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      She awaited him in the woods. Dark had fallen, but the light of the moon filtered through the branches, gilding her. Her dark green cape blended with her surroundings, but he saw movement as she stepped forward from between the trees. With the hood pushed back, her gold mask glinted in the dim light. Proudly and without any shame she tossed her cape open, revealing nude perfection — lush breasts and a tiny waist that flared into wide hips left him breathless.

      “Goddess,” he said.

      “Priestess,” she corrected gently, a flirtatious smile curved her lips beneath the mask. “Have you come prepared for your initiation?”

      He trembled slightly as he produced the blade. The hilt had been carved to resemble a phallus, and the blade itself was made of bone rather than steel.

      It had not been an easy thing to liberate the blade from his father’s collection, but with the promise of such pleasure, he would have braved any difficulty. He presented it to her, and his gut clenched as her delicate hand swept over the hilt, caressing it gently. His body responded as if her hand had touched him similarly. “It is as you requested, my priestess.”

      “You have done well, and you shall be rewarded,” she said, her perfect lips shaping each word seductively. “Come with me.”

      He followed her deeper into the woods, away from the path. The trees broke into a small clearing, and a fire burned at its center. On the periphery of the clearing, he noted the large stones forming a perfect circle. It was a place of great power—ancient and primal. Excitement coursed through him, but it wasn’t merely sexual. He could feel the charge in the air, the portent of something beyond their world.

      There were others present, wearing capes and masks as his priestess was, though their masks were less elaborate. They mattered little. Like him, they were there only to serve her. In the center of the clearing, closest to the fire, was a large flat rock that covered with cloth. When he’d been told of the initiation rites, of what would occur, even his most erotic fantasies had paled in comparison.

      “Remove all your clothing and lie upon the altar,” she instructed, her own hands toying with the ties of her cape.

      He did so without question. Under the gazes of the five women, his already erect sex thickened further. These women were not unknown to him, in spite of their masks. He had desired them all at one point over the years, but they had never given him a second glance. Now they would all pleasure him in this mystical place.

      He smiled as he stretched out on the altar, looking up at the moon and stars through budding branches. A sigh escaped him at the feel of soft hands gliding over his flesh. They caressed his chest and shoulders, his thighs and his belly, moving outward toward his limbs.

      A moment’s panic swept through him when the silken cords went around his wrists and ankles, but he knew that it was all part of the initiation ritual. He was a supplicant to them, and in return they would bestow upon him the greatest of pleasures, just as the priestess had promised him.

      The priestess rose above him then, until she straddled his hips. The heat of her pressed against him intimately and set him ablaze. He wanted to grip her hips and thrust into her, but with his hands bound, he was at her mercy, waiting for her to take pity and offer him the solace of her body. It was equally arousing and frustrating.

      Her hands stroked over his chest, down his heaving sides. His heart thundered in his chest, the anticipation burning inside him. How often had he dreamt of having a woman like her touch him? Beautiful, wanton and completely depraved…she was perfection.

      Her dagger-like nails raked over his skin and his breath escaped on a sharp hiss. In the moonlight, he could see her lips quirk in a satisfied smile. It was a small enough price to pay for the pleasure she promised.

      The other women moved around him, touching him, their soft hands and fluttering touches adding to the carnality of the moment. He wanted to urge her to hurry, to take him inside her, but he knew that was not part of the arrangement. She was in control of the situation, which provided its own enticement.

      Those soft touches had enflamed him. The priestess then lifted herself from him, rising onto her knees. Another of the women gripped him firmly, guiding him into the warmth of the priestess’ welcoming sheath.

      It felt that it went on forever, the slow, languorous slide of her silken flesh over his. In truth it was a very short time before the familiar tightness settled low in his belly, tension gathered in him as he was poised on the cusp of ecstasy.

      One of the other women kissed him, her lips pressed firmly against him as another reveler kissed the priestess with equal ardor.  His body tightened like a bowstring, every muscle flexing as he climaxed, hot seed rushing into her body. The second woman continued kissing him, stroking her tongue softly into his mouth, swallowing his hoarse cries of pleasure. So intent was he on that kiss, on the feel of the priestess’ body gripping his, milking him, he did not see the ancient blade. He never heard the hiss of air as she brought it down in a vicious arc, the sharpened bone piercing his belly.

      Now the truth of the kiss was apparent to him. It was not his cries of pleasure she had intended to silence, but his cries of agony. Blood poured from the jagged wound, and the women exulted in it. The priestess and her minions stroked it, coaxing more from the wound. He wanted to howl with agony as they prodded and tormented, but soft lips covered his, masking every sound. His bound hands clenched, struggling against silken ties but there was no escape.

      As his life’s blood flowed freely from his wound, his struggles slowed and then halted altogether. He could only lay there as they touched their bodies and pleasured themselves with blood soaked hands. He met the priestess’ gaze one last time before his eyes closed. She was smiling wickedly beneath the mask, her gaze fixed on something beyond the clearing. “Thank you,” she said to him, “You have done very well.”

      From the shadows of the trees beyond, the cloaked figure of a man observed the ritual and smiled. She had done well for him, but then he'd never expected less of her. Her devotion to him had always been complete.

      Watching the women revel, he smiled. Most of them believed it to be nothing more than a game. The promise of eternal youth and beauty lured them, but they were not true believers. In spite of their lack of real faith, they had thrown themselves wholeheartedly into their roles. Some thought the female to be the weaker sex, but he'd learned they could be just as vicious and bloodthirsty as their male counterparts. The difference lay in their motivation for violence.

      A wave of dizziness swept through him, cold sweat breaking out on his skin. He leaned against the tree and waited for her to come to him just as she always had.
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      Lord Michael Sutherland, Viscount Ellersleigh was not a man given to the vice of gambling. He loved brandy, and he loved women, given a choice between the two, he would always take the women. But of late, he had been overwhelmed with ennui, with a strange sense of disquiet that even the most skilled lovers could not overcome. It was that which had led him into a card game with Lord Allerton, and it was that card game which had led him to the dismal property he could now call his own.

      Blagdon Hall rose before him, a crumbling ode to a harsher time in Britain’s history, when Viking raids and other threats had marred her beautiful shoreline. It might have been a fierce stronghold once, but now it looked as if a good gust of wind could send it toppling into the sea beyond. A quaint place in the country, Allerton had called it, “quaint and charming.” Belatedly, Michael recognized that quaint and charming were merely euphemisms for small and decrepit.

      As properties went, it was not overly large, it was not especially profitable, and it was not aesthetically appealing. Even the land surrounding the hall appeared to be derelict.

      But it was an escape from London, however, and his most recent paramour who could not read the writing on the wall. A lovely widow, Lady Westerbrook was quite enchanting, but incredibly demanding. She had begun to treat him more as a husband than a lover, prompting his hasty withdrawal from the field. Now, with the deed to Lord Allerton’s forfeited property burning a hole in his pocket, he stared up at the ancient Norman tower and wondered what the hell he’d gotten himself into.

      A wizened old man at the gate eyed him suspiciously. “Who be ye?” he growled.

      Michael was reminded of the ancient but vicious lapdog that his grandmother had always kept. The old man appeared to have maintained more of his teeth, however. “I be Lord Ellersleigh, your employer.”

      “Lord Allerton is me employer,” the man groused.

      Under other circumstances, needling the man could be entertaining as he was so delightfully put out with the world in general. Tired from the journey, covered in dirt from the road, Michael desperately wanted a meal, a bath, and a bed; provoking the curmudgeon would simply have to wait.

      “Lord Allerton was your employer, until he lost Blagdon Hall to me in a game of Faro.” Michael produced the deed from his pocket, but the old man just looked at it blankly, then back at him.

      “Can’t read or write,” he said. “Take yerself up to the house then, m’lord, and let Miss Abigail sort it out.”

      Had a man in his employ really just granted him permission to pass onto his own land? It was hardly a gracious invitation at any rate. Perhaps it was exhaustion, but he simply didn't have it in him to be put out with the man. It was, he realized, the most entertaining thing that had happened to him in quite a while.

      Michael was still chuckling under his breath when he reached the house. The drive was short but steep, carrying him to the top of the hill, where the Hall perched on a cliff high above the sea. It wasn’t beautiful. It never had been and never would be, but it was striking. He could easily envision knights in armor.

      Shoving aside romantic notions, he dismounted. As there was no one about, he looped the reins about a post in the yard and approached the massive front door. He would see to the horse after finding out what the devil he'd gotten himself into.

      Michael lifted the heavy knocker which appeared to be a carved dragon’s head with a ring hanging from its mouth. It thumped heavily against the dark, aged wood when he let it drop.

      After only a moment, a wrinkled face peered at him through a small door set within the larger door. “What do ye want?”

      Was there not a servant in the house that was under the age of eighty, he wondered? Rather than enter another exchange like the one with the gatekeeper, he said, “I am Viscount Ellersleigh. I need to speak with Miss Abigail.”

      The face disappeared. There was a great deal of rumbling and what sounded like the movement of furniture or possibly the placement of cannons. One seemed as likely as the other given the strange nature of the servants he'd encountered thus far.

      The heavy door finally opened, creaking ominously as it shifted inward.  As he peered into the hall, it was clear to him the woman whose face had appeared in that tiny opening in the door was more than a foot shorter than the small window. The chair placed haphazardly by the door showed him precisely how she had reached it. The door at least opened on a pulley system, so he didn’t have to feel responsible for the crone injuring herself by opening the monstrosity. The very thought of a woman that old climbing onto a rickety chair had him shaking his head.

      “She’s in there,” the woman said, pointing to a door off the great hall before promptly disappearing.

      Bedlam. He was in Bedlam, surely, Michael thought, torn between amusement and fatigue. The notion of both a meal and a bath seemed to be growing further away than nearer. He'd hardly ask the aged crone to lug buckets of water for him. Even if he did, it was unlikely she'd do more than cackle at him as she walked away.

      Of the two he'd met thus far; they were the worst trained servants he had ever encountered. If Miss Abigail, the erstwhile housekeeper was responsible, she would be the first to go, he decided. He would hire someone who could at least make the place seem hospitable. As for the cranky and ancient pair he’d already encountered, they would be pensioned off. With that thought firmly in mind, he made his way to the small room indicated, prepared to confront and fire his first servant.
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      Abigail Barrows glared at the offending animal. The cat hissed in return, its back arched, ears flat, and teeth bared. Between its jaws was the last quill from her desk. “Blast you, you insufferable creature! You did not kill that bird and that particular feather is not your trophy!”

      Determinedly, she reached for the quill but drew back when the cat’s claws sank firmly into her hand. The cat then retreated behind the chair, the quill hanging proudly from his mouth. Had she any idea that someone was observing her, she would never have knelt on the floor with her bottom in the air, peering under a chair and cursing the fiendish creature that plagued her endlessly.

      But her attention was focused on the account books on the desk that needed her attention and the last quill, now conquered by a cat that had surely come from Hades.

      “You wretched, vile, hell-spawned beast! I hope the hounds get you, ” As curses went, it was relatively mild but as a lady, her knowledge of swearing was limited. A menacing, growling yowl was the only response she received.

      “Had I known the view in Bedlam would be so entrancing I would have committed myself years ago.”

      The rich, masculine voice tinged with sardonic amusement prompted Abigail to hasten to her feet. In the process, she stepped on the hem of her gown. The garment, well worn, could not tolerate the abuse and the seam gave with a ripping sound. She also managed to bump her head on the edge of the desk with such force that she saw stars. She swayed alarmingly, her hand pressed to her head, as tiny lights danced and flickered before her eyes.

      The man rushed forward, a look of concern and contrition crossing what was surely the most handsome visage she'd ever seen. She would have the bump on her head to blame for her dizziness, at the very least, but simply looking at him was enough to make one's head spin.

      “My apologies for alarming you so,” he said, helping her to the chair. A demonic growl issued from beneath the chair, and a black and white blur shot out from behind it, making straight for the open window. The cat looked back briefly with what appeared to be a smirk, the quill hanging from its mouth. Blasted creature, she thought again. She'd never get the dratted account books balanced now. Not that one could ever apply the term balanced to something that was always in the negative.

      The man took a step back from her; his brows furrowed as he looked at her with concern. Pasting a reassuring smile on her face, Abby wondered why she bothered. Surely he was a creditor come to take anything of value still left in the home, though he was dressed a bit too fine for that. A gambling debt then, she thought. Her smile vanished. Let him worry, she decided. She stopped just short of wishing him to perdition along with the cat.

      Michael continued his perusal of the woman who could only be Miss Abigail. She appeared to be fine, the bump on her head having merely disoriented her for a moment. She was a young woman, though not in the first blush of youth. He would guess her to be in her very early twenties, rather than fresh from the schoolroom.

      Her dark hair had been braided tightly and pulled back into a chignon of interwoven braids. He imagined it was done more out of necessity than vanity as it looked to be impossibly thick. One strand had escaped and curled becomingly at her neck. With pale skin and wide brown eyes, she was pretty but not necessarily beautiful. If there was one feature, aside from her charming derriere that was utterly enchanting, it was the lush lips that formed a perfect cupid’s bow, dark and cherry red, they were a perfect foil to her porcelain skin.

      “Who are you, sir, and why have you come?” she asked.

      The question was blunt and direct. Her tone was mild, unlike the servants who had greeted him, but it was far from welcoming. “I am Viscount Ellersleigh,” he responded. “I am here to claim ownership of this estate”

      “Faro?”

      Michael’s easy smile transformed into a grim expression as he nodded, “It appears you know Allerton quite well.”

      “He is my cousin, my lord. I should.”

      Michael didn’t react outwardly, though he was quite stunned by the admission. He hadn’t been aware that Lord Allerton had close relatives, much less that he was responsible for their care. Of course, responsible appeared to be a subjective term. She’d never had a Season nor been introduced to society. He would have remembered her, he was sure. Not only was she not out in society, now her home had been wagered out from under her. “Did he inform you that he no longer retained ownership of Blagdon Hall?”

      From the blank look on her face, it was obvious that he had not. Michael grimaced. Informing a young woman that she’d just been divested of her only home, assuming it was her only home, was not how he’d planned to spend his day. His reprieve from London was turning out to be anything but relaxing. Tired, dirty, hungry and now guilt-ridden, the litany of his discomforts was growing at an alarming rate. Damn Allerton!

      After a moment, she spoke softly. “Lord Allerton, as you have surmised, can be somewhat lax about providing pertinent information. I assume, Lord Ellersleigh, that you were unaware you would find Blagdon Hall inhabited?”

      “Indeed, Miss. Have you other relatives to see to your care?” The complications he now faced at this unforeseen turn of events had him reeling.

      Her emotions flashed over her face like quicksilver; Michael thought as he watched her. Horror, shock, and finally resignation played over her lovely features before she spoke. “I do have family in the area, my lord. My stepsister and her husband live close by.”

      Michael felt like the worst sort of villain. Displacing young women from their home was not something he had ever thought to do. He wanted to call Allerton out for being so callous and so careless with the life and reputation of his relative. Laws provided little protection for women, leaving it to their male relatives to see to their well-being. With a guardian such as Allerton, she had no protection at all.

      It was a quandary for him. He could return to town and allow the young woman time to make other arrangements, but permitting her to remain in a house that he owned would ruin her.  Remaining in the house with her was entirely out of the question. Even had his own reputation been spotless, it would set tongues wagging. “Forgive me, but I do not know your name.”

      “Miss Abigail Barrows.”

      It suited her; he thought, old fashioned and lovely, bespeaking pragmatism and good sense. She appeared to have both qualities in abundance, regardless of his first impression of her. “Miss Barrows, I apologize for this difficult situation. Had I known that you were here, I would have written first and made appropriate arrangements, but as your cousin failed to inform me of your presence, we are now in a difficult situation. When can you be ready to remove to your other family?”

      “I will leave this afternoon, my lord.”

      “How will you get there?”

      “You needn’t worry, my lord. My brother in law and stepsister, Lord and Lady Whitby are neighbors to us. It is only a short ride to their estate.”

      Michael was both relieved and horrified. It was wonderful that she had relatives close by but that her relatives were such notorious high flyers was not. Lord and Lady Whitby were known for their quite liberal views on sexual pleasure. “If I may be of assistance⁠—“

      Miss Barrows stood, “No, thank you, my lord. I appreciate your kind offer, but I will be quite fine without further assistance. I simply need to collect my things.” She paused for a moment. “Assuming, I will be permitted to do so. You undoubtedly won the house and all of its contents.”

      Michael raised an eyebrow at that. The words should have been sharp, but they were uttered calmly and with a matter-of-factness that left him simply befuddled by her.  “I'm not a villain, Miss Barrows. It was not my intent to evict you from your home. I have no need of your personal items, nor am I such a hateful person that I would deprive you of them for spite.”

      She nodded. “It's an unfortunate fact of being a woman that we own nothing. Our every possession is at the whim of men. It was not my intent to insult you, my lord. My apologies.”

      Michael sighed. “Forgive me, Miss Barrows. I am cross from the journey and from discovering the unfortunate predicament that your cousin has created for us here.”

      Another brief nod, the pale sunlight coming through the windows lit her skin with a soft, golden glow. The effect was entrancing.

      She spoke again. “There are things you should know about the house, if I may be so bold. I should advise you that the servants are quite old and rather set in their ways but you should simply learn to live with it. You won't be able to hire from the village; they're quite superstitious and the talk of ghosts keep them firmly away.  If you intend to staff the hall, an agency from London would be your best option.”

      Michael knew enough about ghosts already. “Thank you for the advice, Miss Barrows.”
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      Abby walked out of the study and up the stairs, turning into the same chamber that had been hers since she’d left the nursery.  It was far from luxurious; the walls were bare stone, the tapestries long since sold to pay the servants or the butcher. The four poster bed was hung with green velvet to keep out the chill of winter nights, though the fabric was faded with age. In spite of her outward display of fortitude, inside she was reeling.

      Abbi retrieved her valise from the wardrobe, and placed it on the bed. The leather was worn, marred by scuffs and nicks. Like everything else at Blagdon Hall, it showed its age and use.

      She collected her nicest gowns from the wardrobe, knowing even as she did that they would not be suited to the lavish entertainments that Lavinia often hosted. She packed them carefully into her valise, along with her brush and assortment of hair pins. She placed her mother’s pearls in the bag with care, as well. They were the one item of value that she’d never considered parting with. A miniature of her parents followed, and she was done. It was a sad testament to the level of poverty she had sunk that all of her worldly possessions would fit into one bag.

      How different her life would be, she thought, if her father still lived, or her stepmother. That Thomas, Lord Allerton, had inherited the hall, and thus guardianship of her was nightmarish. He'd failed to care for her, a relative in his charge, and had placed her in an untenable situation. His treatment of the servants had been just as poor, letting them go months without wages, knowing they were too old to seek employment elsewhere.

      Now, her once meager existence had taken a decidedly sharp turn for worse. As the house was not entailed, there was no legal reason to prevent Allerton from wagering it on a whim. It was her home, inherited by her father from a distant relative. Upon his death, she had not been given the option of seeing to her own finances, as she was an unmarried woman. Instead, fiduciary responsibility had been given to a man who would bet against rain, even as the first drops fell.

      In five years, she had gone from a fairly comfortable lifestyle of moderate wealth to chasing a deranged feline because she couldn’t afford to replace a simple quill. Now she was off to her sister and lecherous brother-in-law. There were worse fates than having one’s fortune entrusted to a wastrel like Allerton, and she was on the verge of encountering several of them first hand. Anger stirred in her, at Allerton, at Viscount Ellersleigh, at her father; but she tamped it down. It would only give way to frustrated tears as she had no other recourse. Her pride had suffered enough staggering blows for one day.

      She carried the bag downstairs but Mrs. Wolcot, the housekeeper, was nowhere to be found and her brother, Willis was still at the gate. Lord Ellersleigh was there, where he promptly took the case from her. He carried it outside to a waiting horse, saddled for her. It had to have been done by him as there was no one else. He assisted her with her mount and handed the bag up to her.

      “Thank you again, Lord Ellersleigh. You have been most kind,” she offered, her tone neutral and just shy of cold. She softened it with a polite smile for he truly had been kind. He was allowing her to keep her things, to take one of the mounts that now belonged to him.

      Michael stared up at her, his expression somber. His tone matched it as he spoke, “I have robbed you of your home, Miss Barrows. That is hardly a kindness.”

      “You did not. Lord Allerton robbed me of my home, and you have been most gracious in permitting me to take my personal items with me. Good day, Lord Ellersleigh.”

      Michael watched her ride away, feeling more like a villain than he ever had.
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      A day later, Michael was an honored guest in the home of Lord and Lady Whitby. He had accepted their invitation to dinner only because he wished to see Miss Barrows again and assure himself that she was suffering no ill effects of her unexpected eviction. Michael was accounted to be a rake by most, but he did not move in the same circles as the Whitbys. They preferred darker entertainments much like the previous Duchess of Briarleigh.

      He shuddered at the memory of his friend's first wife and the turmoil she had brought into everyone's lives. But Rhys had found his happiness with Emme, the two of them so painfully in love he could barely stand to be in their presence. Michael directed his attention to his present surroundings and away from the past, distraction at the Whitbys' could have devastating consequences.

      He was not the only guest. Lord Allerton was in attendance, as well as other prominent locals. Miss Barrows was seated far down the table. Though the hostess was her sister, she was relegated to a position at the table that might have been more appropriate to that of a companion or penniless dependent than a guest or family member. It was telling.

      Her gown was old and worn, though of good quality. The muslin was pale and did not truly suit her dramatic coloring, though the neckline revealed a charming amount of cleavage. Her hair was dressed similarly to the first time he saw her, a collection of tight braids interwoven, though a bit higher on her head this time and adorned with a simple silver comb. She looked effortlessly lovely, a far cry from the other women present.

      “Lord Ellersleigh, tell me about London! I have missed the excitement of the city so!” Lavinia gushed. She had seated him to her right, and with every statement she clutched his arm. At one point, beneath the table, she had even clutched his thigh.

      “I have not been much in town,” he said, “I have been visiting at Briarwood Hall for an extended period.”

      “Ah, yes! I had heard that his grace, Lord Briarleigh, had remarried. What a shame about Lady Elise…We were quite good friends, you know.”

      He did know. It only added to his distaste for her. Elise, the former duchess had been evil, spiteful, and wicked. There was no sin she would not commit. “I was aware of your connection,” he said simply and hoped the matter would be at end.

      Lavinia leaned forward so that her bosom pressed against his arm. In a conspiratorial tone, she asked, “Was she really haunting Briarwood Hall? Did you see her ghost there?”

      “Idle gossip,” he replied, evading the question even as he shifted in his chair to evade her touch. “Tell me, Lady Whitby, do you intend to return to London for the little season?”

      She smiled, “Perhaps I will have all the entertainment I desire right here, Lord Ellersleigh.”

      She might, Michael thought, but it would not be him. Lavinia left him utterly cold. He continued to dance about her prying questions even as her husband entered the conversational arena.

      "Ellersleigh, I understand your father was something of a collector of Greco-Roman artifacts!"

      Michael nodded. "Indeed, he amassed a rather impressive collection prior to his passing. I have not yet cataloged it in its entirety."

      "Some of those artifacts are quite risqué! Should be inspiring work," Rupert was amused at his own wit, but his chuckle gave way to a cough.

      Michael was nonplussed by the man's attempt at humor. "If one finds blood sacrifice entertaining ... most of my father's artifacts pertain to cults and rituals. It's hardly lighthearted fare."

      Rupert nodded, having collected himself. He dabbed at his lips with a napkin. "I have quite a collection of my own, Ellersleigh. If you find yourself eager to be rid of such dark objects, I'd happily take them off your hands."

      Michael gave a noncommittal nod. Doing any sort of business with the Whitbys was ill advised, rumors abounded over the state of their finances. If he ever sold his father's collection, it would be to someone who could actually pay for it.

      After dinner, the ladies retired to the drawing room while the men retreated to the library for brandy and cigars and the ubiquitous discussion of investments, politics, hunting, and horses. As conversation went, it was dreadfully dull. Not that the ladies' conversation would be any livelier. Dresses and balls held little interest for him, but at least the view would be better.

      After what seemed an interminable amount of time, they rejoined the ladies in the drawing-room. He hoped to find a moment to speak with Miss Barrows, but she had retreated to her room, banished most likely. It didn’t take him long to understand why.

      Liquor and other vices began to flow freely in the drawing room, and many of the guests began to indulge in more libidinous pursuits. More than ever, he needed to assure himself that she was well, and then escape the nest of vipers. With that in mind, Michael made a beeline for the doors but was abruptly halted.

      Lord Allerton was well into his cups. He’d arrived for dinner already foxed and had continued to consume copious amounts of wine throughout. As the party descended into something more suited to the front room of a brothel, Allerton seemed only to wish to fight.

      “There is nothing so dishonorable as a man who will cheat at cards!” Allerton said loudly. Though it wasn’t a direct challenge or insult, it was near enough to have several of the guests gasping in dismay.

      “Are you enjoying your new home, Lord Ellersleigh?” he demanded. The question had been worded politely, but the drunken sneer robbed it of any semblance of propriety.

      “There is much to recommend it, Allerton. Excuse me, please,” Michael said, and retreated to the garden. At least Allerton's tantrum had offered him a reasonable excuse to vacate the thinly veiled orgy. He walked down a darkened path that led alongside the house, hoping to avoid confrontation. Allerton was an ass, and a drunken one, but Michael did not wish to be put in the position of having to call him out. He had done enough shooting in the army. Putting a pistol ball in another human being was not an experience he wished to repeat any time soon.

      Turning his mind from such gruesome memories, he thought of Miss Abigail Barrows. She was a fish out of water amongst the fast set the Whitbys routinely associated with. He'd caught more than one man eyeing her over dinner. He was honest enough to admit that he'd been guilty of admiring her charms as well, but while his heart wasn't entirely pure, his intentions were. He had his own brand of honor, and it left her, entrancing as she was, utterly safe from him.

      “It is so nice and quiet out here, Lord Ellersleigh… I am glad you found a private spot where we could be alone.”

      Michael groaned as he turned around to see Lady Lavinia behind him. She had followed him. The dancing slippers dangling from her fingers accounted for his not having heard her approach. The hunger on her face was evident. She made no attempt to conceal the carnal nature of her intentions. Even as he looked at her, she brought her hand to her neckline; one carmine tinted finger dipping beneath the fabric.

      “You should return to your guests, Lady Whitby,” he said evenly.

      Lavinia laughed and continued to approach him. “You needn’t worry about my husband, Lord Ellersleigh. He doesn’t mind that I pursue other avenues of satisfaction. He encourages it actually.” Her lips quirked upward in a predatory smile. “Your prowess is legendary. Perhaps we could demonstrate for him?”

      “It isn’t fear of your husband, madam; it is a lack of interest,” he said bluntly. It had become alarmingly apparent that subtlety would not discourage her.

      “You appear to have some interest,” she said, reaching forward to press her hand against the front of his breeches.

      Michael pulled back, pushing her away from him. It had been his thoughts of Miss Barrows who had prompted his physical response.

      He had been staring at her during dinner, in her simple dress, with her neck and shoulders bared by her restrained coiffure. The hint of cleavage revealed by her gown was far more appealing than Lavinia’s breasts that were all but bared before him.

      When she reached for him again, Michael gripped her wrist, the pressure painful but not damaging, “Return to the house, Lady Lavinia, and find some other stud to service you. I haven’t the stomach for it.”

      She hissed at him, like a spitting cat. “Then why did you accept my invitation? If you weren’t seeking a liaison with me, why did you come?”

      Michael rolled his eyes heavenward, and a pale figure on the balcony above caught his eye. Abigail was seated on a narrow ledge outside the window, not even a true balcony, but a decorative edifice. She was near enough to see, but too far to hear what had been spoken in hushed tones. With a silent curse, he said, “We are neighbors. I had hoped to be on friendly terms…Apparently the terms are not as friendly as you would wish.”

      “It’s her, isn’t it? My dear stepsister has caught your eye!” she said. “Well, I wish you the best of luck with her, my lord, for she’s as cold as they come!”

      “I apologize for any offense to you, Lady Lavinia. I have no interest in your sister other than to be certain she did not suffer any ill effects after being so unceremoniously evicted from her home.”

      “The great libertine and the frigid spinster! Your cock would freeze before you ever got her thighs parted!” The words were full of venom as she turned away, stalking towards the house.

      Michael watched her go with a mixture of horror and relief. It was no wonder she’d been such good friends with Elise; he thought. When she was out of sight, he turned to the balcony and the pale form of Miss Barrows. She steadfastly refused to meet his gaze. He moved to stand beneath the balcony, and in his best impression of a lovesick calf said, “What light through yonder window breaks, it is the East and Juliet is the sun!”

      She still did not look at him, but muttered something that sounded vaguely like “Arrogant ass.” He bit back a chuckle and considered his next course of action. In for a penny, he thought, and began to climb the tree that grew adjacent to the balcony, thankful for its convenient placement.

      When he reached the balcony, he peered over the stone rail into a pale face. In the night, her brown eyes appeared black, shining like obsidian. The silvery light was kind to her, illuminating her alabaster skin and highlighting the lovely curves of her face. Her hair spilled over her shoulder in a braid that was nearly as thick as his wrist.

      She was infinitely appealing, and he wished he could blame it on the moonlight, but he suspected it was something else altogether. He noted that she wore only a nightdress and a wrapper. It was an unusual choice for the weather. Perhaps spying was not her intent after all.

      He chuckled, “Have you locked yourself out?”

      “Shh,” she hissed and glanced quickly in the window. “You must be quiet,” she whispered, “And you must leave at once.”

      “I’ve only just arrived,” he protested.

      She finally looked at him, only to shush him again. “Be quiet!”

      Michael smiled, “Why are you spying on me, fair Juliet?”

      She glanced over her shoulder again, peering into the room behind her and whatever she had seen reassured her enough to answer. “It isn’t spying! I was here first! Now you must go back inside before we are both caught!”

      Michael didn’t listen. He gripped one of the limbs of the tree and hauled himself up, climbing higher until they were face to face. He looked past her into the room and what he saw made his blood run cold.

      Lord Rupert was inside the room, asleep in a chair. “Why is your brother in law in your chamber?” She didn’t answer, but he hadn’t expected her to.

      There were a very few plausible explanations for the situation, but only one was likely. It was also infuriating. He might not always adhere to the mandates of proper behavior, but he had never made advances on a woman in his household, and certainly never to any woman when those advances were so obviously unwelcome. But since his night blooming rose seemed somewhat skittish, he kept his tone light and teasing. “So, this is his room and you are a dirty, little sneak, spying on him, just as you spied on me. Or this is your room, and you’re hiding from a drunken Lothario… Which is it?”

      Abigail glanced behind her again, assuring herself that Rupert slumbered on, “It’s the latter! And I wasn’t spying on you. I have no other option, but to be out here!”

      He glanced in the room again. “So, it would seem. Tell me, fair Juliet, does your sister know what her husband is about?” He feared that he knew the answer to that already.

      “It’s none of your concern,” she said, sharply.

      Her reply confirmed his fears. Lavinia was well aware of her husband’s intentions. The realization that Allerton’s recklessness and his own carelessness had put her firmly in Rupert’s grasp did not sit well with him. “Has your dear brother-in-law been successful in his attempts to rob you of your virtue, Miss Barrows?”

      “This is terribly improper and you must leave at once!”

      Even in the dim light, the heightened color of her cheeks was obvious. He couldn’t help but find her amusing. She was sitting on the balcony in her night clothes advising him of what was proper. Her behavior was quite at odds with her current predicament. But then he supposed that if she were a typical female, she would have succumbed to a fit of vapors, and been both ravished and ruined. He had to admire her ingenuity, if nothing else.

      She shifted, and he saw her bare toes peeking out from beneath the hem of her nightgown. It reminded him of just how perilously cold it was outside, especially when one was not properly outfitted. She had to be freezing.

      The wind had picked up, and the temperature had dropped considerably that day. Tooms, his valet, whose joints predicted the weather with shocking accuracy or so he had been told, was preparing for snow. His amusement, though not entirely abated, was somewhat displaced by a concern that was somewhat disturbing in its intensity. “How long have you been out here?”

      She honestly had no idea. “I came up right after dinner… Rupert followed not long after.”

      Michael recalled Rupert making his excuses and leaving them standing in the library, which meant that she had been out there for nearly an hour. He wanted nothing more than to open her window, enter that room and beat her brother-in-law senseless. While that might salvage her virtue, it would do little for her reputation. It would do even less for his bachelorhood.

      “Can you climb down this tree?” he asked.

      “Of course, I can, but where shall I go? You’ve seen what is taking place down there!”

      She would argue that the day was night, he thought. “Then climb down, and let me worry about that.”

      “Come into my parlor said the spider,” she muttered.

      He chuckled again. She was no fool, his Juliet. “I have no designs on your virtue. Young, marriageable women terrify me, quite frankly. But I cannot allow you to sit here on this balcony and freeze to death either. And as your own chamber is currently occupied, we will simply have to find you another one.”

      Michael watched her warring with the decision. After a moment, she stood and carefully tied her night rail about her knees before stepping over the rail and reaching for the branch. He would have assisted her but knew that she would not appreciate the gesture. Instead, he simply stayed close to her should she have problems.

      With her night rail tied about her knees, her bottom was perfectly revealed to him, and he had to admit, it was an enticing image. He climbed down slowly, with her following, giving him a lovely view all the way to the ground, which did nothing to relieve the state that Lavinia had discovered with her unwanted attentions. Michael was almost grateful when they reached the ground. He helped her down and led her to a set of French doors. “What room is on the other side of these doors?”

      “It’s the morning room, but Lavinia never uses it. She keeps it closed up most of the time… and these doors are kept locked!”

      He produced a small leather case from his pocket and opened it to reveal several gleaming silver tools.

      “You’re a housebreaker!” she gasped.

      He smiled, “Yes, I am a housebreaker, amongst other things, but I am not a thief.”

      “What other reason does one have to break into a house?” she demanded skeptically.

      “Midnight trysts,” he replied. It was not an entirely truthful response, but it was a safe one.

      “That is a likely story,” she mumbled.

      Michael grinned, enjoying her caustic wit. “It was a skill I acquired during the war, dear Juliet. Not all strategic maneuvers occur on the battlefield!” The lock sprang with a quiet snick, and he opened the doors, ushering her inside. He crossed to
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