

There were not enough tears in the world to
make this right.

 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


Grace slept in the next morning and awoke
heavy eyed and headachy, but no longer feeling as if the world were
coming to an end. She was not, by nature, a dramatic woman and
found it hard to maintain the level of shocked distress that she
had experienced the night before. Hester had always said she was
positively dull, unable to show the proper level of histrionics
most females reveled in.

In the past, Grace had had reason to be
grateful for this.

She was grateful for it now.

So she lay in bed and, in her own quiet way,
she put the matter into perspective.

Yes, she had kissed the
Marquis of Morvyn, but she had not known it was the marquis. Ignorance was surely
her best excuse, although in retrospect… Grace grimaced. In
retrospect, what had she been about, kissing a man she did not
know? Or indeed, any man. A lady, no matter how advanced in years or comfortable in
their situation, did not kiss a man she did not know.

Fortunately, she had not run in to Morvyn
when she had returned inside to find Hester and Porter. She had
discovered her friend easily enough, but of Porter there was no
sign.

‘Hester! Thank heavens. Would you mind very
much if we left now?’ Grace had been terrified that the marquis
would appear and had looked nervously towards the crowd that was
beginning to collect their cloaks in preparation for departure.

‘No,’ Hester’s voice had, once again, been
brittle and tight. ‘I am ready.’

‘Where’s Porter?’

‘Who can say? It does not matter. He can
find his own way home.’

In retrospect, it had been an odd comment
and under normal circumstances Grace would have questioned it.
Instead, she found Hester’s attitude a blessing, for at least she
did not demand to know why Grace looked so harrowed or was so quiet
on the carriage ride home. She had been looking rather harrowed
herself.

It had been difficult to get to sleep. Her
mind had continually gone back to the ball, to the unmasking, to
the point where she had looked into those gray eyes and recognition
had struck like a bolt out of the blue. It had been some time since
she had seen the Marquis of Morvyn - she knew the exact date,
actually - but of course he was unmistakable. Once, he had been
Justin’s friend, even though events had proved that this was not
the case.

He had come to Priory Chase twice, the first
visit a week before Justin’s death and then, of course, that last
time, the night before he’d died. On first acquaintance she had
liked the marquis. He had seemed unassuming and intelligent,
although she had barely had the opportunity to become better
acquainted. On both occasions he and her husband had been locked
away in Justin’s study. After Morvyn’s first call, Justin had been
uneasy and restless, quite unlike his usual self. When Grace had
asked him what was amiss, he’d merely told her that he could still
count the marquis as one of his oldest friends. They had gone
through school together, gone up to university together, knocked
around the continent together. One of his oldest friends, Justin
had insisted, right up until that last visit when Morvyn had
betrayed that friendship.

He had not killed Justin, she knew that, but
he might as well have.

Resolving to try and, if not forget, then at
least avoid thinking about the previous evening, Grace rose and
prepared for the day. Her maid was just finishing her hair when a
knock came on the door and Hester sailed in, smiling brightly.

‘Dearest, you’re up!’

‘I slept in,’ Grace admitted. ‘It was a late
night.’ She was hoping that Hester would not dwell on how there had
been other late nights and her guest had still woken, if not with
the dawn, then shortly after.

‘Oh never mind. I’ve only been up for a
short while myself. What shall we do today? I fancy a visit to Bond
Street. Perhaps a new bonnet?’ Hester sat herself down upon the
window seat and smiled at her friend. ‘Nothing cheers me up more
than a new bonnet.’

She was looking particularly fetching in a
morning dress of ivory jaconet trimmed with emerald ribbon that
looked very well with her flame-colored hair, but there was a
hectic tinge to
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