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			Prologue

			From the Journal of the Duke of Avendale

			A dark secret shaped me into the man I am . . .

			With that, all is said.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1

			London

			1874

			She could make a killing here.

			Rose did nothing to reveal her delight at the discovery although she doubted anyone would derive the true meaning behind a beaming smile or eyes glinting with satisfaction. All the ladies in attendance were agog at the magnificent display of opulence and the evidence of sin, avarice, and gentlemanly indulgences. The fairer sex had finally been allowed entry into one of the men’s most notorious and gossiped about inner sanctums, and they were relishing the discoveries of all that had been held in secret and denied them.

			The express purpose of tonight’s event—a grand ball, entrance by invitation only—was to entertain current members and introduce potential future ones to all the benefits that the former gentlemen’s club offered. Since her arrival in London a fortnight before, Rose had discovered the Twin Dragons was the talk of the town.

			Not surprising as she’d caught sight of its owner half an hour earlier when he’d emerged through a doorway that apparently led to back rooms. With a purpose to his stride, he had caught her attention because she recognized in him a kindred spirit. Not ten minutes later, he’d taken a woman into his arms and kissed her quite thoroughly and entirely inappropriately—right in the center of one of the dance areas. Based on his fervor and the lady’s enthusiasm, Rose eliminated him as someone with the potential to assist in her endeavors. He was obviously spoken for, and unattached men were much less complicated with which to deal.

			Ignoring the men scrutinizing her, she familiarized herself with the surroundings that would serve as a second home during the coming weeks. A portion of the room contained tables that dealt with various games of chance. She suspected on the morrow that the remainder of the room would as well, but tonight the area absent of games served as a place for people to visit or dance. Huge crystal gaslit chandeliers provided the lighting. The paper along the walls was neutral in tone, not particularly masculine or feminine.

			Rose would have liked to have had the opportunity to view the club before the renovations that sought to strike a balance between what would remain of interest to males and what would not offend females. No doubt it had proven a bit more decadent and far more interesting. But she wasn’t here for the trimmings. Rather it was the building’s heart and soul—those upon whom its very existence depended—calling to her.

			Wandering through the crowd, smiling here and there, she knew those to whom she’d given a nod of acknowledgment would be confounded, striving to remember from whence they knew her, some would even swear on the morrow that they had recognized her, were old acquaintances. None would admit they’d never seen her before in their lives. She had mastered the art of appearing as though she belonged, had mastered a great many things.

			Walking into the ladies’ salon, which after tonight would be off-limits to gentlemen, Rose knew she wouldn’t make a habit of frequenting this room, but it might provide the occasional opportunity to cement the right relationships.

			“Hello.”

			Turning, Rose faced a small woman with mahogany hair and eyes as dark as Satan’s soul—and full of suspicion. Another kindred spirit perhaps.

			“Good evening,” Rose said with authority, as though the room were hers to command. Control, imperative to winning the game, had to be kept at all times, at any cost. “I don’t believe we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Mrs. Rosalind Sharpe.”

			“Miss Minerva Dodger.”

			Shoving down her surprise, Rose merely arched a brow. “You are rare, my dear. An unmarried woman of means.”

			“Why would you draw such conclusions?”

			“It was my understanding that only the nobility and those of wealth were invited to this exclusive affair. As you do not appear to be nobility, that leaves wealth.”

			The woman smiled slightly. “Yes, invitations were rather limited, but it is my father who has the means. Not to mention that he was the previous owner of the establishment, when it was Dodger’s Drawing Room.”

			Ah, yes, Rose should have recognized the name. She’d castigate herself later for failing to do so. A careless slip could cost her dearly, put a crimp in her plans. “I suspect he’s a rather interesting chap. I look forward to meeting him.”

			Miss Dodger glanced around casually although there was an alertness to her that Rose didn’t much favor. “Is your husband about?” the younger woman asked.

			“I’m a widow.”

			Miss Dodger swung her gaze back around, sorrow evident within the depths of her dark eyes as she settled them once more on Rose. “I’m terribly sorry.”

			“A tiger attack while we were touring through the jungles of India. But he went as he lived—adventurously. I draw comfort from that. He would have hated dying of old age, infirmed, in bed.”

			“I suppose there is something to be said for going as one wishes rather than as one is forced. Are you new to London, then? I don’t mean to pry, but I’m not familiar with your family.”

			“No need to apologize, my dear. I’ve been here only a fortnight. It’s my first foray into town.”

			“That’s unusual.”

			“Before India, I lived in the north, a small town hardly worth mentioning as few have heard of it.” Nowhere that she’d lived was really worth mentioning, especially as it was risky to provide breadcrumbs for anyone who might take an interest in retracing her journey. “I believe my solicitor was instrumental in garnering me an invitation to tonight’s affair.” She was sure of it, in fact. Daniel Beckwith had been bending over backward to accommodate her since she had walked into his office. Widows who were to inherit all their husband’s holdings were rare and greatly appreciated. Based upon what she had told him of the estate, he was well aware that he stood to make a tidy sum by assisting her. He wanted to keep her more than content. “I’m eternally in his debt.”

			“Would you like me to show you about?”

			“I couldn’t possibly impose to such an extent. Besides, I have a bit of the adventurous in me and prefer exploring on my own.”

			“Well then, I’ll let you get to it. I do hope you enjoy your evening.”

			“Oh, I shall most certainly strive to do exactly that.”

			Miss Dodger took her leave then, and Rose made a mental note to ask Beckwith about the girl’s father. It was quite possible that she might want to form a friendship with Miss Dodger, even if she wasn’t nobility. Unlike most people, Rose was more interested in coin than rank. As the new owner had opened the establishment to those who were not peers, it seemed he, too, valued coin over birth. A wise principle as one could not choose family.

			She knew that well enough.

			Rose walked into a dining room. Such a tremendous amount of food adorned the sideboards that they were in danger of buckling. People sat at round linen-covered tables, enjoying the fare. The lights were dimmer. Candles flickered in the center of the tables. The room would serve as a romantic rendezvous. She would dine here when the time came, would do a good many things here.

			They had allowed her in. Her skill and cunning would ensure she took advantage of their lack of good judgment.

			The woman in red drew his attention as soon as she walked through the entrance doors as though she were the queen of England herself. His notice of her surprised him, as nothing about her was particularly eye-catching.

			Looking out from his perch in the shadowed corner of the balcony at Dodger’s—

			Avendale growled. The Twin Dragons. Why the bloody deuce had Drake changed the name of the decades-old gaming hell? Not only the name but almost everything else about it? Avendale didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit. He especially didn’t like that women were now allowed inside, would be members, would be strolling about, just as the lady in red was doing now.

			Her hair, piled up and held in place with pearl combs, was blond silk. Not vibrant or fiery or different. It should have ensured she blended in. But she didn’t.

			It was her mien. The elegant slope of her neck, the way she carried those slender shoulders as though they’d never known a burden. The way her gown hugged her curves, made men wish they were hugging them as well. She had a rather nice full bosom, displayed to perfection, drawing gazes from her face to the gentle swells. He suspected a good many of the gents here tonight would recall the lady in red over breakfast, yet he doubted a single one would be able to accurately describe the features that formed her face, but they would be able to expertly mold her shape in the air before them.

			He knew the majority of the women in the aristocracy. He did not know her, which meant that in all likelihood she was one of the wealthy commoners that Drake was enticing into his club. Or an American. From what he’d been able to gather, they were all as rich as Croesus. She certainly gave the appearance of someone who was no stranger to the finer aspects of life.

			In the main salon, she’d spoken to only one person—a footman. Shortly afterward, she’d disappeared into the ladies’ private chambers for a bit. He’d almost gone after her, but he didn’t like this curiosity about her plaguing him. No doubt it was simply a result of his growing so blasted bored of late. His partner in wickedness, the Duke of Lovingdon, had recently taken Lady Grace Mabry to wife, leaving Avendale to carouse on his own. Not that he required a male companion when he had female ones aplenty.

			But sometimes it was nice to have someone with whom he could carry on a halfway intelligent conversation. Someone with an intellect. Someone who appreciated his ribald jokes. The women usually in his company tended to mewl, sigh, and whisper naughty things in his ear. Not that he didn’t enjoy them. He did. But they were so alike. They seldom varied. Oh, their hair, their eyes, their shapes were different, but at their core they were all the same. Exciting while in his bed, but dreadfully dull out of it.

			Yet the lady in red didn’t appear at all dull.

			He knew a very private card game—without women—was being played down the hall. He should be there. It was where he’d been headed when he decided to peer out over the crowd. And spotted her.

			She’d held him enthralled ever since. Even when she wasn’t visible, she toyed with him. Generally with women, for him, it was out of sight, out of mind.

			Not very gentlemanly of him, really, but he tended to spend his time with loose women who didn’t expect—and probably preferred not—to be remembered. He avoided those crowding the main floor, except for occasions like weddings or this event tonight, which involved friends of the family. He usually made an appearance for appearances’ sake, when the mood not to be an arse struck. It pleased his mother. Gave them a couple of moments to catch up.

			He’d spied her earlier meandering about with her second husband, William Graves. Avendale’s father had been her first. A sorry affair that had been.

			He shook off the memories, shoved them back down. They were not the sort he liked to examine. But the lady in red . . .

			He would very much like to examine every inch of her.

			She knew she was being watched. She could feel the gaze homed in on her, was aware of little shivers cascading along her skin. The fine hairs on the back of her neck had risen. But she gave no outward appearance that she was bothered by the scrutiny while inside her heart pounded with the fierceness of a regimental drum beating out the call to battle.

			She’d overheard someone talking about an inspector from Scotland Yard who was wandering about. But he was supposedly a guest and not searching for her. She hadn’t been in London long enough for alarm bells to be ringing, for anyone to suspect—

			“Champagne?” a deep voice asked behind her.

			She would dearly love some, but needed to remain sharp and focused. Spinning around to decline the footman’s offer, she came up short.

			The man extending a flute toward her was most certainly not a servant. Nobility, entitlement, privilege screamed from every pore, every finely stitched seam, every thread of exquisite cloth that cloaked his magnificent frame. His dark eyes blatantly assessed her, and the hairs on her nape quivered once more. So it had been him watching her. He possessed an intensity that was slightly unsettling, made her fear that he could see straight through her.

			But if he could, he would be calling for that inspector who was around here, not offering her champagne. His gaze wouldn’t roam over her as though he were taking measure of every curve, dip, and swell while imagining how each would fill his hands.

			If she had to guess this man’s rank, she would put him as duke. He wore power and influence like a second skin. She could make do with a duke.

			She gave him her most alluring, sensual smile. “I am quite parched, and so appreciate a man who can fulfill my desires. Thank you.”

			Wrapping her gloved fingers around the stem of the flute, she made sure that her fingers touched his, lingered for a moment. His eyes widened slightly, and a corner of his luscious mouth curled up almost imperceptibly. Anyone else might not have even noticed, but she had trained herself to discern the smallest of details. People communicated far more truth with their bodies and facial expressions than they ever did with their words.

			She tapped the edge of her glass to his. “To an interesting night.”

			Peering over the rim of her flute as she slowly sipped, she watched him as he did the same, inspecting her. She’d never been so intrigued by a gentleman. Most fawned over her once they made their move and got her attention. This one was more cautious, more assessing. He would be a challenge, but if she was right about his position, she was more than willing to welcome it. She licked her lips, satisfaction coursing through her as his brown eyes darkened. He was not as skilled as she at appearing unaffected.

			“Isn’t it rather scandalous for a gentleman to approach a woman he doesn’t know without someone at his side to make introductions?” she asked.

			“I am nothing if I am not scandalous.”

			“Should I be wary? Is my reputation at risk?”

			“Depends on your reputation. Considering that you arrived without chaperone or escort, I assume your reputation is of little consequence to you.”

			So he’d seen her arrive, had been observing her for a good long while. Nearly three quarters of an hour now. It was a good omen that she had managed to hold his interest for so long. “I’m a widow. I don’t require a chaperone.”

			“My condolences on your loss, although it appears you’re out of mourning.”

			She didn’t fail to notice the way his gaze dipped to the plumped up mounds of her bosom. They drew men much more than her face, which was lacking in beauty. But it served to her advantage, as a dipping gaze seldom noticed the shrewdness in her eyes. “It’s been two years now. We were exploring the jungles in India when he was attacked by a tiger. Terribly gruesome.” She visibly shuddered, ensuring he was distracted by the quivering flesh of her breasts. Men were so easy to manipulate. She should be ashamed, but she had learned long ago that one shouldn’t be regretful about what one was forced to do in order to survive. “I don’t wish to dwell on it.”

			She took another sip of the excellent champagne, allowing her hand to tremble slightly. “I fear I need a distraction. It has been lovely visiting with you, but I should like to tour the gentlemen’s salon. As I understand it, after tonight, ladies will no longer be welcomed within its walls. I want to see what we are being denied.”

			“I’ll accompany you.”

			“Surely you have a wife somewhere who would not appreciate your attentions to me.”

			“No wife. No betrothed, no paramour. I’ve no interest in attachments of a permanent nature.”

			“I can’t blame you there. Having had one, I now find myself feeling quite the same way.”

			He offered his arm. “Then shall we?”

			She placed her hand in the crook of his elbow and was greeted with firm muscle. A man who didn’t just lie about with no purpose. Her head barely reached his shoulder. He was a towering man, large and broad. But it was more than his physical traits that made him appear powerful. She suspected if his height did not extend past her knee, he would still dominate his surroundings. He seemed to dwarf everything around him. She didn’t know if she had ever met a man who commanded such supremacy.

			As they strode—as this man could do nothing except stride with confidence—through the room, he acknowledged a few but was greeted with deference.

			“Your Grace.”

			“Avendale.”

			“Duke.”

			She’d been correct about his title. She wondered how many lesser ones he might possess, how much property. What was he worth? Based upon the excellent tailoring of his black swallowtail coat, trousers, and waistcoat, along with the jeweled pin nestled in his cravat, he was worth a princely sum.

			They arrived in a room that was much darker than any of the others she’d viewed. The walls were papered in rich burgundy and forest green. The furniture matched. A massive fireplace dominated one of several sitting areas. Glass cabinets held an assortment of spirits. Liveried footmen served amber liquid.

			She finished off her champagne and set the flute on the tray of a passing footman. The man beside her—Avendale—did the same. She didn’t like noticing that he seemed to belong here more than in any other place. That he was made of—and for—debauchery. He was comfortable with his surroundings, would flourish here as well as in the bedchamber. She was rather certain of it. Even in shadows, he would stand out, prowling toward her, conquering every aspect of the night, conquering her. She wouldn’t so much as whimper in protest.

			“Would you care for something darker?” he asked.

			He grinned wolfishly, and for a moment she feared he read all her thoughts. A shiver went through her before she grasped his meaning. He’d distracted her. Normally she kept her head around men, even handsome ones. Or perhaps she was giving him too much credit, had simply sipped the champagne far too quickly so that her mind had dulled for a moment.

			“Is it allowed?” she asked innocently.

			“It is. That’s Darling’s purpose here—to open up every manner of vice and decadence to the ladies. But wouldn’t it be far more enjoyable if it weren’t allowed?”

			He held her gaze and she was no longer certain they were discussing liquor. Things not allowed generally were more enjoyable. How did he know that was what she preferred? What she thrived on? The forbidden was always more alluring. She suspected many of the ladies would soon wonder what all the fuss had been about now that they could walk through the doors whenever they chose.

			“Did I hear my name taken in vain?” a deep voice asked.

			Turning to the side, she came face to face with the man she’d earlier seen kissing the woman in the dance area. That woman was now beaming with happiness and inappropriately nestled against his side. But then Rose supposed in a place like this nothing was completely inappropriate. That was the entire point to it.

			“I’ve been taking your name in vain ever since you came up with this ghastly idea to allow women into our sanctum,” Avendale said, clearly disgruntled.

			“Yet here you are walking about with one of those ladies,” Drake Darling said. “Are you going to introduce us?”

			“I fear we have not yet been introduced.” Avendale’s gaze ran over her. “Names are unimportant to me.”

			So he had only a temporary interest in her. Perhaps for just tonight. A tryst, something wicked. She was insulted enough to take offense, but not so much that she wasn’t also flattered. Yet both emotions were schooled not to show. Much more satisfying to make him pay later for his arrogance. Oh, and how he would pay. She could hardly wait, but taking her time would make it all so much sweeter.

			“My apologies, Mr. Darling,” she said softly. “I am Mrs. Rosalind Sharpe.”

			A dark eyebrow arched over dark eyes. “You know who I am?”

			“You had an invitation delivered to me. I made inquiries after I arrived here and someone pointed you out. I had planned to make your acquaintance straightaway but you seemed rather busy.” Smiling, doing all she could to blush, she looked at the woman.

			“Yes, I was rather,” he admitted.

			“You do realize you’re going to have to marry Lady Ophelia now,” Avendale said, “after that spectacle you made earlier.”

			Rose fought not to show her surprise that a commoner had snagged nobility.

			“I shall do so with great pleasure. And I’m being rude. Lady Ophelia Lyttleton, allow me to introduce Mrs. Rosalind Sharp.”

			“A pleasure,” Lady Ophelia said.

			“The pleasure is all mine, my lady. I do hope we may have an opportunity to know each other better,” Rose said. “I am quite fascinated with the place. I can see myself spending considerable time here.”

			“I’m sure I’ll pop by from time to time, but for the immediate future I’m going to be extremely busy arranging our wedding.” She looked up at Drake Darling with adoration, and Rose fought back the little bite of envy. Love was not for her and well she knew it.

			“If you’ll excuse us,” Mr. Darling said, “we need to finish making the rounds.”

			Their arms linked, they wandered off.

			“And so another one falls,” Avendale said somberly.

			Rose looked up at him. “You seem to be friends, which surprises me. He is a commoner, and based upon the manner in which people greeted you, you are a duke.”

			He shrugged laconically. “Our families share a past and a deep friendship.”

			“That makes it even more odd.”

			“We are quite a mixture of commoner and nobility, far too complicated to explain with few words. I’m not in the mood for words, but rather drink.” He snatched two glasses containing amber liquid from a passing footman and offered her one. “Something darker than champagne.”

			“Thank you.” She took a small sip. “Excellent brandy.”

			“A woman who enjoys the finer things.”

			“Oh, I am most certainly that.” She glanced around. “So within this room, men drink, smoke, read, and converse. Where do they play cards when they don’t wish to remain civilized?”

			He nodded toward the back of the room. “A door over there takes them to another room where they gamble to their heart’s content without ladies seeing how dashed awful they are at gambling, and how much they lose without blinking an eye.”

			“You don’t strike me as someone who loses.”

			“You don’t have to flatter me, Mrs. Sharpe. You have my attention.”

			“But for how long without flattery?”

			He chuckled low. “Until I grow bored. And flattery bores me.”

			“Well, then, without further ado, I would like to finish my tour of the place. You are welcome to accompany me or not. Makes no never mind to me.” She could be as cool and aloof as he required. She did like that he didn’t crave adulation, but it did leave her a bit discombobulated, as she’d never before dealt with a man who didn’t react to being fawned over.

			He showed her the gaming room that was for men only. It was much like the salon: dark and ominous. Masculine. It spoke of power and wealth. How she would like to be a fly on the wall in here.

			With few words uttered, he escorted her back to the main salon. But he was a man who communicated nonetheless. With a touch to her elbow, the small of her back, her shoulder. Light and quick caresses, but still there was an air of possessiveness to them. He was not completely immune to her charms. He was simply striving not to be sucked in too far.

			“Dance with me,” he said.

			His words startled her. Inwardly she cursed herself for losing her composure for a moment, for letting him take her off-guard. “I’m not certain why but I didn’t think you were one to dance.”

			“Normally, I’m not, but my mother spent a fortune on lessons. I should put them to use now and again. Would you prefer to dance here or in the ballroom?”

			“There is a separate room for dancing? I somehow missed that.”

			“Something tells me you don’t miss much.”

			And neither did he. She considered making her excuses, leaving now before things went too far, before she was the one sucked in, the one not thinking clearly, but it had been a good long while since anyone intrigued her. He was mysterious. Based upon how few people stopped to speak with him, she suspected he was not known for being interested in their affairs and was known for not sharing his. She could take advantage of his tendency toward privacy.

			“I should like to see the ballroom,” she said.

			“If I must walk that far for a dance, I shall have to have two.”

			“That would be rather scandalous, wouldn’t it?”

			“You’re past the first blush of innocence. I suspect scandal suits you.”

			“In all honesty I try to avoid it, but I have not danced in ages, not since my husband’s passing,” she felt obligated to say. Wrapping her hand around his arm, she gave him a smile intended to charm, to make him feel as though he were the only man in the room worthy of her attention. “Lead on.”

			As he escorted her through the rooms and hallways, she caught the speculative glances, the raised eyebrows. It was to her advantage to garner attention, but not too much. A woman was always best served by keeping an air of mystery about her.

			The ballroom was magnificent. Glittering chandeliers. Mirrored walls. A balcony with an orchestra of at least a dozen. Lilies emitted their sweet fragrance into the air. Ah, yes, Drake Darling was providing a place for the untitled wealthy to socialize with the nobility. Clever man. He had brought all she sought into one convenient place. She would have to send him a note of appreciation when the time came.

			“You seem impressed,” Avendale said.

			“I appreciate elegance.” And it was important that she remember every detail. She would no doubt be grilled on them when she returned home. “I shall have to do something similar with my ballroom. It’s in need of a touch more stylishness.”

			“You have a ballroom?” he asked, and she heard the surprise in his voice.

			“My husband, bless him, left me quite well off. I’d have thought you intelligent enough to discern that I’m a woman of independent means. How else might I have garnered an invitation?”

			“Quite right. I wasn’t thinking. I forgot that Darling has certain requirements regarding his members. At least it should keep out the hoi polloi.” He nodded toward the center of the room. “Shall we?”

			“By all means. I would be most delighted.”

			With a smoothness that set her heart to tripping over itself, he swept her into the fray of dancers. She realized a tad too late that waltzing with him was a mistake. He held her close and firmly, possessively. Yes, she could see the peril now. He was a man accustomed to owning what he desired.

			His dark eyes never left hers. She was acutely aware of his blatantly assessing her. Every strand of hair, every eyelash, every blush. Which was only fair as she was assessing him. Not a strand of his dark brown hair was out of place. Sometimes when the light hit it just so, she thought she detected shades of red in it, but mostly the dark had its way. She suspected it dominated all aspects of his life.

			Nothing about him seemed light or carefree. Everything was intense. While others conversed and smiled at their partners, he merely studied every line and curve. She could tell that he preferred the curves. She was accustomed to that when it came to men. Her bosom was her finest asset, and she took great pains to show it off. She’d long ago shed the mantle of timidity.

			His face was composed of hard lines and harsh angles. He would never be considered beautiful, and yet there was beauty in the ruggedness of his features. Handsome, manly. Appealing. He appealed to her in ways no other man ever had.

			That made him very dangerous indeed. She kept a wall between herself and men. They were to be used, then discarded. She didn’t think this man would be easily tossed aside. She needed to escape his company as quickly as possible, while she could. She was far too attracted to him. That would not suit her purposes at all. He would not suit.

			The final strains of the waltz drifted into silence.

			“That was lovely,” she said. “Thank you. I shall leave you to enjoy the remainder of your evening now.”

			His eyes narrowed. “I thought we had agreed to two dances.”

			“I don’t wish to dominate your time.”

			“There is no one else I would rather dominate it. Is someone expecting your company?”

			She should say yes. But then he would no doubt keep an eye on her to discern who was of interest to her. She didn’t want him observing her. Best to give him a bit more time tonight and then move on. “No.”

			“Then it seems another dance is in order.”

			The music began. Another waltz. Did the orchestra know naught but waltzes? Did her skin have to welcome the press of his hands? Did she have to feel his touch cascading through her entire being? It was at once disconcerting and exciting to have these reactions to his nearness. What was it about him that affected her so? It was more than his handsome features, something deep within him that was calling to something in her, something that had been dormant, that was awakening. She needed a distraction from these unsettling thoughts.

			“Where is your estate?” she asked.

			“Cornwall.”

			Yes, she could see that. His being part of the rugged coast. Perhaps he was even descended from pirates. She could well imagine thievery and plundering in his heritage.

			“You’re not one for conversing, are you?” she asked.

			“Not with words, no. I prefer other means of communication, especially when a lady is involved.”

			She was losing her edge with him. She didn’t know how to get it back. “That sort of communication deals only with the surface. There is no depth to a relationship of that nature.”

			“I care for only one sort of depth.” His eyes smoldered with his innuendo and she nearly stumbled.

			She was out of her league with him. He would not be easily manipulated. But something inside her yearned to accept the challenge. Things had become too easy of late. She was bored. She hadn’t realized it until that moment. There was no life, no excitement in her anymore. She simply existed. But he brought a spark to her. He interested her. She thought he might have secrets as dark as her own. Drawing them from him would be a challenge, might prove to be to her advantage.

			“You offend me with your insinuation,” she said.

			“If that were true, you would have slapped me by now. You’re a widow, not an innocent miss. The other ladies here interest me not in the least, because they are naive. I prefer a woman who is seasoned.”

			“And you judge me to be seasoned?”

			“You intrigue me, Rosalind.”

			“You’re taking liberties with your informality.”

			“I believe your protests are false. You want me to take liberties. It’s the reason you haven’t left in a huff.” He narrowed his eyes. “No, you are not one to huff about. I think you would make me pay in other ways.”

			Oh yes, he had the right of it. She most certainly would make him pay in other ways. Might still do so. But for now they were merely taking measure of each other.

			“I find you equally intriguing, Your Grace, but I fear I have been too long away from the social scene. My skills at being coy are sadly lacking.”

			“You don’t have to play false with me. I prefer honesty.”

			“Then know that I find myself attracted to you, although I’m not sure it’s wise on either of our parts.”

			“But it could be enjoyable.”

			She had no doubt of that. He was a man not lacking in confidence. He could show her a jolly good time, but she knew far too little about him. Her purpose here tonight was not to settle on one, but to amass many admirers. He was distracting her from her plans.

			The waltz came to an end, but he didn’t release her immediately. He simply held her scandalously close, allowing the minutes to tick by as though there were no one to see, no one who possessed a tongue to wag. If she were a young girl of nineteen, with a father or brother to speak for her, she would find herself betrothed by midnight.

			“What else is there to see here?” she asked.

			“I believe you’ve seen it all. Perhaps we have run out of reasons to stay.”

			How she was tempted to accept his invitation, to go with him wherever he wished to go. But she had planned too long to be reckless now.

			“I spied a draped balcony in a far corner of the main salon.” She suspected it was from there that he’d observed her earlier. “I should very much like to see it. How does one get to it?”

			“One must possess a key.”

			She angled her chin. “Do not take this as flattery, Your Grace, but rather the truth being spoken. You strike me as a man who would possess a key.”

			He did indeed possess a key. It was no doubt unwise to take her up there, as he wanted to do things with her that were best done within shadows, and there were shadows aplenty within the balcony, and his passions were on a weak tether. She was not an innocent miss, only recently presented to the queen. She was a widow. She had to know men, had to know that he was with her at that moment because of his desire to know her in the biblical sense. Without guilt, he could give in to his desires.

			But she was not quite what she seemed. Of that he was fairly certain. He had spent a lifetime avoiding entanglements and relationships. He never looked below the surface of a woman, but something about her urged him to explore a little deeper.

			She wasn’t an American as he’d first wondered. Her speech was refined, definitely English, deliberate, but now and again he caught the lilt of something else, as though she were putting on a performance and forgot for a moment her role in the play.

			That little aspect to her intrigued him all the more but was no cause for alarm. He didn’t want anything permanent with her. He merely wanted to explore all that lay beneath the red gown. His hands would span her waist. Her breasts would overflow his cupped palms.

			He guided her through the crowd that was becoming more populated by the hour. How many blasted invitations had been dispatched? He doubted he would seek sport here after tonight. The club would no longer be as exclusive as it had once been. But then he’d long ago found darker places in which to vent his shame and anger.

			They came to the door that opened into the hallways where offices and secluded rooms provided very private entertainment. Removing the key from his waistcoat pocket, he extended it toward her.

			She gave him a delighted, wicked smile, filled with mischief and daring. She enjoyed doing things she ought not. He liked that about her. Before the night was done, he anticipated that they would do a great many things they ought not.

			Inserting the key, she turned it, twisted the knob, and opened the door. She hesitated not even a heartbeat before walking through and passing the key back to him. After closing the door, he once again offered his arm.

			“Everything here seems older,” she said.

			“Darling didn’t bother refurbishing this part, for which I’m glad. There is something comforting about the familiar. It has been this way for decades.”

			“You don’t look old enough to have been visiting it for decades,” she said.

			“I got started quite young.” Although she was right. He’d visited for only a little over a decade. “I know its history. It’s legendary among those of my acquaintance. The stairs that lead to the balcony are here.”

			With his hand on the small of her back, he guided her up them and down the short hallway that ended at the balcony.

			“As long as you stay behind the draperies, you can’t be seen,” he said quietly. “The shadows serve as cover.”

			She eased forward slightly and gazed out over the assembled guests. “Is this where you were when you spotted me?” she asked in almost a whisper.

			He came up behind her, only a hairbreadth separating his body from hers. “Yes.”

			“It’s odd, but I felt your gaze on me.”

			“Perhaps it was someone else’s.”

			“No, I’m rather sure it was yours. You have an intensity about you. Do you often stand up here, gazing out, spying on those below?”

			“Darling did. He liked to watch the money coming in. Dodger, the previous owner, did as well.” He removed his gloves, stuffed them into the pockets of his coat, and skimmed a bare finger along her nape. Beneath his touch, she shivered. “I was simply striving to determine if it was worth my time to go downstairs tonight.”

			“What would you have done if you hadn’t gone downstairs?”

			“There is a private game in one of the rooms up here. The stakes are high, but those who play cheat.” He pressed his lips to the juncture where her neck and shoulder met. “You should be aware I employ any means to get what I want.”

			“You sound ruthless, Your Grace.”

			“That is putting it kindly. I want you, Rosalind. I have wanted you from the moment you walked through the door. There are rooms here. We can make use of them. Or I can take you to my residence.”

			“I am not quite so easy to obtain.”

			“Are you not?”

			She turned to face him. “No.”

			“I am prepared to convince you otherwise.”

			He claimed her mouth as though he already owned it.

			She shouldn’t have been surprised that he took advantages of the shadows. She knew she’d been toying with a man who was far more daring than his civilized veneer let on.

			She was, however, surprised by her reaction to his generous mouth blanketing hers. She welcomed it.

			Acutely aware of his arms banding around her and pressing her flat against the hard planes of his body, she should have protested. Instead she indulged her curiosity and her own flagrant desires that she had held at bay for so very long. She couldn’t remember the last time that she’d taken something she wanted, that she had done something for herself.

			She was certainly indulging now.

			Scraping her fingers up into his thick hair, she regretted that she wore gloves. Tasting the richness of brandy on his tongue, she regretted they’d not had more to drink. As the pleasure coursed through her, she regretted that she was not free.

			With that thought, guilt speared her. She did not resent that she was not untethered. Freedom came at a terrible price she was not yet ready to pay.

			She forced all those thoughts back and concentrated instead on the moment. It was always best to focus on the moment. The sweep of his determined tongue. His large hand caressing her back, her backside, coming up along her hip, dipping in at her waist, and resting just below her breast. She felt the stroke of his thumb along the underside. She should have been appalled. She should have struck him.

			But a woman did not reach her years without yearning for things that eluded her. She was certainly no stranger to kissing, but this man was doing far more than pressing his lips to hers. He was claiming her, branding her. She would forever remember his taste, his strength, his fragrance.

			Sandalwood and bergamot. Dark and rich.

			She would remember rising up on her toes to welcome his mouth. His deep groan rumbling within the small confines of the balcony. The dizziness. The sensations swirling around her.

			He dragged his mouth from hers, along her neck to the sensitive spot just below her ear. “We’ll never make it to my residence,” he rasped. “There is a room only a few steps down the hallway.”

			“No.” She said it too softly. He must not have heard because he began worrying her lobe between his teeth. She nearly sank to the floor with the absolute pleasure of it. He could have her here. “No,” she stated more firmly.

			Breathing harshly, he drew back, his dark eyes pinning her. “Just as you require no chaperone, you have no innocence to protect.”

			“I am not a woman with no morals. I don’t fall into bed with a man simply because he wishes me to do so.”

			“You wish to do so. Your moans and sighs are proof of that.”

			“Unfortunately, life is such that we are not always granted our wishes. I have been absent from the gaiety too long. I must return to it lest rumors begin.”

			He curled his hand around her neck, stroked the underside of her jaw. “You do not strike me as a woman who cares about rumors.”

			“I care about the opportunities that tonight affords me.” She could not have spoken truer words. “I am here to meet people, to become part of Society. To be accepted and welcomed. It would be reckless of me to risk all that I might gain for one night of pleasure.”

			“I promise it would be worth your while.”

			Of that, she had absolutely no doubt, but the price was too high—to her plans, quite possibly to her esteem. To have him walk away afterward . . . she was always the one who walked away, who decided when it was time to move on. Swallowing hard, she pushed back the temptation plaguing her. “Good night, Your Grace.”

			She had taken a mere two steps when he wrapped his large hand around her arm, turned her back to him, and again took her mouth. His was lush and hot and so very skilled at making her forget her responsibilities, her duties. What would it hurt if just once in her life she did something for herself? If she took something she craved?

			Tearing her mouth from his, she shoved on his massive shoulders, frustrated when she couldn’t even make him stagger back a step. “No.”

			His eyes were as heated as his mouth. “You’ve been teasing me all night, Mrs. Sharpe. You can’t possibly think I’m going to let you walk away without doing my damnedest to convince you to stay.”

			Another kiss would probably do the trick, damn him. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a man. I’m not ready for what you’re proposing.” Reaching up, she combed her fingers through his hair, straightening the strands she had mussed. “Please let me go.”

			Slowly, agonizingly slowly, he released his hold. “At least allow me the honor of escorting you home.”

			“We both know that would be most dangerous. Alone, in a small space, in the dark. I do not believe I would arrive home unscathed. Besides, I have a carriage. So again, good night.”

			“I won’t give up.”

			She’d barely turned when his words froze her on the spot.

			“I will have you,” he said, his voice a whispered promise that caused a shiver of foreboding, a quiver of pleasure to ripple through her. “Because you want it as much as I do.”

			She nearly denied the words, but she feared if she delayed, she’d find herself back in his arms, this time without the wherewithal to deny him, to deny them both what she thought might be a glorious night. She wanted to flee, to run, but she kept her pace slow and measured as she left the balcony, surprised her trembling legs managed to carry her down the stairs. Twisting the knob, she opened the door and strode into the main salon. She had planned to continue with the rounds, to be seen, perhaps to make a few other acquaintances, but he had unsettled her. She was not accustomed to being unsettled.

			As calmly as possible, she walked to the entrance, acutely aware of his gaze following her the entire way. She’d made a mistake tonight, misjudged. She would have to be more careful in the future. The Duke of Avendale had the power to destroy her.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			By the time Rose strode in through the front door of her residence, she was back in control, her heart no longer pounding ferociously and threatening to crack a rib. A part of her was grateful she’d managed to escape. Another part, one she seldom allowed to come to the fore, wished she were still in the shadows of the balcony captivated by a kiss.

			Merrick shuffled out of the parlor, his brow deeply furrowed. “Wasn’t expecting you home so soon.”

			Removing her wrap, she handed it down to him. “See what you can uncover regarding the Duke of Avendale.” She’d given the man too much power. To avoid that happening again, she needed to learn everything she could about him.

			“Duke? That’s a bit bold, even for you. He could be influential enough to see you hanged once he realizes what you’re about.”

			“The trick there, then, is to ensure he doesn’t realize what I’m about. Any problems this evening?”

			“No.” Merrick scrunched a face weathered by a harsh life. “He seems happy enough here. He’s sleeping now. Maybe we could stay this time.”

			“You know that’s not possible.” She headed for the stairs, aware that Merrick traipsed along behind her.

			“Maybe we could find another way.”

			She spun around. She’d misjudged his nearness and he rammed into her. Grabbing his shoulders, she prevented him from tumbling over. When he was once again steady, he peered up at her and repeated, “Maybe we could.”

			“What would you suggest? What could I possibly do that would provide us with the means to live in the luxury that we do?”

			“Mayhap we don’t need as much luxury.”

			“But Harry should have it. I owe him that.”

			“Ain’t your fault the way your father treated him.”

			Merrick had not witnessed all that she had. He could not possibly fathom all the ramifications of her father’s cruel actions. “Remember, Merrick, you are here by my good graces, not to question me. Now, let Sally know I’ve returned so she can assist me in preparing for bed.” She carried on up the stairs, refusing to feel guilty over the life she led or consider the consequences it might heap upon her. Life was filled with choices. She’d made hers. It was too late for regrets, and they served no purpose except to distract.

			In her bedchamber, she peeled off her gloves and tossed them onto the dressing table before walking to the window and gazing out on the fog-shrouded gardens. She’d not accomplished all she’d meant to tonight. She had hoped to make associations with women who would invite her to their balls and dinners. The more she was seen within high Society, the more she would be trusted, the more people would wish to assist her. But the duke had distracted her from her purpose.

			After the blistering kisses he’d leveled on her, she could hardly stay at the affair. It had not been until she was halfway home that she’d been able to think properly again. How could she scheme when her mind had turned to rubbish? Oh, she’d been given kisses before, but none that spoke of possession, none that consumed. She was quite surprised they’d not erupted into a conflagration on that balcony.

			As she heard the door opening, she swung around and smiled. “Sally.”

			“Did you enjoy your evening?” Merrick’s wife asked.

			“Tonight’s purpose was work, not enjoyment.” She walked to the center of the room where a short stool rested and turned around. Sally stepped up and began loosening buttons and ribbons.

			“Seems like you could mix the two.”

			“I might end up concentrating too much on one and losing sight of the other.”

			“Wouldn’t be so bad if it was the work you lost sight of. When was the last time you had a bit of fun?”

			With the gown loosened, Rose worked her way out of it. “I read an entire book just last night before I went to bed.”

			Scowling, coming around to take the gown, Sally said, “I’m talking about fun with others.”

			Rose smiled. “I have a jolly good time with you.”

			“You’re being difficult now.”

			“Yes, I am, because I don’t wish to discuss it.”

			After removing the remainder of her underclothes and slipping into her nightdress, she sat on the bench in front of her dressing table. If she could, she would have a home absent of mirrors, but she needed to know how she appeared before she went out. Appearance was crucial to the game.

			But here, within her bedchamber, not so much. When she looked at her reflection, she saw a woman nearing thirty, one who would never have a husband who loved her or children to adore. One who was so remarkably lonely that it was all she could do not to weep. She despised these moments of weakness when her lost dreams nudged her to be refound.

			She had no right to complain, not when others suffered far more than she.

			“You look sad,” Sally said, as she moved near and began brushing Rose’s hair.

			“Simply tired. It was a long night.”

			“Merrick mentioned that you’re inquiring about some duke.”

			“We danced.” The reflection caught her smile. It appeared almost dreamy, as though she were a young girl filled with hope after her first waltz. “He was quite charming.”

			Deliciously so. And tempting.

			“Was he handsome?” Sally asked.

			“Do you know of a duke who isn’t?” Rose asked.

			“Don’t know any dukes.”

			Rose laughed lightly. “Yes, he was handsome. Dark hair and darker eyes. Haunted eyes. He is not a joyful man.”

			“You was always so skilled at reading people.”

			She needed to be in order to do what she did. She’d learned the talent at her father’s knee, not that learning anything from him was worthy of boast.

			“Did you like him?” Sally asked.

			Did she? “I don’t know him well enough to know whether or not I like him.”

			“Was he a pleasant fellow?”

			“He was intense. Most intense. He didn’t visit much with people, although it was obvious a good many knew him. I think he was there for one purpose: to indulge in whatever sort of misbehavior became most convenient.”

			“And he thought to indulge with you.” Sally moved around, draping Rose’s plaited hair over her shoulder. “But you held him at bay.”

			The words were not a question but a declaration, and Rose knew Sally would be disappointed if anything untoward had happened—such as a kiss in the shadows. “It would not suit my purpose to give in to temptation.”

			“Were you tempted?”

			Rose twisted on the bench, which put her on eye level with Sally. “No.”

			The lie should not have come so easily. It was slightly disconcerting that it did. If she could lie so easily to her dear friend, could she lie as easily to herself?

			“Thank you, Sally. I’ll see you in the morning.” Rising, she walked to a corner table and poured herself a splash of brandy, as was her nightly ritual.

			“You’re troubled,” Sally said.

			“Tired, as I stated earlier.” Glancing over her shoulder, she smiled. “I’m well. Good night.”

			She waited until Sally left, then walked over to the sitting area and curled up on the corner of the sofa. She inhaled the intoxicating aroma first. Taking a slow sip, she savored the flavor more than she ever had before. It reminded her of him. She imagined again his lips on hers.

			And she tried not to regret that she had not left with him.

			Avendale strode into his residence and staggered to a stop as a couple weaving toward the stairs nearly stumbled into him.

			“Your Grace,” the young swell slurred with an awkward salute before tumbling into a heap on the floor, dragging the woman at his side with him.

			Avendale thought there was little worse than a man who could not hold his liquor.

			With a delighted laugh, Aphrodite untangled herself from the drunkard and pushed herself to her feet. She swayed toward him. “Avendale, I seem to have lost my partner. I’d prefer to have you anyway.”

			Her gossamer gown revealed all her curvaceous attributes. Her blue eyes glinting with desire, she slowly ran a hand up his chest, over his shoulder. “I’m yours,” she said with a sultry voice.

			Yes, because he paid her—not in coin, but in excess. Clothes, jewelry, baubles, perfumes.

			“Not tonight, Aphrodite.” What he desired tonight, he’d been unable to obtain, which only served to make him want Rosalind Sharpe all the more. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been denied anything, the last time his thoughts had been so occupied with one woman.

			Without guilt or remorse, he edged politely past Aphrodite—she’d find a new partner easily enough—and strode down the hallway to his library. A footman—not only standing at attention, but also standing guard as no one except servants was allowed in this room—opened the door. Avendale stepped inside. As the door was pulled closed behind him, he walked to a glass case that housed his spirits. A marble table rested beside it with glasses and decanters. After filling a tumbler with scotch, he took a chair near the fireplace and downed half the glass’s contents, before sighing and dropping his head back.

			How had his life come to this debauched existence? Beauties of questionable character were always on hand. Young swells were continually dropping by for a taste of women, drink, or cards. He didn’t know the names of half of them, but they all knew orgies were carried on within the confines of his residence.

			It had all begun when he was much younger, when he spent more time lost in women and wine. But of late, he’d begun to grow bored with it. He seldom accepted the ladies’ offers anymore. He could no longer differentiate one from the other. Perhaps he never could. They’d been a means to deliver surcease for his aching loins. They’d provided a few moments’ respite from dark thoughts—just as the drink did. It seemed of late he was relying more heavily on the drink.

			He took another sip, forcing himself to savor it. He savored so little. He plowed into pleasures as though they were the answer.

			When he didn’t even know the bloody question.

			Another sip. A dark chuckle. Had he really thought to bring Rosalind Sharpe here? To witness his madness, to see how far he’d fallen into depravity?

			He could have explained his guests by saying tonight was merely a party—

			Why did he feel he needed to justify the way he lived? He didn’t. Not to her, not to anyone. He did what he wanted, when he wanted, as he wanted.

			He got up, strode to his desk, and yanked the bellpull on the wall behind it. He walked to the window. Gaslights illuminated the gardens and the people cavorting about, some dancing naked in his fountain. There was a time when he would have joined them. Tonight he merely found them wearisome.

			The door opened.

			“I want them gone,” he announced before his butler had taken half a dozen steps into the room.

			Silence. Finally, “Them?”

			“All these people. The women, the gents. Have the women call upon my man of business if they need assistance settling elsewhere.”

			“Yes, Your Grace. Will there be anything else?”

			Avendale continued to stare at the gardens. “Have all the mattresses replaced. Pillows, cushions. Replace what can be replaced, get rid of what can’t. Any furniture that reeks of sordid activities I want gone. This residence is to appear as though no one has ever been here save myself and that I have lived as chastely as a monk.”

			“I shall see to it posthaste.”

			“And ensure there is a servant on hand who knows how to attend to a lady.”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Avendale could hear the question in Thatcher’s tone: Was the duke on the verge of taking a wife?

			“That’ll be all.”

			“As you wish, sir.”

			After Thatcher left, Avendale leaned against the window casement. He planned to entertain Mrs. Rosalind Sharpe in his residence in the very near future. He wanted her to feel comfortable, for everything to be to her liking, so the preparations needed to begin in earnest now.

			She would not be an easy conquest, but conquer her he would.

			Lying in bed, Rose stared at the ceiling. She’d had a dreadfully fitful slumber, sleeping a mere two winks, if that.

			It was blasted Avendale’s fault she had grown so warm that at one point she’d considered divesting herself of her nightdress. Even knowing it was nigh impossible, she could have sworn that she still felt his lips moving so determinedly over hers. He’d displayed no hesitation as he guided his hands along her side. He was a man who knew precisely what he wanted. And he wanted her.

			Over the years, other men had as well. She’d grown skilled at enticing them near, yet holding them at bay. She wasn’t certain Avendale would be quite as easy to manipulate. He was dangerous, not likely to settle for the crumbs with which she was willing to part.

			She would do well to seek out another benefactor, but Avendale fascinated her. “I will have you,” he’d said. As she wasn’t likely to shake him off easily, she might as well embrace the challenge of besting him. Could be fun and include a few additional pleasantries. Kissing him was certainly no hardship. As long as she remained in control and held him to that, she thought she could gain everything she wanted.

			A quick glance at the clock on the mantel revealed that it was midmorning. Tempted to pull the covers over her head to see if she could fall more easily into slumber, she resisted, knowing that Harry would be enjoying breakfast now. She should have checked in on him last night, but she’d had the insane notion that if he awoke he would be able to look at her and know the sort of mischief she’d been up to with Avendale, had even wondered if he might have caught the scent of the duke on her skin.

			Guilt could certainly make her irrational.

			She rolled out of bed and began to prepare for the day: washing up, brushing her hair and pulling it back, holding it in place with a ribbon, donning a simple blue dress that required no assistance. As soon as she was satisfied with her appearance she wandered down to the
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