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      This is for my mother. I only wish you were here with me.
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      Emme Walters emerged from the dark, damp dungeons of Briarwood Hall in a state of dishabille that would send her aunt into apoplexy if she saw it. Thankfully, it was well into the wee hours of the morning and most people at the small country gathering had found their own beds, or someone else’s, to occupy for the remainder of the night. Noting that the corridor appeared to be deserted, Emme sighed in relief. The dungeon undoubtedly contained endless horrors of mice and spiders, and she wanted desperately to be free of it. She shuddered a bit and gave the door a push. Having freed herself, albeit clumsily; she stepped further into the hall.

      Unfortunately, the door was closing much more freely than it had opened, and in a panic, she grasped it to prevent it from banging shut, managing only to smash her fingers. She uttered a mild oath, though it was the strongest one she knew, and clasped her battered fingers to her chest. It would be an interesting addition to the cadre of other scrapes and bruises that she had accrued during the night. Her nocturnal wanderings usually resulted in at least a few injuries that her maid would have to work diligently to camouflage.There was a candle on the table, but the shadows provided some protection for her. Sleepwalking, or spells, or whatever one chose to call it, would be the ruin of her. She ducked into an alcove, molding herself to the wall, before peering out to be certain that no one was about. The corridor remained deserted and she uttered a quick prayer of thanks before making her way to the next shadowy recess. The last thing she needed was to be found in such a compromising position. It was all well and good for people to call her a medium or mystic, and to speculate about her and her strange ways, but to be caught outside of her room in such a state—wearing only her night rail, her hair disheveled and various scrapes and bruises covering her body—her reputation would soon be as tattered as her appearance

      Shoving those thoughts forcefully from her mind, she stepped forward and her hip bumped the edge of a small table. It teetered ominously, but she managed to right it. The noise, to her ears at least, was deafening. When no one rushed forward to brand her a thief or a woman of loose morals, Emme continued towards the guest wing of the ducal estate, or rather in the direction she believed the wing to be. In truth, she had no idea where she was or how she’d come to be there. Briarwood Hall was massive, and though she’d only been there for a single day, she’d already been lost several times. Her aunt, the imperious and glacial Lady Isabella Harding, had already taken her to task for it.

      With the thought of her aunt’s glaring disapproval in mind, she forced herself to move, to continue the trek back toward her room. Her bare feet were silent on the marble floors as she crept along the hallway. Her heart thundered in her chest and she trembled. The fear of being discovered was so intense, it left her weak. She tried to calm herself, to reassure herself, that most of the servants were abed, and the guests as well. There were a few stragglers still roaming the halls, and of course there were the romantic assignations that were the very reason for house parties. She was attuned to every noise, every creak as she made her way towards the stairs and she wished fervently that she knew the house better and knew where the servants’ stairs were located, as they would greatly decrease her chance of discovery.

      Just as Emme neared the main staircase, as she could see the intricate carving of the banisters, a noise from behind her made her thundering heart skip. She froze mid stride and peered over her shoulder at the growing triangle of light emerging from the doorway of the billiard room. Tension coiled in her stomach, and her breath seized in her lungs. Someone was coming, and her wits fled her entirely.
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        * * *

      

      From the shadowed recesses beneath the staircase, Lord Rhys Brammel watched the stealthy movements of the shadowy figure traversing the hall. At first glance, painted in the silvery light and long shadows of the darkened hall, she had appeared more phantom than flesh and blood. As she had moved closer, her identity as an exalted guest had been unmistakable. In truth, she was not his guest. She had been invited by his mother without his knowledge. It was not an unusual occurrence. His mother frequently invited inappropriate people to their home in her quest for truth, enlightenment and a direct line of communiqué to the spirit world. His aunt, Lady Eleanor Brammel, had attempted for years to dissuade his mother from such pursuits, but had met with little success. That was to be expected, of course. Lady Phyllis Brammel, in her own quiet way, was a force to be reckoned with.

      He had ducked into the stairwell upon first observing the ‘apparition’. Was that part of her game, he wondered? Was she a thief and a liar, or simply returning from a midnight tryst? He didn’t have the answers, but he meant to find out. If Miss Walters was playing at being a ghost, or attempting to frighten other guests to raise her own social cache, he would send her packing, regardless of his mother’s protests. He knew from experience that it was impossible to dissuade his mother from anything once she’d set her mind to it. She had issued the invitations regardless of any protests, but if it came to it, he was the head of the household. It was at his discretion to rescind the invitation at any time and for any reason of his choosing. He would, of course, pay dearly for utilizing that authority, but that was neither here nor there.

      Rhys watched her moving along the hall, wondering what could have prompted her to move about in such a state of undress. Given that her behavior earlier in the day had been so circumspect, he found it curious that she would so recklessly court the ruin of far more than her reputation. In truth, everything about her was rather curious. She was known to the ton as a psychic, yet disdained any discussion of ghosts. For that matter, she was reputed to be an innocent, and yet she was wandering the halls practically nude, displaying her figure to any passerby. As the only passerby, he really couldn’t complain overmuch, as he found himself enjoying the display quite thoroughly. Of course, he wasn’t the only man to have noted Miss Walters’ many charms. Nearly every man present had been intrigued by her, including the lecherous Lord Pommeroy.

      Rhys’ ruminations were cut short by a widening arc of light at the door to the billiard room. It froze Miss Walters’ in her tracks as well. Swiftly, he considered his options. Allowing her to be discovered and ruined would result in her being packed off to her family. It was an effective method of removing her as a complication in his own life, but hardly an honorable course of action. It seemed, he thought grimly, he was to play the knight in less than shining armor.

      Acting decisively, he stepped forward, grasped her wrist and pulled her to him. He brought his other hand up to quickly cover her mouth as he pulled her into the deeper shadows beneath the stairs. He turned them so that her body was imprisoned between him and the wall, his body shielding her from view. His black evening clothes blended with the shadows, rendering them almost invisible.

      When he whispered next to her ear, his voice was low and gruff, “It’s a bit late for a stroll, Miss Walters.”

      He felt her shiver against him. Was it fear or something else equally primal? The delicate scent of her skin was heady. It was as soft and feminine as the lush curves of her body that pressed so intimately against him. His body’s libidinous response to her nearness was immediate. It had been far too long since he’d held a woman in the circle of his arms, and felt the yielding of softer flesh, the satin of pampered skin. It was torture, but he relished it.
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      In the hard circle of his arms, Emme managed to turn her head slightly, so that she could see over the curve of his arm. Raucous laughter boomed down the hall and the shadows of two gentlemen came into view, dark shapes distorted over the pale marble of the floor.

      As they neared, Emme blushed at their ribald comments. She could feel her face heating as they discussed the attributes of one of the female guests. Her face flamed even hotter when she realized that she, or more particularly, her bosom, was the subject of their speculation.

      Their coarse laughter and even coarser comments dissipated as they turned onto the staircase. Their voices faded to the merest whisper, but they were hardly the only danger she faced.

      Emme shivered with something that was not entirely fear as her captor’s and possible savior’s whiskered chin rasped against the delicate shell of her ear and his breath fanned over the delicate skin of her neck. She struggled for a moment against his hold, but he shushed her, hissing sharply against her ear. Quickly, she catalogued her avenues of escape and came upon the disturbing realization that she had none. If she continued to struggle, the other gentlemen might overhear and return and she would be discovered. If she stayed where she was, and remained quiet, she might avoid discovery, but risked being compromised fully, rather than in name only.

      She could hear her aunt’s snide voice drifting through her mind, “It is possible to have a good reputation in the absence of virtue, but virtue in the absence of a good reputation is worthless”. Counting the number of times Lady Isabella had uttered that phrase was impossible. Detest her social climbing aunt, she might, but given her current predicament, she could not doubt the wisdom of her words. Against every instinct she possessed, Emme stilled against him, as it seemed to be the best option.

      Rhys sensed the tension draining from her. He couldn’t imagine that it was anything other than the girl's will that prompted the reaction. Hoping that he was not overestimating her state of calm, he removed his hand and stepped back, allowing her to step away from him. Instantly, he felt the loss. He resisted the urge to reach for her and pull her back into his arms.

      He doubted that the gesture would be well received. His belief was borne out when she wasted no time in quickly putting at least an arm’s length between them. When she turned to face him, the moonlight rendered her night rail all but transparent, revealing every sensuous curve. His breath caught and his desire, already piqued, spiked within him. It was only years of intense self discipline that allowed him to tamp down his response. With purpose, he stepped forward out of the shadows to meet her defiant stare.

      He saw the recognition in her eyes, and the spark of fear that followed. Did she believe the rumors, then? Did she think him a murderer? Of course, it was quite possible that he had not managed to fully disguise his response. If she had recognized his body’s reaction to her nearness, then perhaps she was more experienced than he might have originally imagined. If so, there was no reason for him not to pursue her, discreetly, of course. The spark of hope that flared in him with that thought was ridiculous.

      Emme’s bravado faltered as she met the shuttered gaze of her host. The Duke of Briarleigh still wore the impeccable evening clothes he’d looked so fine in at dinner, though his artistically knotted neck cloth was now hopelessly rumpled.

      His close cropped, dark hair was disheveled as well. Even in the dim light, the dark shadowing of whiskers on his square jaw was visible, deepening the cleft of his chin and silhouetting his sculpted mouth. Looking at his mouth made her breathless, so she quickly brought her gaze up to his startling eyes.

      They pinned her to the spot, rooting her to the floor with as yet unasked questions. She recalled their color from her earlier meeting with him, even as the moonlight concealed it now. They were the lightest shade of brown, so pale that in the light they glowed like gold. Thickly lashed and topped with slashing, dark brows, they could make him appear quite fierce.

      Everything about him was masculine—overwhelmingly so. His sharp, chiseled features, his deep, rich voice, and the sheer size of him, for he towered over her, even at her own impressive height—all of those traits combined to make him seem larger than life, and in her current state, incredibly intimidating. When he met and returned her assessing stare, the heat of embarrassment and something else she could not name, snaked through her veins.

      “A thousand pardons, Your Grace,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I was lost, I fear, and then, I am afraid that I panicked.”

      Her voice was low and husky, like velvet. The sound of it shivered over his skin like a caress. Wide eyed, pale and disheveled, she was lovely and tempting. With the distance between them, he managed to reign in his libido, though only barely.

      He reminded himself that she was out of reach for a multitude of reasons. As an unmarried woman of good breeding, let alone one he suspected of activities that, if not criminal, were certainly immoral, she was most unsuitable.

      With chagrin, he acknowledged to himself that it was the latter and not the former that placed her entirely out of his reach.

      While he had little patience for the magic and mysticism that his mother was so very fond of, he had even less patience for the idea of being leg-shackled again.

      Aware that the silence had stretched taut and uncomfortable between them, Rhys spoke. “And you lost your wrapper as well, I see.”

      The phrase had no sooner escaped his lips than he realized they would do little to ease the tension. He gave a mental shrug. Perhaps if she were unsettled, he would have more answers.

      Emme blushed. “Indeed, Your Grace. I am quite chilled and would very much like to return to the warmth of my⁠—”.

      Bed had been on the tip of her tongue, but in her present state of undress there were few men who would not see that statement as an invitation.

      Quickly rephrasing, she said, “To my room”.

      Her hesitation had not been subtle. He might have told her that any man blessed enough to view her in that diaphanous gown would be thinking of her and a bed regardless of whether she said it or not. Nonetheless, the unspoken word hung in the air between them.

      Again, he cursed her purported abilities and her presumably chaste status, both of which made her completely unavailable. With her dark hair and pale eyes, she was striking.

      The moonlight cascading through the windows had painted her body silver and illuminated her lush form through the fine lawn of the garment. The exaggerated curves of her generous breasts, small waist and flared hips would haunt him.

      It had been far too long since he’d been with a woman. That the mere sight of her body could incite such lust in him was proof of that.

      “Can you find your way?” he asked solicitously, though that was not what he wanted to say.

      Speaking was the furthest thing from his mind. He wanted to pull her to him and feel the softness of her flesh against his, to taste the sweetly voluptuous lips he had so recently felt pressed against his hand. There were other things, far more wicked and wondrous, that teased his mind and stoked a fire in his blood.

      Emme was hesitant to admit that she didn’t know the way but it would be foolhardy to deny it. She barely knew her way through the public areas of the house, much less the convoluted twists and turns she had undoubtedly taken to get to her present location.

      There were other concerns, of course. Though it appeared her host was a gentleman, to a point, there were others who were not. Falling down a flight of stairs or getting lost were not the only perils she faced in an unfamiliar house. He was the devil she knew in this instance, even if their acquaintance was brief.

      “I am not sure, Your Grace. If you could but direct me,” she said.

      Her voice sounded tremulous and uncertain even to her own ears. There was a faint breathiness to her voice that was unfamiliar. She attributed it to her anxiety of being discovered, but the truth was far more damning.

      Rhys would have cursed. It would not do. For the most part, the guests were an honorable sort, but some of the gentlemen were questionable. Lord Pomeroy was thoroughly debauched and thoroughly enamored of her. His own friends who were in attendance were little better. Though he’d left them in the billiard room, there was no way to be certain she wouldn’t cross paths with them. Many of the gentlemen had only recently retired, having consumed copious amounts of brandy and indulging in numerous games of chance.

      Letting her wander alone through those halls would be like setting a fox in a circle of hounds. In her present state of undress, she was fair game for any lecherous sot she might stumble across.

      Though his own thoughts were painfully carnal, he was determined not to act on them. Considering the distance to the wing where the guests were being housed begged the question of how she had come to be so far from her chambers in such a state.

      It was undoubtedly a mistake to allow his thoughts to linger on the subject, still he asked, “If I may ask, Miss Walters, what are you doing about at this time of night in such a state of undress?”

      What could she say? That she had been in a trance, communing with a spirit who had led her to the dungeons for reasons as yet unknown? Hardly, she decided. That was asking to be locked up in Bedlam. In fact, it hadn’t been so long ago that one of her female relatives had been placed in an asylum for far less. She had not fared well there. When she replied, her voice was calm, even if her pulse was not.

      “I sleepwalk, Your Grace. Normally my maid will prevent me from wandering too far afield, but she had a megrim and had taken a sleeping draught,” she said smoothly.

      It was a lie. He couldn’t say exactly how he knew that, only that he did. A pretty explanation, but too rehearsed for his liking. He sensed that he would get nothing further from her, and decided that the best option then would be to appear as her ally.

      With that thought in mind, he said crisply, “We will use the secret passageway, Miss Walters. It is much quicker and there is far less risk of discovery.”

      As an afterthought, he shrugged out of his coat and placed it around her shoulders.

      The weight of the dark blue superfine settled around her shoulders, and Emme was grateful for the warmth, but disturbed by his scent which clung to the fabric. It was pine and sandalwood, with a hint of smoke and something else that was simply him. It wasn’t unpleasant, not at all, but it left her very unsettled.

      It made her even more painfully aware of him and how intensely masculine he was. Its absence from his person also revealed the breadth of his shoulders and the hard planes of his chest, which owed little to his tailor’s skill. Quickly, she averted her eyes. It didn’t matter, for the image would be permanently etched in her mind.

      For Rhys, offering his coat had been as much for his own benefit as for Miss Walters’. This sight of her full breasts, their dusky tips faintly visible through her gown, had been having a disastrous effect on him. Of course, covering her up did not erase the memory. He doubted that anything could. But he could not afford to become entangled with an innocent, and for all her perfidy and mysticism, he could not afford the temptation that would result from thinking her less than chaste. He needed all the impediments he could find between himself and the temptation she presented.

      “The passage entrance is through here,” he explained, leading her into the library and directly to a bookcase beside the fireplace.

      He depressed a small lever beneath one of the shelves and a small section shifted backward, revealing a narrow staircase. Striking a flint, he lit one of the candles from the side table. The flare of light cast menacing shadows over the hard planes of his face. With the candle gripped firmly in one hand, he took her smaller hand with the other.

      “The stairs are quite steep and can be treacherous,” he warned.

      With her hand clasped firmly in his, Rhys led her up the stairs and into another long narrow corridor. He was distinctly aware of her in that small space. She smelled faintly of lilies, and her hair, which was loose and wild, brushed the back of his hand where he held hers. It was like silk and his traitorous mind could envision that silken mass tangled about them. He cursed himself, he cursed her, and he cursed his raging libido. This dangerous level of attraction was not something he had expected to encounter.

      “Secret passageways”, Emme said, aloud, a touch of wonderment in her voice. “It’s rather macabre, like something from one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels.”

      Receiving no response aside from a noncommittal grunt, Emme sensed that conversation was an unlikely event, and focused instead on keeping her footing. They moved through what seemed an endless labyrinth of tunnels, with various twists and turns, before he opened a door that led into the corridor only a few doors from her chamber.

      At the door, she slipped his coat off and returned it. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      “Rhys,” he corrected.

      It might be a disastrous mistake to encourage the familiarity, but in private, at least, he wanted to acknowledge the strangely intimate if painfully platonic encounter. It would also keep her wary, and he wanted to rattle her, he realized, to shake her composure. That desire wasn’t due entirely to his concern for his mother. His desire to unnerve her was far more self serving than that. He wanted her to be as disturbed by his presence as he was by hers. The idea that she might be utterly unaffected by him was lowering.

      “That would hardly be appropriate, Your Grace,” Emme said, demurely.

      He let his eyes travel the length of her, from the wild, disheveled waves of her dark hair, over the length of her voluptuous figure, pausing at the generous swell of her breasts and again at her hips.

      “Indeed, Emmaline,” he leaned closer as she spoke, until his face was only inches from hers, “But I think following this night, clinging to propriety for its own sake would be hypocritical. I shall see you at breakfast.”

      Emme had felt the weight of his gaze as surely as if he’d touched her with his hands. For one brief moment, she had thought he meant to kiss her, and in all honesty had hoped that he would. Her entire body suffused with heat and it shamed her to admit that it was not the flush of embarrassment that warmed her skin. She couldn’t breathe, and she didn’t trust herself to speak. Backing towards her chamber door until she bumped against it, she stepped over the threshold, her eyes never leaving his. It took all of her willpower to sever the contact of his penetrating gaze and close the heavy door.

      Behind the closed door, free from the power of his penetrating gaze, she reminded herself that he was not a man to be trifled with. He could and more than likely would ruin her, and in spite of his apparent helpfulness, there was still a very real possibility that he had murdered his wife. She could not afford to forget that. With effort, she raised her hand and turned the key, before resting her forehead against the heavy door and trying to calm her racing pulse.
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      Rhys heard the snick of the lock engaging and smiled with satisfaction. Curiously pleased, he contemplated the enigma she presented as he made his way back through the maze of tunnels. It was a balm to his ego to know that he unnerved her as he returned to the billiard room and the company of the gentlemen he had left behind.

      Lord Michael Ellersleigh looked up at him when he entered. “Where did you run off to? Some enchanting widow or better, some bored wife, awaiting you in the corridor?”

      Michael could always be counted to bring women into the conversation. He had many vices, but none that he indulged as thoroughly or with such relish.

      Rhys grinned. “I could hardly call myself a gentleman if I were to divulge such information.” He had known Michael for so many years that there was an ease to their repartee.

      Michael eyed him with amusement as he idly chalked the cue. “Ah, but we are not gentlemen. You are a murdering bastard, and I am a womanizing scoundrel. Therefore, that particular rule does not apply to us.”

      As far as society was concerned, Michael was correct on both counts. Rhys considered for a moment how much to reveal. Michael, in spite of his devil-may-care attitude, had been a true friend. He could trust Michael to keep his unintended rendezvous with Miss Walters a secret. With a glance, he noted that the other gentlemen were either far enough away or sufficiently foxed that he could speak freely.

      “It was our resident psychic, if you must know,” he said, his voice laced with derision.

      Something in his expression, or perhaps in his voice, alerted his friend to the undercurrent of attraction.

      Miss Emmaline Walters was a contradiction, and in spite of everything he believed about her, an appealing one. He might have truly enjoyed the enigma of Miss Walters, if only there wasn’t so much at stake. The attraction he felt for her was an unforeseen complication, and one that he could ill afford to indulge. But, he admitted to himself, if he had to keep a close eye on an adversary, it would at least prove to be a pleasant task.

      Michael raised an eyebrow at that. “A virgin, Rhys? The gossips will think you have finally sunk to my level.”

      Rhys gave him a caustic look, “I didn’t sink to anything.”

      Curiosity then prompted him to ask, “And how can you be certain she’s a virgin? Not all young ladies are the innocents they would appear.”

      Michael chuckled as he leaned over the billiard table to take a nearly impossible shot that naturally sailed gracefully into the pocket. He always knew. True innocence was impossible to feign if the person searching for it did not desire to find it. Personally, he never desired to find it. It was a hindrance for him, as innocents required promises he was unwilling to make. Charming and willing company could be found that was of a far more temporary nature.

      “Your charming wife jaded you, Rhys. Miss Walters, in carnal matters at least, is as pure as the driven snow.”

      Rhys didn’t question Michael’s assessment of her virtue. If Michael said she was innocent, then innocent she was. His knowledge of the fairer sex bordered on unnatural. Michael was also privy to more gossip, as women were far more inclined to converse with a rogue than a possible murderer.

      “Other matters are more concerning to me. Her supposed carnal ignorance aside, Michael, what else do you know of her?”

      Michael took another shot, this one sinking as gracefully and beautifully as the last. He rose to his full height and met Rhys’ stare with a challenging one of his own.

      “Do you really want to exchange on dits about a green girl? We have brandy, cigars and billiards and yet you wish to talk about a woman neither of us can touch without getting leg-shackled to?”

      Michael was being deliberately obtuse. It was a ploy that Rhys recognized well.

      “I’d like to know if I should confiscate mother’s jewelry for safe keeping. Miss Walters is a charlatan, of course, but I have yet to ascertain how it benefits her. Money, attention, a bit of notoriety?”

      Michael snorted. Lady Phyllis was unlikely to hand over her jewelry to anyone, and with Lady Eleanor about, acting as her guard dog, he doubted the crown jewels themselves could be any safer.

      “You needn’t worry about Phyllis’ jewelry, old friend. It would take a far stealthier villain than your Miss Walters to part her from her sparklers. And as for what the lovely mystic wants, I do not believe it’s money, attention or notoriety.”

      He paused for dramatic effect. “I watched her for a bit. She’s very easy to watch, you know? There are other women present, whom it would be quite a chore to stare at, but she is lovely; understated—a diamond in the rough. She has several very alluring qualities. I can think of two immediately.”

      Rhys knew he was being baited, but he rose to the occasion regardless.

      “Enough! Discounting what I might suspect of her, she is still a guest here. She is an innocent young woman, as you yourself stated. You are many things, Ellersleigh, but crass has never been one of them.”

      Michael chuckled. So that was the way of it, he thought. He hadn’t seen Rhys so torn up over a female in, well, ever, he thought.

      Smiling, he said, “Very well. I promise not to speak of her with anything but the utmost respect. But even you have to admit that she is quite lovely; try as she might to disguise it.”

      At Rhys’ reluctant nod, Michael grinned at him before continuing, “She’s a bit on the shy side, and obviously feels out of place. Since she arrived everyone has been after her to do parlor tricks like she’s some sort of trained monkey. Personally, I think she’d rather be holed up in the library with a copy of the Bard. That is how I found her this afternoon during that blasted game of charades we were all hiding from.”

      Michael missed his next shot. Rhys eyed him dubiously. Michael never missed a shot. He’d done so purposely to provide a chance for Rhys to actually play in the game, or perhaps it was a simple diversionary tactic, considering the information he’d just lobbed at him like a bloody cannon ball. Ignoring his friend’s attempt to discreetly forfeit the game, he selected a cue and made a quick study of the table.

      “You found her in the library and didn’t think to mention it?”

      Michael’s response was a Gallic shrug, a gesture that had served him well during their years in France. “I didn’t know you were so bloody curious.”

      Rhys lined up his shot with care, and watched it sink into the pocket.

      “She’s an enigma. I want to know what her intentions are. Find out what you can.”

      Michael rolled his eyes heavenward and took a healthy swallow of his brandy. “By any means necessary?”

      Rhys’ shot went wide, which prompted Michael to raise his eyebrows.

      “I think you’re curious about more than her motives, my friend.”

      Rhys didn’t deny it as he watched Michael clear the table.
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      The following morning, Emme was seated at her dressing table, trying desperately to untangle the rat’s nest that was her hair when Gussy entered, bearing a tray. Emme had awoken earlier from fitful dreams where the mysterious duke had kissed her. The dreams had been a bit vague, but having never been kissed, so was Emme’s knowledge.

      Gussy took in her already dressed mistress and clucked her tongue. “It appears the duke ordered one of the maids to bring you chocolate this morning. It’s unlike a man to be so considerate, ‘less he’s something to gain from it,” Gussy said knowingly. Gussy’s heavy Scottish accent had taken some adjusting to.

      “Yes, Gussy, in answer to your unasked question, I did have an episode last night. His Grace helped me find my way back to my room,” Emme said, keeping her tone light and breezy.

      Not much escaped Gussy, but she could only hope that the maid would be distracted.

      Gussy shook her head, her lips firmed into a hard line. “I should never have taken that draught! Did ye at least have on your wrapper?” Her mistress’ blush was answer enough. “Ye out wandering around, practically naked! Was he a gentleman, then?”

      It was a difficult question to answer. In the strictest sense, he had been. But there had been something in his eyes when he had looked at her. The memory of it, and of her own shameful response, deepened the blush that stained her cheeks.

      Trying to reassure her maid, she said, “He was a gentleman, Gussy. He didn’t so much as attempt to steal a kiss.”

      Gussy nodded, her relief apparent. “It’s a dangerous thing when they lead ye about in the dark and I don’t mean the ghosts.”

      Emme’s lips quirked, but she tried not to encourage Gussy by laughing. Changing the subject, she said, “I will have a cup of chocolate. I am quite fatigued today, and then we’ll begin on this mess of my hair.”

      After more than a quarter hour spent untangling her hair, Emme descended the stairs to the breakfast room. In spite of her late night wanderings, she was still one of the earliest risers. Early mornings were a habit for her, as her stepfather disapproved of idleness. As she entered the breakfast room, her heart stuttered in her chest as she realized she would not be breaking her fast alone.

      At the head of the table, the Duke was perusing his morning paper. Upon her entrance, he folded the news sheet and set it aside.

      “Good morning, Miss Walters,” he said, his greeting polite but carrying an undertone of inappropriate familiarity.

      “I find the morning’s news to be tedious. Perhaps some enlightening conversation might be a better way to begin the day.”

      Rhys observed her as she said a quiet good morning and then walked to the sideboard. Noting the pallor of her skin and the deep shadows beneath her eyes, he recognized that she was obviously exhausted. It was petty, but he was gratified to know that he had not been alone in having a sleepless night. For him, it had been burgeoning lust that had kept him from slumber. Each time he had closed his eyes, he’d pictured her generous curves silhouetted by the moonlight, and the wild tangle of her silken hair. As he sipped his coffee, he wondered what images had haunted the lovely Miss Walters as she had drifted off to sleep.

      He continued to watch her—the economical movements, the deliberate pauses as she selected each item. She took her time filling her plate from the many dishes that lined the sideboards. It was a stalling tactic, of that he was certain. When she turned to face him, the remnants of a heated blush marked her cheeks. There was a spark of awareness between them. He doubted she recognized it, but he understood it for what it was. The attraction between them was as mutual as their distrust of one another.

      “Indeed, Your Grace. What scintillating topic did you have in mind?” Her voice was cool and collected, belying the nerves that plagued her.

      So many things, he thought, but most of them were not fit for her ears. “You, Miss Walters, only you, and perhaps your startling abilities.”

      Rhys watched the emotions play over her face. It was curious that a woman who made her living defrauding others would be so easy to read. From the tell-tale stiffness of her shoulders and the slight rise of her chin, he gauged that her cooperation was unlikely.

      “I have no curious abilities, Your Grace,” Emme replied, and took a bite of her eggs.

      It was a tactical maneuver, delaying required answers. She was aware of the things that were whispered about her, but outside of her family, she had never acknowledged her abilities. If it were up to her, she never would. Very little good had ever come of her “gift”. Trotting it out for public consumption made her acutely uncomfortable.

      Leveling an assessing stare at her, Rhys marveled that there appeared to be no hint of artifice in her. Yet they both knew her denial for the untruth that it was.

      “That is not what I have been told. By all accounts, you are a medium, Miss Walters. It is reported that you have the remarkable ability to speak with spirits.”

      His words had an instant and predictable effect. It was as if he’d doused a blaze. Her expression became shuttered, her eyes devoid of all expression but for her disdain of him and his rather impertinent questions. It didn’t deter him.

      Pressing onward, he queried, “Did you not commune with the spirit of Lord Cuthbertson, learning from his spirit that it was his mistress who hired the thugs that ended his miserable life?”

      She placed her fork carefully on the plate, so that it made not even the slightest noise, when hurling it across the room would have been a more rewarding enterprise.

      “I have never made such claims. I am merely observant and have been able to deduce answers to questions that others have missed,” Emme said, her tone dismissive and filled with much more disdain than was advisable when speaking to a duke.

      That he had raised her hackles was a small victory for him. The fire in her was banked, but her anger was palpable.

      He continued on. “With an alarming rate of accuracy, from what I am told. What questions is my mother seeking answers to?”

      Emme felt the room closing in on her, as if she could no longer breathe beneath the weight of his scrutiny. Could she tell him the truth? Could she utter the hateful words that would tell him his own mother, Lady Phyllis, needed proof that her son was not a murderer? She couldn’t bring herself to give it voice, in spite of how angry she was.

      Instead, she met his gaze over the rim of her cup. “That is a question you should ask your mother, Your Grace.”

      Rhys looked at her levelly. Quiet anger radiated from her and something else that felt remarkably like pity. He would get nothing from her, but he would have answers, one way or another.

      “Rest assured, I will ask, Miss Walters. Enjoy your breakfast.”

      Emme watched him rise and walk from the room. The breakfast she had been eating now tasted like sawdust in her mouth. She washed it down with her tea before she too left the room.

      She hated answering questions about her abilities, hated that anyone even knew about them. Of course, few really understood. For most, it was simply a guess, an assumption based on her unusual family history and her own sometimes unusual behavior. She would have to be more careful, to be certain that her behavior was above both reproach and suspicion. The reality of what she had witnessed, of what she had learned about death and about the atrocities that humans committed against one another was little to celebrate. Most viewed her as entertainment, never realizing the cost.
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        * * *

      

      Rhys took the stairs two at a time. When he reached the landing outside the family wing, he strode down the corridor toward his mother’s rooms. She never breakfasted below stairs, preferring to have her meal served in her small sitting room. After a perfunctory knock, to which he didn’t await a response, he entered the room.

      “Good morning, Mother.”

      “Good morning, Rhys,” she said, idly sipping her tea and eyeing him somewhat curiously.

      His aunt, Lady Eleanor, was seated beside her, the two of them sharing their breakfast as they conferred about the preparations for the day’s entertainments.

      He didn’t waste time with pleasantries or mince words. “What was your purpose in inviting Miss Walters here?”

      Lady Phyllis was a handsome woman, sharing her son’s dark coloring. Her dark brown hair was laced with silver and was swept back in a neat chignon. Her face was still quite beautiful, though there was a brittleness about her that dimmed the effect. She was dressed in black, as always. She cocked one eyebrow at him, a gesture that spoke volumes. When she spoke, her tone was cool and calm.

      “She’s a pleasant young woman whom I thought would benefit from having connections of a higher standing.”

      Rhys seated himself across from her in a delicate chair that creaked ominously beneath his weight.

      When it appeared he would not be sprawled on the floor, he continued, “I am fully aware of the rumors that abound about Miss Walters and her rather unusual abilities. I will ask again, Mother, what was your purpose?” he demanded.

      Eleanor rolled her eyes heavenward, as Phyllis stiffened beside her. “Just tell him, Phyllis, for goodness’ sake! It isn’t as if her alleged abilities are a secret!”

      Phyllis squared her shoulders and met his gaze levelly. “Very well, Rhys. I brought the girl here to find out the truth about Elise.”

      Rhys ran his hand through his hair in an exasperated manner. He had suspected as much. That his own family did not fully believe in his innocence was a fact that he had accepted, but that still stung him.

      “The truth about Elise is that she was a very unhappy woman, given to fits of melancholy and wild behavior. She made the decision to end her life by jumping from the tower. It was a horrible tragedy. That is the only truth!”

      “You have always said that is so, Rhys, and as your mother, I’ve chosen to trust your word, but the ton has no such duty to you. If you wish to marry again, even the hint of scandal will need to be eradicated. If Miss Walters can attest to your innocence, the gossips that have been invited here will know it, as well, and your reputation shall be restored,” Phyllis said calmly.

      It was a pleasant thought, to no longer be whispered about. As a duke, there were few who were brave enough to give him the cut direct or to shun him openly. Notoriety was not something he had ever longed for, and having it thrust upon him by what he viewed as his late wife’s selfishness had been a blow.

      “It is a fine idea, Mother, assuming that Miss Walters has the ability to commune with the dead, assuming that Elise is still here to be communed with, and assuming that Elise’s hatred of me doesn’t remain strong enough even in death that she would corrupt the truth to further ruin me.” He rose, his figure tall and imposing. “I do not like assumptions, Mother. I dislike leaving such things to chance, or worse, leaving such things to the hysterical notions of some green girl.”

      Phyllis sighed heavily. “I will speak with Miss Walters and determine what course of action she will take, and how we will proceed.”

      “I do not want another scandal. I will not have the future of this family destroyed by the wanton selfishness of a dead woman, or resting upon the delusions of a living one. We cannot afford more whispers.”

      Phyllis nodded and Eleanor said, “I will see to it, Rhys. I tried to convince your mother not to invite her, but she was set on it. Given her social standing, Miss Walters has nothing to gain by earning our enmity, and everything to gain by currying our favor. I believe this will all work out for the best. Phyllis and I will see to it.”

      She would blackmail the girl into lying, he thought. His mother was not so ruthless, but Eleanor certainly was. She had ever been single-minded and devoted to the family.

      “You made a very similar statement to me when I was informed that I would marry Elise in my late brother’s stead.”

      It was a coldly stated, reflecting his resentment over having been put in such a position far more accurately than he might have wished.

      He had never wanted to marry Elise. When Jeremy, the heir apparent, had first become entangled with her, she had made attempts to seduce him beneath his brother’s nose. That had been one of the reasons he had joined the army. He had tried to warn Jeremy, to tell him what Elise truly was, but they had argued dreadfully. He had left soon after, unable to stop his brother from making a mistake, and unable to watch helplessly as he did so.

      Rhys left the room, aware that both Eleanor and his mother would no doubt be discussing him long afterward.  That knowledge did nothing to abate his anger.  Everything he had done had been for sake of his family and their reputation.

      He’d married a woman who had claimed, more than likely falsely, to be carrying his brother’s child and he had endured years of misery with her vagary of moods and erratic behavior. He had sacrificed his own happiness at every turn.

      The one thing Rhys had learned was that duty was cold comfort. Pursuing Emme as his mistress would defy every moral edict he possessed and pursuing her as anything more would defy every social edict he had strived to adhere to. Disgusted with himself, society and his meddling relatives, he stalked down the corridor to his study.

      Solitude would provide little enough peace as it was his own overactive libido and wayward thoughts that disturbed him.
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      Emme returned to her room after breakfast only to find her aunt, Lady Isabelle awaiting her in her room. Upon seeing her aunt, her mood plummeted even further. Lady Isabelle never took an interest in her that was even remotely positive. She braced herself for a lecture on decorum. It came after a lengthy silence and the icy stare that her aunt was so famous for.

      “I see you are already making an impression on the household, my dear.”

      The words were mild, but there was steel beneath them.

      “I am sure I don’t know what you mean, Aunt Isabelle.”

      Her aunt’s gaze hardened perceptibly. The tightness around her mouth gave her a very pinched expression, and though many had once considered Lady Isabella to be quite beautiful, she looked every inch the virago at that moment.

      “Servants talk, and I pay mine well to keep me informed of all that goes on. I will speak plainly. I know why Lady Phyllis asked you here. In spite of her beliefs, we both know this is just nonsense! You will humor her, but you will not in any way embarrass me or bring any more disastrous gossip down on the family! I will not have it, and if I have to pack you back to London and drop you with that monstrous oaf your mother married, then so be it!”

      Following that tirade, Lady Isabella swept from the room, the heels of her slippers striking the floor like the fall of a hammer. By dinner, Emme was sure that she and her aunt would return to mutually avoiding one another, as was their custom. Craving solitude after the blistering and utterly undeserved set down, Emme made the decision to put the day to good use.

      Rather than endure her aunt’s cold and disapproving stares during the round go afternoon games, she spent the day exploring the Hall. She had numerous reasons for learning her surroundings so well, not the least of which was learning how to find her way back to her room from nearly any area of the house. The last thing she wanted was to find herself at the mercy of her host again, or worse, at the mercy of someone who was less trustworthy.

      Emme toured the house at a leisurely pace, looking for landmarks that might help her later on. When her task was complete, she decided to reward herself with a quiet afternoon in the garden.

      With a book of poetry under her arm, she walked towards a narrow stone bench and seated herself in the watery rays of the afternoon sun. The day was unseasonably warm, and she intended to enjoy it while it lasted. With a gentle breeze blowing, and the sun warming her skin, she opened the slim volume and began reading one of Byron’s latest works.

      “What are you reading?”

      The voice, quiet and very soft, had the high pitch of a child. Emme looked up at the little girl who stood before her. She had dark hair and pale, green eyes. She was obviously related to His Grace, Emme thought, noting the slight cleft in her chin.

      “A poem, but it is a rather grown up poem. I don’t think you’d care for it. But I could tell you a story, if you like.”

      The little girl smiled. “I’m Melisande. But I don’t want to hear a story, I want to tell one.” Her voice had slight lilt to it, the sing-song pattern of a child with a secret.

      She was a bit odd, but she was a pretty child and had an amiable nature.

      Emme nodded. “I think I would like to hear it very much.”

      The little girl seated herself on the grass and cocked her head to the side, and then began to speak.

      “There was a princess who lived here, in this house. But the princess was very unhappy. She was forced to marry a man she didn’t love. He was a kind man though, or tried to be, but the princess was angry at having to marry him, when her own love was so close by. She met her love in secret. But the princess had loved unwisely, and her love had a price. A very dear price.”

      Emme shivered. It was not a story, at all. It was thinly veiled gossip about the duke.

      “That isn’t a very nice story, Melisande.”

      The little girl nodded. “Not every story can be nice, Emme.”

      A chill swept Emme’s body. “I didn’t tell you my name. Who are you?”

      The little girl smiled again and her eyes were knowing as she met Emme’s startled gaze. “You never have to tell us your name. We always know who you are.”

      Gooseflesh raised on her arms, Emme looked at the apparition before her. It had never happened when she was awake, it had never been so clear. She looked to be flesh and blood, but Emme had no doubt the child before her was a spirit.

      Panic raced through her, setting her heart pounding. Her nerves stretched taut and she struggled for breath even as the impact of what the ghost child had said began to sink in.

      With trepidation, she asked, “Who is this 'we' you speak of? How am I seeing you right now?”

      The ghost child shrugged dismissively. “Spirits, the dead, whatever you choose to call us—there are many of us here, but only a few of us are strong enough to come through to you this way.”

      She cocked her head to the side, sparing Emme a measuring glance. “Because you don’t really want us to, I think. You want to pretend we’re not real, that were just vivid dreams. But you will not find the answers that way. If you want the answers, then you must listen when we speak, even when we say things you do not wish to hear.”

      Emme shivered as she replied, “I’ll try to remember that, thank you.”

      “Talking to yourself or reading aloud? I don’t remember that line from Shakespeare.”

      Emme looked up to see Lord Ellersleigh approaching her. He halted and leaned against a statue of a nude goddess. He looked perfectly at ease beneath the marble breasts. He then had the audacity to wink at her.

      “It isn’t Shakespeare today,” she replied, somewhat tartly.

      The man was a charmer and a rake, and she was too rattled to deal with him. She glanced to the spot where the ghost-child had been, but there was nothing.

      Michael put on his most charming smile. It had gotten him into and out of trouble more times than he could count.

      “Who were you talking with, Miss Walters? You can confide in me, I promise.”

      Emme laughed, but the sound was somewhat brittle. Handsome, titled men making such declarations were not to be trusted, and Lord Ellersleigh’s reputation was the worst of the lot.

      “How many young ladies have you said that to?” she queried, her voice challenging.

      He continued to smile at her, but it was a softer smile, not the menacing one that told her he was on the hunt.

      Michael sensed her mistrust of him, and it actually raised his opinion of her. He’d always admired intelligence in a woman.

      “You are a beautiful young woman, Miss Walter, but I have no designs on you. Innocent misses such as yourself require vows I have no wish to make as of yet. I am here as a friend only.”

      He paused, and raised his eyes upwards. “That is why I am taking my leisure beneath a pair of marble breasts rather than yours.”

      “Lord Ellersleigh!” Emme gasped, but she laughed in spite of herself.

      He shrugged as if his ribald comments were a matter of course. “They are cold comfort to me, Miss Walter. Now who were you talking to?”

      “No one, really, just a figment of my imagination, I suppose.” The words rang hollow even to her own ears.

      “I don’t think so. I don’t think it was a figment of your imagination, at all. Was it Elise? Come back to torment poor Rhys even in her death?” he offered companionably.

      “No, it wasn’t Elise and I cannot have this conversation with you! It’s impossible!”

      Michael could sense her distress. “But you must have it with someone. Why not tell me? I will never repeat it because then I would have to tell the world I’d been alone with you. You’d be ruined and I’d be dead or married to you. The outcome would be poor for the both of us. So, say what you will, Miss Walters. It is safe with me.”

      Emme looked at him for a moment. She wanted to tell him, she realized. Or at the very least, she wanted to tell someone.

      “She said her name was Melisande.”

      Michael felt the color drain from his face. He felt as if the world had simply dropped out from beneath his feet. For all that, he remained, lounging negligently against the naked goddess.

      “Melisande you say? What did your Melisande have to say to you?”

      Emme had not missed his reaction in spite of his attempt to maintain his nonchalant façade.

      “She told me a story about a princess, who married a kind man she didn’t love. She said the princess was angry at him for having been forced to marry him because she loved another. But Melisande said the princess loved unwisely. Does that mean anything to you?”

      It did. It meant so much that the hair at the back of his neck stood up.

      “What did Melisande look like? I’ve never seen a ghost. I find myself quite curious.”

      Emme shook her head. For a carefree rake there was an intensity in him that made her somewhat uneasy.

      “She looked like a child, like a little girl of perhaps ten. She had dark, curling hair and green eyes. I had thought at first, that she must be a relative of Lord Rhys’... You are asking very unusual questions, Lord Ellersleigh.”

      Michael’s skin prickled. He felt as if the temperature around him had suddenly dropped. When he opened his mouth to answer, he was surprised to see his breath misting in front of him.

      “Find your way to the portrait gallery, Miss Walters. On the southern end, third from the window on the eastern wall, you’ll find your Melisande.”

      Emme rose, unable to stop herself and headed in the direction he indicated. She looked behind her but Lord Ellersleigh was still standing at the statue. In the rosebush beside him, Emme could see a pale, shadowy face. She didn’t warn him, she couldn’t.

      Turning, she hurried to the portrait gallery, to stare at the face of a dead child with green eyes and dark hair. It was a family portrait, and the girl was seated in the grass, beside her brothers, the previous duke, Lord Jeremy, and a younger, more carefree version of Lord Rhys.

      Staring at the portrait, Emme wished herself anywhere but Briarleigh, anywhere that she wouldn’t have to communicate with the long dead sister of a man whose mere presence unnerved her almost as much as the spirits.

      Outside, Michael straightened when she was gone. There was a charge in the air around him, a prickling sensation that he had felt only a few times before, and every time had been at Briarwood Hall. He had always dismissed it, blaming it on spirits of another kind.

      “Are you here?” he asked aloud, and his voice sounded tremulous even to his own ears. Huskily, he added, “If you can hear me, I am so dreadfully sorry.”

      He cursed the tears that burned behind his eyes. It had been almost two decades, but the guilt still clawed at his belly, and left him weak. Without a backward glance, he turned on his heel and marched back to the house. He’d spent his life burying his memories in brandy and women and had no intention of stopping.
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        * * *

      

      He had watched from the shadows. He was too far away to hear what had been said, but he had seen the easy smile and the flirtation between them. His fists clenched at his sides and the rage built inside him. He knew why she was there. He knew what everyone whispered about her. None of it mattered. She was simply a slut like all the others. They always acted so uppity, as if they were better than him, as if he were somehow less. They panted after the titled lords like bitches in heat and turned their pretty noses up at him. He wanted to shout. He wanted to follow her, to track her through the house and force her to ground. He would see how haughty she was then.

      The blackness that existed within him swelled, reaching out with sharp tentacles, stabbing into his guts and twisting them, until he burned with fury. She wanted them, with their fortunes and their titles, either one of them would do, Ellersleigh or the bloody duke.

      Yes, he thought, the resolution forming deep inside him, twisted and dark. She was just another uppity bitch that wouldn’t look twice at him, but would have hiked her skirts in the garden for Ellersleigh if he’d so much as crooked his finger at her.

      He wanted to bellow his fury and his resentment; he wanted to see her cringing with fear before him. He would make her pay, he thought, he would make her beg and scream, just like the others had.

      His dark fantasies took flight in his mind. Her pale flesh bared before him. Her whimpering cries as she pleaded with him for mercy. He could almost feel the firmness of her supple flesh beneath his gloved hands, could almost smell her fear, the sweet scent tantalizing him. He would close his hands about her throat and watch while her pale eyes went blank and empty. He would feel the life and the warmth seep from her. She would be his forever, just like the others were.

      He smiled then, the dark seed taking root deep inside him. He would wait. The anticipation would make it sweeter. Turning on his booted heel, he walked toward the woods and his waiting mount, softly whistling a jaunty tune.
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      Emme returned to her room after her sojourn to the portrait gallery. She was reeling and simply couldn’t face the idea of having to make small talk with the other guests, or heaven forbid, the duke himself. Then, there was her aunt. She’d rather face an army, she thought bitterly. The portrait had been a revelation. She had known that Rhys had been a second son, had known of his older brother Jeremy only in the vaguest sense from studying Debrett’s Book of Peerage. She hadn’t known that they’d had a sister.

      More disturbing was that the experience was entirely new. There had been a handful of times in her life when she had seen a spirit while awake, but they had been shadowy figures, and obviously not of this world. To speak with a ghost, to have a conversation with one and be unaware that the person she was speaking to was non corporeal was unfathomable. Why was her “gift” changing, she wondered? She’d never before seen a spirit so clearly. Had it not been for the portrait, she would have thought it was a harbinger of encroaching madness. But having seen that child’s face peering back at her from the painting, she had no choice but to accept that it had been real, no matter how much she wished to deny it. Trying desperately to push those things from her mind, she was grateful when Gussy bustled in to her chamber to help her dress for dinner.

      Emme’s wardrobe was up to par, but only just. Gussy had already laid out a gown for her of pale silver satin with black piping at the puffed sleeves and around the rather daring décolletage A black velvet sash cinched just beneath her breasts. It wasn’t really a gown for a debutante, but then she was approaching the shelf, even if she wasn’t quite on it yet. She no longer had to abide by the strictest rules and wear only white and pale shades of pink that made her look like a walking corpse.

      She had a simple necklace of jet beads that would serve as her only ornamentation. Gussy dressed her hair, creating a coronet of dark braids, intertwined with black and silver ribbons.

      Once the look was complete, she stood and gave her reflection one final survey. “I believe I am as presentable as possible, Gussy. Thank you.”

      The outspoken maid clucked. “More than presentable, Miss. Ye look lovely, as ye well know.”

      “Thank you, Gussy. You are a miracle worker, never doubt it.”

      Gussy started to leave the room, but then turned back. “A word of advice, Miss. His Grace’s cousin arrived from London late last night. He’s already been after one of the maids today. He’s not a good sort at all, so steer well clear of him if ye can.”

      Emme nodded. Lord Alistair Brammell had a reputation that preceded him. “I’ve heard the rumors of his dissolute behavior. I’ll be careful to avoid him, as much as possible.”

      Gussy waggled a finger at her warningly. “This is one time when even the worst of the gossip pales next to the truth.”

      Moments later, Emme made her way to the drawing room with Gussy’s warnings still ringing in her mind. Though it was not a large crowd, there were enough people about to make her somewhat self-conscious. She took a seat on the periphery of the room and accepted a glass of sherry from a footman. Conversation hummed around her as she idly sipped the sherry, but she did not feel compelled to join in.

      She spied Isabelle across the room, flirting with a gentleman she did not recognize. Though Isabelle was married, she and her husband maintained largely separate lives, as was customary amongst the ton. Many of the dinner guests were local gentry and a few neighbors of significant social importance who had come just for the evening, most of whom would leave before the evening’s entertainment started.

      Across the room, two young women were whispering behind their hands and looking at her. It was not an uncommon occurrence. The real question was not whether or not they were whispering about her, but whether they were discussing the rumors of her ability to speak with spirits, her scandalous relatives, her lack of fortune, or the fact that she had worn the same gown last season. Their choices were many.

      The gentlemen trickled in from the library or the billiard room, or wherever they had been congregating. Almost against her will, Emme’s eyes gravitated toward Rhys. Lord Ellersleigh stood beside him, still looking ill at ease.

      Rhys stood taller than most of the other gentleman, and his broad shoulders dwarfed the other men in the room. His dark hair, the pale gold eyes, everything about him set him apart. Her awareness of him, the visceral reaction she had to his very presence was alarming. He was simply more, in every way, and everything in her responded to that.

      As she looked at him, her breath caught and her pulse skittered. She didn’t understand why, however. It was beyond her comprehension. In the traditional sense of the word, Lord Ellersleigh was undoubtedly the more handsome of the two, certainly the more dashing. But he did not captivate her attention the way the Duke of Briarleigh did, or set her traitorous pulse racing.

      “He is magnificent, isn’t he?”

      Emme turned to look at the young woman who had joined her on the settee. She was a pale blonde beauty with large cornflower eyes. Her gown was a pale peach silk that made her skin glow like cream. She combed through her memory until she could recall the young woman’s name. Miss Penelope Stone.

      “Miss Stone, I’m not sure I understand what you’re alluding to.”

      Miss Stone’s laugh was brittle, the accompanying smile
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