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      London, December 1816

      Fifteen-year-old Ella Humphrey was caught in a dream as she leaned over the wooden banister overlooking the entryway to her home. Two young men had come in through the door, shaking snow off their Hessian boots and removing their hats as they talked jovially. One was her older brother Graham, and the other…the other was a man she’d never seen before. Tall, dark haired, with a deep rich laugh that sent butterflies fluttering inside her stomach.

      “It’s rather tragic, don’t you think?”

      Ella jolted and turned to find her mother, Violet, the Dowager Countess of Lonsdale, behind her. She looked sad as she too looked down at the pair of young men.

      “What’s tragic?” asked Ella.

      “Graham’s friend, Lord Kent. His parents both died of typhus a month ago I heard, while visiting relatives in Scotland. He’s only twenty-three, far too young to be an orphan.” Violet stroked Ella’s blonde hair as Ella gazed down at the handsome man in the entrance hall below.

      Kent was tall, like her two brothers, Charles and Graham, but where they had hair like burnished gold, this man’s was dark. As he turned their way, she caught a glimpse of his blue eyes. He threw back his head and laughed at something Graham had said, but his laughter didn’t reach those sorrowful eyes. She saw only pain, a pain she could tell he was trying to bury.

      “Why don’t you go to the library and find a book to read this evening? I must see that Kent is settled for the night.”

      Ella blushed. “He’s to stay here? With us?”

      Violet nodded. “Why of course he is. Graham said he doesn’t wish to stay in his family home in the country. It must be painful to see reminders of his parents. He is to stay with us through Christmas.”

      Ella remained still as her mother walked downstairs and introduced herself to Kent. Ella fisted her hands in her skirts as an odd, almost wild longing made her chest ache whenever she looked at Lord Kent.

      “What are you up to, little bit?” her eldest brother, Charles, the current Earl of Lonsdale, teased her as he came up from behind. She pointed down at Kent without a word.

      “Ah… Nice fellow, Kent. Shame about his parents.”

      She blushed again and looked at Charles. He was so much older than her, by eleven years, that it often felt a lifetime spanned between them. Their father had died when she was young, and Ella had been raised by Charles and her mother. Her eldest brother was a surrogate father to her in many ways.

      “Why the blush, little bit?” he asked, his gray eyes twinkling. “Fancy him, do you?”

      Ella bit her lip, too shy to admit that Kent was fast claiming her full focus.

      “Well, he’s not for you, love. You’re far too young and too sweet to marry. And any man who wants you will have to answer to me first.” Charles chuckled as though his comment was amusing, but she saw nothing funny about it. Having an overprotective pair of brothers was going to be a problem once she came out in society and began her hunt for a husband.

      Ella shrugged off Charles’s hand when he tried to ruffle her curls. She wasn’t a little girl anymore, and she didn’t like it when he ruined her carefully designed hairstyles.

      “Never grow up,” Charles said in a suddenly solemn tone. “I think it would break my heart.” He walked back down the hallway to his chambers, leaving her alone once again. When she sought out Lord Kent down in the hall below, he was gone. Kent, Graham, and her mother had all vanished from view.

      With a sigh of disappointment, Ella wandered down into the library, where she retrieved a book on the history of Pompeii. The doomed city consumed by fire and ash always caught her attention when she needed a distraction. But she did not stay in the library to read; she instead went to the billiard room and curled up in a large leather armchair facing the fireplace.

      The warmth of the fire kept the winter chill outside at bay. Charles had said that this chair had been their father’s favorite. She wished she could remember him more clearly. All she could see of Guy Humphrey was a smiling man with blond hair and gray eyes who gazed down upon her from an oil portrait in the main gallery of their home, a man who looked much like Charles, but her memories of him were hazy. Sitting here in this chair, she felt connected to him, and yet she knew how silly that sounded. When she was younger, she’d often imagined he was sitting there with her in the chair, holding her with invisible arms. She’d outgrown such imaginative thoughts now, but she couldn’t resist claiming the chair each night as she read.

      She opened her book, turning to the first page, even though she had read this book twice already. A quarter of an hour later, as she nearly finished the first chapter, the door to the billiard room opened and someone entered. Ella peeped around the back of the chair to see who it was and froze when she realized it was Lord Kent. He was alone and didn’t know she was there. He walked over to the billiard table and placed his hands on the gleaming walnut frame of the table. Then his head dropped forward between his shoulders, and he let out a deep sigh. It was clear he had come here to be alone.

      Ella closed her book and tucked it into the seat as she held her breath. She couldn’t escape the room without him noticing, and she could not remain here either lest she disturb his solitude. Finally, she summoned her courage and coughed politely.

      Kent turned to face her, his blue eyes widening as he spotted her in the chair.

      “Oh…I beg your pardon. I thought I was alone.” His face turned ruddy as he looked away. For a second Ella thought he’d been about to cry. Men didn’t cry. At least, she’d never seen her brothers cry. No, that wasn’t true. She remembered, hazily, Graham crying after their father died. That must be why Kent was upset. He had lost his parents recently.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you,” she said, her heart racing as she left her chair and started toward the door.

      “Wait. No, don’t go. Perhaps I do need someone to be here with me.” He chuckled dryly, and the sound tugged at her heart. She had the strangest urge to throw her arms about his chest and hug him. Yet she didn’t dare, as that would be highly improper.

      “We could play billiards,” she suggested. Games often distracted her when she was feeling unhappy.

      “That is an excellent idea.” He smiled broadly as he stacked the ivory balls on the table. Ella retrieved two billiard cues and handed him one.

      “You must be…” He tapped his chin, pretending to think before he spoke. “Ella, yes? Graham and Charles’s younger sister?”

      She nodded eagerly. “I’m fifteen,” she told him, then blushed, feeling silly about saying it so proudly. Only a child went around spouting her age.

      “That’s a fine age. You’re almost grown. In three years, you’ll be debuting for your first season.” Kent’s charming smile sent another flock of butterflies to her belly. Why did this man have such an effect on her? She’d met plenty of Graham’s friends before tonight, and yet she’d never felt like this.

      “You’re Graham’s age, aren’t you? Twenty-three?” she asked.

      “I am. Positively ancient, eh?” He waggled his eyebrows, and Ella laughed, even though it made her breathless. She coughed suddenly as she tried to catch her breath.

      Kent reached out to her. “Are you all right? Your face is quite red.”

      “Yes.” She panted a little. “I was born early. Mama says that I’m delicate. I’m not, though,” she insisted. She hated being called fragile or delicate. Everyone treated her like a newborn babe. But she wasn’t weak or helpless.

      “Well, it sounds like you get breathless when you’re a bit excited. We must therefore endeavor to bore you to tears.” Kent was teasing her again. With a wave, he gestured to the billiard table. “Why don’t you take the first hit?”

      She regained her breath and watched him set one red ball and two white balls on the table. One white ball had a black spot on it to distinguish it from the other white ball. She took careful aim at the red target. She struck the red ball, which in turn struck the other white ball, and all three balls rolled around on the green baize cover of the table wildly.

      Kent whistled in appreciation as the red target ball came close to sinking into a leather pocket on the side of the table.

      “Shall we play life pool?” Kent ventured, leaning his hip on the billiard table. Ella couldn’t help but admire his tall form, his lean legs outlined in buff-colored trousers, and the way his burgundy waistcoat molded to his chest. Another surge of fluttering in her stomach excited her all over again. She smoothed her hands down the pale-pink muslin of her gown and hoped she looked as pretty as the ladies he must be used to spending his time with. She had on a high-necked gown, suitable for a young woman not yet out in society, and her hair was down except for a part pulled away from her face and tied back with a dark-pink bow. Ella tried not to think how girlish she must appear to him.

      “How does one play life pool?” she asked, trying to mirror his relaxed posture. It was a bit more difficult to do in a gown, and her hip slipped off the table’s lip the first time she tried.

      “We each have three lives. You lose a life when the other person sinks your target ball into the pocket.” He went over to the rack and plucked a second ball, this one bright green, and set it down. “This will be my target ball. Yours shall be the red.”

      “And after three lives?” she asked.

      “You can purchase more lives and continue to play. That’s called starring. But you can only star once per game.”

      “I think I understand.” She held out her hand. “Shall we shake upon it, Lord Kent?”

      Lord Kent’s eyes glinted with mirth. “Call me Phillip, please.” He placed his hand in hers and gave it a hearty shake. She felt a little dizzy at the power of it and the warmth between their palms. His dark hair, cut a little too long, fell into his eyes as he towered over her.

      She was suddenly a little afraid and incredibly excited to be playing a game of billiards alone with him. This must be how grown-up ladies felt. She had spied on Charles and Graham often enough as they had lured women away from balls thrown at the Lonsdale family estate. She knew that men and women often kissed and embraced when alone together. Being caught alone with a man could ruin a lady, she knew that as well, but Phillip was a handsome one, one of her brother’s friends. She could trust him. She was finally going to be a woman and no longer a child.

      “Your turn, Phillip,” she declared imperiously. He chuckled in reply, then lined up a shot and struck her red ball, sinking it easily into the pocket. It was only then that she realized he had cheated.

      “Wait a moment! I hit first before we decided upon the three lives game. My ball was already there. That was too easy for you.” She arched a brow, daring him to disagree.

      Phillip shot her a teasing smile and then reached over and gave a playful tug on one of her carefully coiffed golden curls.

      “All right, you caught me. Consider that point removed. Better?” His lips twisted as he fought off a smile.

      “Yes. Now it is my turn.” She took aim at his green ball and crowed as she sank it into a corner pocket.

      “I think Graham must’ve taught you how to play this game,” Kent muttered as he walked a circle around the table and viewed the advantages of her target ball’s position. Then he took aim at her red ball and sank it.

      The next few shots kept them equally losing lives, but Kent lost first.

      “Does this mean I win?” she asked, bouncing right beside him. She had never won when she played her brothers. She was convinced they cheated, but she’d never been able to prove it.

      “I want to purchase another three lives,” Phillip announced. “What do you demand in payment, fair lady?”

      “Payment?” She paused in her bouncing to think. She felt deliriously giddy in that moment and couldn’t seem to stop when she spoke. “A kiss.”

      Kent’s eyes widened as he leaned on his cue and nearly slid off it. “A kiss?”

      “Er—yes.” What had she been thinking? She had just demanded a kiss from him. If her brothers ever found out…

      Kent set his cue down and came up to her until their bodies were almost touching. She could feel the heat emanating from him. It felt good in the chilly room.

      “You’re a bit young for kisses,” he said quietly.

      “I’m not young,” she insisted, hoping he didn’t hear the note of desperation in her tone.

      “Very well. One kiss.” He cupped her face with one hand, and her body seemed to catch fire as he gazed down at her. She closed her eyes, hardly daring to breathe. Everything seemed to be spinning as she waited for the kiss that would change her life.

      But when he kissed her, he pressed his lips to her forehead, not her lips. The soft heat of it sent shivers down her body, and she reached up to grasp his arms, wanting to touch him, to hold him, but he had already stepped away before she could. When she opened her eyes, he was retrieving his cue. All she had was the lingering scent of his body and the slowly fading heat from where he’d been pressed close to her.

      “Your turn, I believe,” he said politely.

      There was a slight hesitation, a distance that he put between them now that made her eyes sting. He hadn’t wanted to kiss her—he hadn’t even seemed to enjoy it. The womanly confidence she’d felt moments ago had been shattered. A cold knot grew in her stomach, and she could feel the tears coming. But the last thing she wanted was to cry in front of him.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t wish to play anymore.” She dropped her cue and fled the billiard room, not stopping until she reached her bedroom. After slamming the door, she threw herself onto her bed and wept, feeling more and more like the child she realized she still was. A handsome, worldly man like Lord Kent would never see her as a woman. And knowing that broke her heart.
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      Phillip Wilkes stared at the open doorway where Ella had fled. He quietly cursed as he bent to retrieve her cue and put away the balls. It seemed he had handled that badly. However, he wasn’t sure what the right way to handle that would have been. Coming here for a few days was supposed to relieve him, not cause more stress. He’d had plenty to deal with in the last month since his family solicitor had helped him bury his parents and see to his family’s holdings. He still wasn’t able to accept that he was now the Earl of Kent. That had been and always would be his father. Yet the title had been thrust upon Phillip.

      He’d spent enough time grieving the loss of his parents. He wanted only joy, only happiness right now, yet he’d just made a young lady cry…because he’d had to be honorable. He admitted, at least in his own head, that the little creature was tempting. All that dark-gold hair spilling down her shoulders, and the way her eyes were slightly tilted at the corners gave her an inquisitive, exotic look. She had captured his attention. More than that, she’d made him forget the world for just a short while. But she was a girl, just fifteen. A lifetime separated them, and while he certainly would have loved to steal a kiss, she was far too young.

      “Ah, Kent, there you are.” Graham stood in the doorway of the billiard room. “I thought perhaps you’d gotten lost and somehow ended up in Soho.”

      Kent laughed, but there was no mirth in his voice. Coming here with Graham had been enjoyable enough, but every now and then his sorrow was too much, and he needed a moment alone to bury his grief again.

      It was why he had fled to this room, but he hadn’t expected to run into Graham’s little sister. She’d stood there with those big blue-gray eyes, like winter storm clouds. So young, sweet, and innocent.

      But he wasn’t a villain. He wouldn’t kiss her, not in the way her eyes had begged. But perhaps someday, when she was out in society, when she was older. God help him then, because he had a feeling he would be in trouble if he ever had to be alone with her again.

      “Are you all right?” Graham asked.

      “No,” Kent sighed and leaned back against the billiard table. “But there isn’t much to be done about it.”

      “Your parents?” Graham asked.

      Phillip nodded. Graham, to his credit, said nothing. He joined Phillip at the billiard table and leaned back against it next to Phillip. A good friend knew when to say nothing and simply offer his company. He was damned lucky to have Graham as a friend. And it was all the more reason why he shouldn’t be caught alone with Ella in the future. He doubted Graham would forgive him if he did more than kiss the girl when she was older.

      Ella, you will break many a man’s heart, but I fear I won’t be among them.

      Phillip was done with broken hearts, especially his own.
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      London, December 1821

      Phillip had always had the devil’s own luck, but not tonight. At the moment, he sat at a green baize tabletop playing faro and losing badly.

      Faro was a game partly of skill and partly of chance, and tonight both were failing him. His opponent, a dark-haired man who’d introduced himself as Daniel Sheffield, was racking up debts against him with an ease that worried Phillip.

      “Another hand?” Sheffield challenged. “One good hand would set me right.”

      Phillip jerked slightly as Graham gripped his arm in warning, but he took no heed.

      “Another,” Phillip said. He watched the dealer lay out thirteen cards and placed his bet as to which card the dealer would turn up next. Sheffield doubled Phillip’s bet, and Graham stiffened beside him.

      Phillip tried to keep calm, but the fact was his debts were too high to turn back. But if he won this hand, everything would be fine.

      Sheffield’s lips twitched a moment before the dealer turned the card over. Phillip’s stomach dropped.

      “I…” He struggled to breathe. “I may need a few days to collect the finances for you, Mr. Sheffield.” His family fortune wasn’t enough to cover the sum he’d just wagered and lost.

      “I’m afraid I leave in a day’s time,” Sheffield said. “But perhaps we can come to an arrangement.” He leaned in close to whisper to Phillip. “You can pay your debt by fighting in the Lewis Street tunnels in the boxing rings. Mention my name there, and a man with a ledger book will mark your debt as paid. Or I can call it in and take everything, including the clothes off your back.”

      Phillip found himself nodding numbly as Sheffield left the card room.

      “Phillip, what did he say?” Graham asked in an urgent whisper.

      Phillip stood, almost swaying on his feet. He felt sick. He reached for his coat and met Graham’s frantic gaze. “Not here.”

      They left the Cockrell pub and stepped out into the icy chill of night. Graham grabbed his arm and jerked him to a halt.

      “Phillip, what the devil did he say?”

      Phillip’s heart felt sluggish. He couldn’t meet Graham’s face. “I’ve no means to pay his debt in a timely fashion. But he offered…”

      “What?”

      “He has other interests and finds himself in need of someone.”

      “What do you mean? What interests?”

      “Boxing. He feels that I can repay the debt if I agree to fight in the rings on Lewis Street. He has some sort of financial arrangement with those who organize the fights.”

      Graham’s eyes were wide. “Lewis Street?”

      “I’m bound there now. Win or lose, he says my debt will be considered paid in full.”

      “No, Kent, you cannot—”

      Phillip spun to face him. “What would you have me do? Better to face a brute in the ring than have every note called in by every financier in London. If word gets out that I have allowed such a debt to be owed, my name will be ruined.” He looked away, focusing on the dark streets they stood on, and he tensed at the distant laughter of the men from the pub. “Thank you for trying to stop me from that last hand. I should’ve listened to you. I’m sorry.” Phillip headed toward the nearest intersection and waved for a hackney driver. Graham followed him.

      “Well, I won’t let you go there alone,” Graham said. “Someone’s going to have to drag you to a doctor afterward.”

      Phillip laughed at his friend’s attempt to lighten the mood. “Thank you, but I’d rather prefer to think I stand a chance of winning.”

      But the truth was, they both knew that the monsters who called themselves men in those Lewis Street rings would try to kill him simply for sport.

      The driver stopped at the entrance to Lewis Street, and the two friends climbed out. The darkened alley that led to the tunnels was guarded by a tall, thick-necked brute of a man who grunted when Phillip mentioned Daniel Sheffield’s name. He stepped aside and let them pass through a metal door to enter the tunnels. Dozens of lamps lit their way as they descended, following the sounds of raucous cheering.

      Suddenly the narrow tunnel opened into a massive cave where three rings had been erected. A row of cells filled the farthest wall, and men huddled around the center ring where two men were boxing bare-knuckled.

      “Good God,” Graham muttered as one man knocked the other man’s face so hard teeth went flying. “Phillip, let’s go. It’s not worth it. My brother Charles could help pay off your debts. I’m sure he won’t mind—”

      “No,” Phillip said. “I incurred the debts, and I will pay them off.” He would not dishonor his parents’ memories by letting someone else save him.

      “You and your bloody pride,” Graham growled.

      “If you don’t approve, then leave,” Phillip snapped, half hoping his friend would go so he wouldn’t see what a damned mess this was going to be.

      “I’m not leaving you,” Graham promised.

      Phillip moved toward a tall man in a top hat who seemed to be in charge of the fights. He carried a leather ledger under one arm.

      “What do you want?” the man demanded as Phillip stood before him.

      “I owe a debt to a Mr. Daniel Sheffield. I was told I could pay it off by fighting in one match.”

      The man’s eyes widened ever so slightly, and a shrewd look replaced his surprise.

      “Well now, that can be arranged. We have an opening now.” The man pointed to the center ring, where the two men had ceased fighting. The smaller, weaker opponent lay on the ground, unmoving. The winner raised his fists and howled in triumph. Two men entered the ring and carried the fallen man’s limp body away, dragging him behind them without respect or ceremony.

      Phillip swallowed hard as he studied the man he was about to fight, the same man who’d just won the previous fight. He wore loose trousers and a white shirt made of cheap material. It was stained with blood. The man’s knuckles were bloody as he curled them into meaty fists.

      “Very well.” Phillip removed his coat and gave it to Graham. “Graham, if…” He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say, but he was glad his friend hadn’t abandoned him.

      “I have your back,” Graham promised.

      “Thank you.” Phillip faced the ring and climbed inside. The other man laughed and waved his hands at Phillip in open invitation.

      “We got us a fancy one, eh?” he laughed.

      Phillip was patient, having trained with the best boxers in Jackson’s boxing club. He was prepared for an elegant match, but this? He knew the man before him would fight unfairly and quite possibly try to kill him.

      I just need to survive, that’s all.

      Phillip was barely in the ring before the man charged him like a bull. Dodging back and to the side, he let the man stumble. But before Phillip could capitalize on that, the man was back up and charging at him again. The first blow to his jaw hurt like the devil, and he shook his head to clear the dizziness before he retaliated.

      For several minutes it was a good series of blows between him and his opponent before Phillip realized he could guess the man’s next moves. He started to block more effectively and respond with more power. His opponent was finally starting to tire out.

      “C’mon! Kill the fancy tosser, Draper!” someone shouted from the crowd. The comment distracted Phillip, and he took a blow to his stomach.

      “Take him down, Kent!” Graham’s shout was the only one in his favor.

      “Bloody hell!” Phillip launched himself at the man, tackling him to the ground. He swung his fist hard and broke the man’s jaw. For a long second he thought the man would get up, but he slumped unconscious on the floor. Sweating hard, Phillip stepped off the man and started to exit the ring. Every muscle in him was quivering in the aftermath.

      Two large men stepped up to block his path.

      “I fought my battle and won. Mark it down for Daniel Sheffield. I paid his debt.”

      “Get back in there,” one man growled. “The debt that he demands is your life.”

      “What?” Phillip searched the crowds for the man who kept the leather-bound ledger, but he was nowhere to be found.

      “Kent!” Graham’s warning cry came too late. He was knocked to the ground by someone and lost within the crowd.

      He demands your life.

      The words echoed in Phillip’s mind as he fought for his life once more. But it still wasn’t enough. After his next victory, they pitted him against three men at one time. He felt his left leg shatter beneath a kick and his ribs break as he fell to the ground.

      Pain like he’d never known drowned out all other thoughts. Blood dripped into his eyes, coloring his world dark red. He saw Graham fighting to get to him. But the men in the room turned on Graham, beating him down again. Then everything went black.
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      Death didn’t seem to wish to claim him, however. Phillip lay in that twilight world between life and death, his soul not firmly on either side. The shouts of the men faded into a heavy silence, and his body seized in pain until he was too weak to even shudder as his body tried to perish. He was going to die here in the shadows, where no one would find him and return him to the light.

      Hours passed. Or was it days? He couldn’t tell anymore. Then he heard a voice.

      “There.”

      Hands were touching him, but his tongue was swollen and he couldn’t make a sound as he was rolled onto his back.

      “His leg has been broken,” someone said. “What animals would do this and call it sport?” The voice was familiar, but he couldn’t think past the pain.

      “Graham said they beat him until he stopped moving.”

      Have to move, have to speak. Phillip summoned the last bit of his strength to move. He
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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