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            Dedication

         
         
            To the Keepers of My Heart,

            Dr. Marc Shalek and Dr. Lee Hafen,

            as well as the nurses, technicians, staff, and cardio therapists at

            Baylor Scott and White Heart Hospital, Plano, TX

            for their dedication to healing.

             

            And for Nathan,

            who has held my heart

            for nearly half a century now.

            Further adventures await, babe.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            July 1875

         

         John Castleton, Viscount Wyeth, more commonly known among his intimates as Rook, pulled the brim of his beaver hat down lower
            to shade his face as the sentinel standing watch outside the Elysium, a private club for ladies, shoved open the heavy door
            and allowed him to enter the foyer without any bother. A few years earlier, the club had been a secret, its existence whispered
            about as one did the existence of elves and fairies—with a great deal of skepticism.
         

         
         But secrets had a tendency to eventually come into the light. Most certainly his father’s had. As a result, he knew a great
            deal more about the club than most of the men of his acquaintance. He’d been given a private tour of the establishment. After
            all, his brother—one of his sire’s bastards—owned it.
         

         
         Seeing no ladies wandering about in the entryway, he relaxed somewhat and removed his hat. While the club itself was no longer clandestine, the identity of its members was protected, and he hadn’t wanted to recognize anyone he might know or cause any lady of his acquaintance embarrassment. What went on within these walls was considered wicked and could ruin a good woman’s reputation if it became known that she frequented this domain of sin, debauchery, and the forbidden. 

         
         Obviously recognizing him from other visits he’d made recently, the young female standing behind a counter gave a small bob
            of a curtsy. “My lord.”
         

         
         “I need to have a word with Mr. Trewlove. Where might I find him?” The guard outside had confirmed that he was in this evening.

         
         “He’s making the rounds. I’ll send someone to fetch him, shall I, if you’d like to go on up?”

         
         “That would be most appreciated. Thank you.”

         
         A short distance from the counter, between the two walls encasing a narrow set of stairs, dangled a red braided rope with
            a sign hanging from it announcing, Private. Enter at your own risk. After slipping one end of the barrier off its corresponding peg, Rook walked through and then secured the flimsy barricade
            that he knew no one would dare violate. Aiden Trewlove had a reputation for protecting everything he considered his. His dangerous
            repute more than any bit of woven cord kept people from overstepping the mark.
         

         
         The stairs were dark but a light at the top served as a beacon. Most of Rook’s childhood had been like climbing this stairwell, gloomy and solitary, light and knowledge just beyond reach. While attending Eton, he’d begun to hear about his father’s exploits, the Earl of Elverton’s ravenous lust, his countless mistresses, and his numerous bastards, the latter two groups spread far and wide over London, and beyond to the farthest corners of England. But the most vicious rumor of all, the most hurtful, the one he’d furiously hated and bloodied several noses over—and had his own bloodied a time or two—was that his mother—the present Countess of Elverton—had been the naughtiest, most lascivious, and most favored paramour of his father before he’d taken her to wife. 

         
         Eventually the truth had won out, and Rook now knew that she’d given birth to three of the earl’s illegitimate sons. His father
            had delivered each to a baby farmer, with the hope that they would die as a result of the woman’s lack of attention. Many
            foundlings did. However, Aiden had been given to Ettie Trewlove, a widow who had raised him as though she’d given birth to
            him herself.
         

         
         A few years earlier, Rook had met Aiden when the man had saved their mother from being murdered . . . by her very own husband.
            Rook had never been particularly fond of his sire, but he certainly hadn’t envisioned that the fellow responsible for his
            existence was capable of such a vile act. The earl’s brutal encounter with Aiden had resulted in their father barely surviving
            an apoplectic fit that had left him incapacitated and bedridden.
         

         
         Rook reached the top of the stairs and stepped onto the landing. Farther down, the corridor had a half wall that allowed one
            to look out over the main gaming floor, but here draperies provided a hidden alcove. To his right was another set of carpeted
            stairs that led up to the rooms Aiden had inhabited before he married. Rook knew he sometimes still used them when responsibilities
            kept him working late, but he’d purchased a small residence where he lived with his wife and son. However, he had his heart
            set on acquiring a larger estate.
         

         
         Rather than go up those stairs, Rook leaned against the wall, awaiting Aiden’s arrival. He supposed he should be tempted to peer between the part in the draperies to possibly discover who might be visiting this evening, but he believed people were entitled to their secrets. Certainly he had his. 

         
         He heard the echo of footsteps as someone dashed up the stairs. In short order, Aiden emerged from the darkness into the light.
            Even after all this time, Rook was still taken aback by their similarities in appearance: dark hair, dark eyes, strong jaw.
            Their father’s jaw. Aiden was slightly taller and a bit broader, his body having adjusted to the physical labors demanded
            of him when he was younger. He grinned. “How are you, brother?”
         

         
         That address also always took Rook a little off guard. He had no legitimate siblings. Before this man had come into his life,
            he’d known none of his father’s leavings. Now he also knew Finn, another of his father’s by-blows, given to Ettie Trewlove
            six weeks after Aiden. Apparently, the earl had possessed an insatiable appetite for bedding women, never content with enjoying
            one at a time. He’d been unfaithful not only to his wife but to his lovers. “I’m well, but bring upsetting news.”
         

         
         Aiden took a step forward, his brow creasing deeply. “About Mother?”

         
         “No, Father.”

         
         “I don’t give a bloody damn about that degenerate. He can go straight to the devil as far as I’m concerned.”

         
         “It appears he’ll be making that journey soon enough. He’s taken a turn for the worse.”

         
         “Glad to hear it. At least Mother won’t be hovering over him and caring for him any longer.”

         
         Rook knew it stuck in his brother’s craw that their mother had spent the past three years seemingly devoted to tending to her husband, although Rook suspected she was also tormenting him in subtle ways. He’d overheard her telling the earl tales about her paramour—even though she had no lover. She no doubt wanted him to suffer as she had during all the years that they’d been together when he hadn’t been faithful or discreet regarding his numerous affairs. Not that Rook held it against her for wanting a bit of revenge. After all, the earl had set about poisoning her when a younger lady had caught his attention. “Speaking of Mother, she’s mentioned that on occasion she’s enjoyed some time at your club.” 

         
         Aiden shrugged. “One of my gents has spoiled her. A foot rub in the Goddess Parlor. A waltz in the ballroom.”

         
         “I don’t require details.”

         
         A small smirk from Aiden followed that comment. No doubt he considered Rook something of a prude because he always directed
            the conversation away from exactly what pleasures women had the opportunity to experience within these walls. Then tipping
            his head to the side, Aiden leveled an assessing stare at him. “Since you’re here, perhaps you could do me a favor.”
         

         
         “Depends on the favor.”

         
         “I’m short a couple of gents tonight. One sent word he was ill. The other, who the deuce knows. However, I have a lady in
            want of a kiss. She’s been waiting for gone on half an hour now, but all my other fellows are occupied. Perhaps you’d be kind
            enough to oblige her.”
         

         
         Rook had learned early on to hide his thoughts or feelings. Still, it took every ounce of control he possessed not to gape
            at the ludicrous request. “You mean kiss her?”
         

         
         “You sound horrified, like I’ve just asked you to murder her. Yes, kiss her.”

         
         “You kiss her.”

         
         “I’m married, madly in love with Selena. I no longer give the ladies anything other than a smile or a wink.” He jutted out
            a chin that very much resembled Rook’s own. “You’re not a novice to kissing, surely.”
         

         
         “Of course not, but I don’t give them out willy-nilly. Besides, the majority of your members are of the nobility. She’s likely
            to be someone I know, which could prove rather awkward.” He was not in the habit of secreting ladies of the ton into hidden corners for stolen kisses.
         

         
         “Actually, she’s American, only recently arrived. What are the odds you’ve met?”

         
         “Probably none.” The couple of American women he knew were either married to peers or being courted by those with ranks above
            his own. It was highly unlikely the women would risk censure by visiting this establishment where the mothers or sisters of
            their suitors might catch a glimpse of them engaged in questionable behavior. “Still, it doesn’t sit right with me, old chum.”
         

         
         “Look, Johnny . . .” His mother referred to him with that moniker. It was more personal, created a stronger bond. Rook suspected
            Aiden understood it was better suited to cajoling. “She’s a spinster, never been kissed. She’s waiting in a private room,
            her nerves no doubt beginning to fray as the minutes tick by. All you have to do is go in, take her in your arms, lean her
            back a bit, press your lips to hers, and sigh as though you’ve never been so entranced. Would that truly be such a hardship?”
         

         
         It had been a considerable length of time since he’d been with a woman, so while it might not be a hardship, it could remind
            him of what he was missing and send him in search of pleasure—which he never did hastily because he had certain requirements
            he insisted be met. On the other hand, delivering only a kiss seemed innocent enough. “What’s her name?”
         

         
         “Haven’t a clue. I don’t recall ever seeing her here before. Possibly it’s her first time to visit. You’re dressed finely
            enough that she’s bound to assume you’re an employee. You can make up a name for yourself. Be whomever you like. Embrace the
            fantasy.”
         

         
         “What fantasy?”

         
         “Of being a woman’s dream.”

         
         “What makes you think I’m not already?”

         
         “If you are, she’s a secret. Your exploits certainly don’t make the gossip rags.”

         
         “You read gossip?”

         
         “It’s the best way to know how to keep the elite satisfied. So will you do it?”

         
         Unlike his father, Rook didn’t give anything of himself—not even his kisses—to a woman lightly. He possessed a sterling reputation
            for treating ladies with the utmost respect. He never exhibited any untoward behavior. Never wanting to be likened to his
            sire, he was above reproach. He never engaged in shenanigans. This request seemed very much like something he ought not do.
         

         
         Yet, in the farthest darkest regions of his mind, a seductive voice was temptingly whispering, Where’s the harm in being a bit wicked for a few minutes? It’s only a kiss.

         
         “No one will know of this?”

         
         “Absolutely not. Everything that happens within these walls stays within these walls.”

         
         “All right then. This once. But don’t make a habit of asking me for favors such as this.”

         
         “Who knows? With any luck, it could very well turn out to be a favor to you.”

         
          

         What in the blue blazes was I thinking?

         
         Leonora Garrison decided that she was stark, raving mad. Or drunk. More likely drunk. She was relatively certain the absinthe
            was responsible. She’d never before indulged in the green fairy—as some affectionally referred to it—nor heard of it until
            tonight. However, the name sounded innocent enough, but then the green spirit had cast its spell over her, and she’d had another.
            Then a third, and with the final glass came the courage to request a kiss.
         

         
         Hence, she now was sprawled on the chaise longue in this private chamber awaiting the arrival of a gentleman to grant her
            wish. A maid at the hotel in which she was staying had told her about the Elysium Club and its reputation for fulfilling women’s
            fantasies.
         

         
         Leonora considered leaving at this very moment to return to that very hotel, but her legs didn’t seem to remember how to work.
            Her bravery was beginning to waver. Especially as she’d been here for some time now. After twenty minutes, she’d stopped glancing
            at the pocket watch she always kept near at hand. Tonight it was in her reticule. She didn’t want to know precisely how long
            it took them to find a gentleman willing to press his mouth to hers.
         

         
         At twenty-seven, she’d never been kissed. She wasn’t hideous by any means, but neither was she the delicate flower most men seemed to prefer. Having come from pioneer stock, she was nearly as tall as many fellows she knew, and they seemed intimidated by her forthright approach to life. She didn’t mince words, nor did she engage in trifling conversation. She never had fanciful thoughts or partook in fanciful actions. Which was the reason that tonight’s indulgence in the green fairy was so baffling. She preferred whiskey. Her father had always treated her as more of a son than a daughter. Perhaps because his son, four years her junior, preferred play to work while she preferred work to play. Which might have also contributed to her lack of suitors. 

         
         A light rap caught her attention. She shoved herself up onto her elbows to squarely face what was to come. Slowly, silently
            the door opened.
         

         
         A man walked in. She shouldn’t have been surprised. After all, she’d been expecting him. Still, he was different than she’d
            anticipated. More polished, more refined. In spite of the fact that he was wearing ordinary day clothes as opposed to the
            evening attire in which the other gentlemen here had been dressed, he gave the impression he would be perfectly comfortable
            dining with royalty. No, it was more than that. Royalty would gladly invite him to do so.
         

         
         “Hello,” he said tentatively, his hand still on the latch, the door ajar, as though he couldn’t quite decide if, having seen
            her, he should bolt back out. “My name—”
         

         
         “No names,” she stated briskly. “No false flattery. As little speaking as possible, if you please.”

         
         His eyes widened slightly. They were a dark rich brown like the chocolate she so favored. He gave a curt nod. “As you wish.”

         
         And closed the door. Apparently, he had decided to stay, and her heart kicked into a frantic rhythm.

         
         “I was told you’re in want of a kiss.”

         
         She liked his voice. Deep, a little gravelly, perfect for whispering naughty things in her ear. Perhaps she should have started
            her journey toward sexual discovery with that request rather than going straight to the intimacy of a kiss. She tried not
            to blush with the reminder that she’d had to ask for this, that it wasn’t being given freely. She nodded.
         

         
         “Did you want it in any particular place?”

         
         She had options? On her hand, she supposed. But she’d had kisses there. Since she’d been wearing gloves, she didn’t think
            they really counted. Once, she’d turned a corner into a hallway and come unexpectedly upon a footman pressing his lips to
            a maid’s neck, both of them making little mewling sounds, unaware of the intrusion. But that wasn’t what she wanted. “On the
            mouth.”
         

         
         He grinned. He had a devastatingly alluring grin that assured pleasure would be delivered. She imagined he had women here—everywhere—falling
            at his feet. He was no doubt requested by many, which was probably the reason it had taken him a while to get to her. “I meant . . .
            did you wish to move elsewhere? Or be in a different position. Sitting perhaps or standing?”
         

         
         Oh, Lord. He probably thought she was a ninny in addition to being unwanted. Of course that’s what he’d been asking. How could
            she be so incredibly daft? It was the fog that had entered her mind along with the liquor.
         

         
         “Here.” She didn’t want to explain that she’d forgotten how to stand. She also realized she’d not sat up as much as she’d thought. Her position was more of a recline. 

         
         “All right.” He tugged off his gloves. They were dark brown leather, the kind men wore about town, not in a ballroom. His
            large hands appeared strong and capable. She wondered what sort of experiences he provided, if he fulfilled the fantasies
            of those who wanted someone a bit more down-to-earth, relatable . . . or rough. Unrefined. Since a good many of the women
            here were of the nobility, perhaps while at their various societal affairs, they had their fill of all the men they could
            want in evening attire, and so they sought something different. He set the gloves on a table near the door.
         

         
         “I see a sideboard with decanters. Would you care for something to drink?”

         
         “Just get on with it.” Before I lose my nerve.

         
         He studied her for a heartbeat, two, before giving a little nod. “As you wish.”

         
         His strides were long, confident. He obviously had no misgivings about doing this. Which was good, even if it wasn’t desire
            that had brought him to her. But his job, his occupation. How she wished that wasn’t so.
         

         
         Odd time to realize it was not only a kiss she craved, but a man looking at her with desire swimming within his eyes, a man
            touching her because he couldn’t not.
         

         
         When he reached her, he lowered himself to one knee. His lips were full, the bottom one a bit plumper than the upper. Beautiful really. Or maybe that was the opinion of the green fairy. The absinthe certainly made him appealing. And he smelled good. A lemony orange if such a thing existed. His eyes held a kindness. “Don’t be nervous.” 

         
         “I’m not.” She was. “How many women have you kissed tonight?”

         
         “You’ll be the first.”

         
         “Don’t you like kissing?”

         
         “I enjoy it very much, probably a bit too much, but whether or not I kiss a woman depends entirely upon what she wants.”

         
         Why wouldn’t a woman want a kiss from him? Why wouldn’t she want to explore those lips that obviously had been created specifically
            for sinning? Why wouldn’t she want to hold his head in place and simply take? “Are you not any good at it?”
         

         
         He grinned again, a smile that held the promise of passion and so much more. “You tell me.”

         
         Cupping her cheek with one hand, he tilted up her face slightly and lowered that intriguing mouth to hers. It was softer than
            she’d expected, a pillow that welcomed, tenderly molding itself against her lips as if the fates had designed them as a perfect
            match to his. Then the tip of his tongue slowly outlined those very lips before following a path along the seam, urging it
            to slacken and separate as he went. Without further ado, she did as he bade and opened herself up to him. His low growl, almost
            feral in nature, should have frightened her. Instead, it only served to make her want more.
         

         
         He tasted dark and dangerous. She recognized a hint of the flavor. Whiskey. Had he enjoyed a glass before coming to her or had he been in the company of another just prior to being sent to her? She didn’t like the spark of jealousy that speculation instigated. Even if he hadn’t kissed the girl, he’d been gifting her with his attentions. Selfishly, she wanted him all to herself, realized she wished he wasn’t someone who so easily shared his favors with others. 

         
         But she shoved aside all those intruding thoughts, which were ruining the experience, to better concentrate on the present.
            He was hers for only a few minutes, for only as long as this kiss lasted. But already she didn’t want it to end anytime soon.
            How long had they given him? How many minutes could he stay with her before he would have to leave to see to another’s request
            and need?
         

         
         She didn’t know how it came about, but her fingers were suddenly entangled in his thick, silky hair. Strange sounds were coming
            from her. Sighs. Squeals. Moans. She wanted to tell him that it wasn’t her making them. It was the green fairy. But she didn’t
            want to separate her mouth from his in order to utter a word. All she wanted was more of his lips plying their talent over
            hers.
         

         
         They were so very skilled at taunting and teasing, applying pressure and backing off. His tongue was master of its domain,
            parrying with hers, plundering the recesses of her mouth as though he’d stumbled upon unexpected treasure and wanted to thoroughly
            analyze each find.
         

         
         His arm came around her, drawing her up and nearer so her breasts were flattened against his firm broad chest. And her fingers,
            the dastardly things, began exploring the breadth of his shoulders. She wanted to undo all his buttons and take a journey
            over the skin their release would reveal. How far would he let her go before objecting? How far would she dare?
         

         
         What were the rules? What was allowed?

         
         She’d always assumed a kiss was a relatively passive act that involved only the mouth, but his encompassed the whole of her,
            down to her curling toes. Her entire body seemed to spark and tingle. As his hold on her tightened, she felt herself melting
            into him, like candle wax heated by a solitary flame. He was incredibly warm and comforting. His ministrations lured her nearer
            until she wondered if they’d ever part. She hoped not. She dearly hoped not.
         

         
         He comprised her entire world. He dominated her awareness until nothing existed beyond him. He was all that mattered, all
            that was of substance. And yet . . .
         

         
         Everything started to have a dreamlike quality to it. She could no longer tell where she ended and he began. They were absorbing
            each other, and a haze began to settle in.
         

         
         Green. Murky. Distant.

         
         The green fairy was wreaking havoc now, wanted him all for herself, the little witch. Leonora was clutching him, striving
            to hold onto him.
         

         
         But in the end, he floated away.

         
          

         Rook felt the woman go limp in his arms only a heartbeat before her mouth released its hold on his. Easing back, he looked
            down on her. She appeared thoroughly contented.
         

         
         She was also bloody well asleep!

         
         Damnation! He’d never had a woman react in that manner when he’d been kissing her. If anything, they always became more animated. Had he bored her? She certainly hadn’t responded as if uninterested. She’d clutched, grabbed, and held him as though she was being tossed about by a tempest at sea and he was the raft that would safely deliver her to shore. 

         
         And dear God, the sounds she’d made. The whimpers, the sighs, the moans. They’d made every aspect of him tighten with need
            and want. They’d urged him to push himself into her and fuck her completely and thoroughly, and it had taken every ounce of
            self-control he possessed not to follow that path.
         

         
         Then it had all come to an unsatisfying conclusion as though it had meant nothing at all.

         
         His masculine pride wanted to dump her right there and then. But his mother, blast her, had raised him to be a gentleman of
            the first water and so he lowered the lady gently to the fainting couch as he might set down the finest of delicate porcelain.
         

         
         Fainting couch? Perhaps she wasn’t asleep but had fainted. Maybe his ministrations had overwhelmed her. Had taken her by storm.
            Perhaps he’d been too vigorous in his attentions, leaving the novice overcome with sensations. Lightly he nudged her shoulder.
            “Miss? Madam?”
         

         
         A little mewling escaped from those slightly parted lips that he wanted to take possession of once again. She shifted onto
            her side, tucked a hand beneath her pink-tinged cheek, mumbled something about a fairy, and then emitted an endearing snuffling
            snore. Asleep then. Bloody hell. What was he supposed to do with her now?
         

         
         Leave her to it, he supposed. Yet, he couldn’t quite force himself to his feet. Instead, he lowered his backside to the floor and studied her. Her face sported a maze of faded freckles. Did she not wear a bonnet when she went outside? Her exquisite dark pink gown indicated she could certainly afford a hat. As did the pearl combs adorning her red-tinted hair, and the diamonds at her ears and throat. Anyone who frequented this club had money to spare. She was no exception. 

         
         She was also quite damned dictatorial. He’d rather liked it. No names indeed. He did regret he hadn’t insisted on that at
            least, not that he’d have provided his true name. A corner of his mouth quirked up. He doubted she would have either.
         

         
         She’d been intent on keeping matters between them as impersonal as possible. He wondered if he’d demonstrated the futility
            of that endeavor. Skin touching skin always created a bond. Whether it was a pleasant thing to be remembered was something
            else entirely. He wasn’t quite certain he’d ever forget the time spent with her. The Lady of Sighs. That was how he’d remember
            her.
         

         
         He considered striving to awaken her, but decided it was simply best to leave. She was safe here. All women within Aiden’s
            domain were. His brother’s desire to protect women—the manner in which he’d protected their mother—was one of the reasons
            Rook admired him and they got along so well.
         

         
         After shoving himself to his feet, he bent over and pressed a kiss to her forehead and then for good measure, brushed his
            lips over hers. “Farewell, lovely lady. I hope it was all you imagined.”
         

         
         He grabbed a velveteen blanket that was folded on a nearby chair and draped it over her. Then he walked to the door, turned
            back, took one last look, and left.
         

         
          

         Leonora stirred to someone whispering softly in her ear. “Miss? Miss?”

         
         Slowly, carefully, her head feeling as though workers were building a factory within it, she eased her way out of the rapidly
            distancing lethargic haven—grimacing as the pounding hammers battered her skull more forcefully—and opened her eyes.
         

         
         A young maid gave her a blindingly bright smile before straightening. “It’s morning, miss.”

         
         “Morning?” Squinting, she gingerly glanced around, taking care not to move her head too quickly. “This isn’t my hotel room.”

         
         And this young girl wasn’t her maid, the one who helped her dress, the one she’d sworn to secrecy when she’d slipped out of
            the hotel last night after her mother had gone to bed. She’d been bored and had decided to go in search of adventure.
         

         
         “No, miss. You’re in the kissing chamber at the Elysium Club.”

         
         Ah, yes, that club where women’s fantasies were supposed to be adhered to. She’d gambled a bit, enjoyed a few drinks . . . and then apparently
            come here for a nap. In spite of the discomfort rampaging through her head and her roiling stomach, she moaned and stretched,
            unable to recall the last time she’d slept so deeply. “I had such a lovely dream. Must have been the absinthe.”
         

         
         “It has been known to release inhibitions. Some say it even causes hallucinations.”

         
         It certainly had done that. “The most handsome man appeared. He didn’t talk much but still he was quite charming. And he—wait. What?” She sat up ramrod straight, slammed the heels of her hands against her protesting head, and groaned low. “The kissing chamber?” 

         
         “Yes, miss. It’s where ladies are sent if they want only a kiss.”

         
         “The man was real.”

         
         The girl laughed lightly. “I should think so, miss.”

         
         Dear Lord, what had she done? She touched her lips, surprised to find they weren’t swollen from all the attention he’d given
            them. However, when she ran her tongue over them, she could still taste him. Dark and dangerous. And oh, so very alluring.
            “Where is he?”
         

         
         “Probably gone home. We’re doing the tidying up now. Didn’t really expect to find anyone in here.”

         
         “Who was he?”

         
         “Don’t know, miss. Don’t know who they sent to you. Maybe Michael? He’s ever so good at delivering what the ladies want. Or
            so I’ve heard.”
         

         
         “What shade is his hair?”

         
         “Blond.”

         
         “No, it wasn’t him. This man’s hair was a dark brown, sable.” She had a gossamer memory of running her fingers through the
            silky-soft strands. Had she been that bold?
         

         
         “Julian, mayhap? Or another? Any of ’em really. They all do the kissing.”

         
         Pressing the tips of her fingers to her forehead, she stroked and rubbed, trying to ease the ache that was throbbing unmercifully
            if left alone. “What else do they do?”
         

         
         “Anything a lady wants.”

         
         She peered through her splayed fingers. “But only if she asks.”

         
         “Oh, yes, miss. You’re done up all nice and tight. I suspect he only kissed you.”

         
         “Yes, yes of course.” Slightly disappointed, she cast aside the blanket, briefly wondering where it had come from. She had
            no memory of it. Or the man leaving. Or the kiss stopping. It had seemed to go on into eternity, into her dreams.
         

         
         She’d have to commend Mr. Trewlove on the men he hired. The one he’d sent to her had made her feel wanted, beloved. Unfortunately,
            he’d left her yearning for more. Even if it had all been an act, he’d been damned good at performing.
         

         
         Suddenly the kiss lost its shine because it hadn’t been born of desire but bought by what she’d paid to gain entry. A fee.
            Like purchasing a thoroughbred horse. On one hand, her coins had certainly not gone to waste. He’d earned every farthing.
            On the other hand, she’d been a task completed so those coins would land on his palm. He’d merely gone through the motions,
            but oh, what lovely motions they’d been.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Sitting in the library of the Twin Dragons with his three closest friends, Rook very much wished he was at another club: the
            Elysium. It had been three nights since he’d kissed the Lady of Sighs, and he couldn’t stop thinking about her. He’d even
            returned last night, gone up the stairs, stood in that hidden alcove, and peered through a part in the draperies, hoping to
            catch sight of her. But after only a few seconds, he’d turned away, feeling very much like some sort of depraved soul—tawdry
            and unworthy of her—spying as he was.
         

         
         Aiden had found him there, battling with his conscience. Rook had greeted his brother with “Has she returned?”

         
         “Who?”

         
         Rook couldn’t believe that was a serious question. How could Aiden have forgotten? “The woman you insisted I kiss.”

         
         “Did I insist?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Thought I merely asked.”

         
         Rook decided it was a good thing they’d not grown up in the same household as he suspected they might have often come to blows.
            “Has. She. Returned?”
         

         
         Aiden grinned. The bugger had known precisely whom Rook was asking about and thought it amusing to pretend otherwise. Or perhaps he simply found it humorous to torment his brother. “Not to my knowledge.” 

         
         “Then I can assume she’s not here this evening?”

         
         “Not that I’ve seen.”

         
         Had his kiss been a disappointment? If she’d enjoyed it, wouldn’t she have come back for another? Only she didn’t know his
            name. If she tried to describe him, no one would be able to identify him because he didn’t work there. Those who had seen
            him before certainly wouldn’t expect that he would engage in such inappropriate behavior. Another bloke would be sent to her,
            would kiss her—and that scenario had an unfamiliar tightness squeezing his chest because he didn’t want someone else fulfilling
            her fantasies. He wanted to fuel her desires.
         

         
         Those wayward thoughts continued to plague him, even now when his friends were chattering about an investment opportunity
            they’d been pursuing of late. He couldn’t seem to latch onto their words because he was wondering how he might have kissed
            her differently. Had he gone too fast, too slow? Had he been too aggressive? Not aggressive enough? Had she tasted the scotch
            he’d tossed back before going to her, and as a result, labeled him a drunkard? Or perhaps she’d not liked the flavor. She,
            on the other hand, had tasted delicious. Addictingly so. Sweet, yet earthy. He wanted to taste her again, damn it.
         

         
         He wondered if he could convince Aiden to share whatever information he knew as a result of her arrival at his club. Was she visiting or did she live here permanently? Would he know precisely where she resided? And what then? Send her flowers? Might she consider him a danger if he were to go about seeking her out when she was in truth virtually a stranger? 

         
         “Are you listening?”

         
         Not a stranger. Not after what they’d shared. Not after the way her hands had clutched at him. He imagined how she might respond
            to attentions beyond a kiss, to intimate touches that followed a path from her neck down to her toes.
         

         
         “Rook?” King’s harsh tone had him jerking his attention back to the matter at hand.

         
         “Apologies. I was thinking . . . about something else.” Someone else. Another time. Another place. Where he would much rather
            be.
         

         
         “It’s not like you to drift off. You’re normally quite focused.”

         
         He’d certainly been when it came to that kiss. For those few minutes, all else had floated away: troubles, worries, the past,
            and a legacy he was striving to escape. All that had mattered was her and being with her.
         

         
         “Is it your father?” Knight asked.

         
         It should be. All of his thoughts should be on his sire . . . and his mother. How to make the upcoming transition into widowhood
            easier for her. Although he suspected she’d adapt rather effortlessly. It wasn’t as though she’d been the center of the Earl
            of Elverton’s life, nor he the center of hers. “It’s any number of things. What were you saying?”
         

         
         “I received word from Sam Garrison that he has arrived in London and would like to meet with us in person to discuss our interest
            in possibly investing in his munitions factory. Apparently, he brought his husband-hunting sister with him.”
         

         
         As soon as King uttered the words, Rook felt three pairs of eyes land on him like a physical punch. With an eyebrow arched, he glanced around at his fellow Chessmen, a moniker they’d acquired while at Oxford, because of their ruthless strategy when it came to investing. “Why are you staring at me?” 

         
         “You’re the only one amongst us not yet married,” Knight said.

         
         “How precisely does that signify?”

         
         “Rumors are that he has several parties interested in investing in his enterprise. Your flirting with the sister might give
            us an edge when it comes to partnering with this Garrison fellow, should we decide in favor of his business.”
         

         
         “Flirting. That seems rather underhanded to me.”

         
         “Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve gone to great lengths to achieve what we wanted,” Bishop reminded him.

         
         “But we’ve never used an innocent to do it.” Or taken advantage of an untried heart. He knew how vulnerable that sort of heart
            could be. In his youth, his had certainly been open to battering and bruising. But now it was like a fortress of stone. Nothing
            could get past its defenses. “Besides, I doubt we need the leverage.”
         

         
         He glanced around the library of the Twin Dragons, a club open to men and women where all sorts of deals sometimes transpired.
            “The money we can provide will no doubt be sufficient. If we decide the investment will pay off. Garrison has been so astoundingly
            secretive about what he’s offering that I’m finding it difficult to assess the value of giving him our coins. Or to trust
            him, truth be told.”
         

         
         “I quite agree,” King said. “However, I thought to give him the opportunity to present his case in person. Dinner tomorrow night, my residence. Wives included, of course, to ensure Miss Garrison doesn’t feel out of place.” 

         
         Which would ensure that Rook did, since it would obviously be expected that he would give the woman some attention. Perhaps
            he should beg off and go to the Elysium. But he had no reason to believe the Lady of Sighs would return tomorrow. In all likelihood,
            he’d never see her again.
         

         
          

         The following evening, as his carriage rumbled through the streets on its way to King’s, Rook knew he’d made a mistake in
            stopping by his parents’ residence first. His father was withering away, unable to communicate except by blinking. Rook suspected
            his sire’s mind remained agile but imprisoned, like his frail body. Yet, he couldn’t help but wonder if it was a just punishment
            for a man who had murdered his first wife and attempted to kill his second. And now there were those who spoke in whispers
            wondering if he’d also been responsible for the death of his older brother—in order to inherit the titles that rightfully
            would have gone to the elder.
         

         
         Rook was grateful he and his father had never been close. Still, his deterioration was difficult to witness.

         
         However, his mother sat by the bed, serenely reading aloud My Secret Desires. That the book had been written by Knight’s wife and detailed their love affair from years before didn’t seem to bother the countess, but Rook had never been able to bring himself to read of his friend’s exploits. Certainly, he had no one who was going to write of his affairs. The few lovers he’d had were known for their discretion. He showered them with enough coins and baubles to ensure they remained so. 

         
         But after spending time being reminded of the sort of man who’d sired him, he wasn’t in the mood to attend a dinner, to be
            among friends, or to discuss business. He wanted—needed—a heady distraction. A kiss that melted his bones. Delicate hands
            with long, slender fingers plowing through his hair before curling over his shoulders in an attempt to hold onto him forever.
         

         
         He wanted to be held forever.

         
         With a curse at the unfamiliar yearning, he glanced out the window. Fearing he’d be as insatiable as his father, he’d learned
            to tamp down his desires and never allow them full rein over him.
         

         
         But ever since that night at the Elysium, since the Lady of Sighs, he’d been unable to think of much else except for the glorious
            manner in which her mouth had moved over his. The way in which she’d welcomed him.
         

         
         For someone who had claimed to have never been kissed, she was certainly a fast learner. A natural. A siren. A vixen. He wanted
            to taste her again. But that was unlikely to happen. She could be on a ship back to America. Would he ever find anyone her
            equal? Anyone who might possibly have the power to break through the barriers he’d erected and stir such unyielding passion
            within him?
         

         
         His carriage pulled into the drive that circled in front of King’s residence. Judging by the number of vehicles queued up, he was the last to arrive. His coachman brought the team of horses to a halt. A footman opened the door and Rook stepped out. It was a lovely summer’s evening and the thought of spending it with friends, in spite of his earlier reservations, perked him up considerably. Even if a bit of business was involved. He welcomed the distraction from his morose musings. 

         
         He bounded up the steps, not surprised when the door immediately opened, and King’s butler allowed him entrance with a brisk
            nod. “M’lord.”
         

         
         “Keating.”

         
         “They’re waiting for you in the grand drawing room. If you’ll be so kind as to follow me.”

         
         Rook had known the servant for ages, but the man remained as formal as ever—and was well aware that Rook knew exactly where
            to find the grand drawing room. Still, he responded, “Lead the way.”
         

         
         A few steps in, he added, “I assume everyone’s here.”

         
         “Yes, m’lord.”

         
         “Including the Americans?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “What’s your impression of them?”

         
         “I have none, sir.”

         
         “Come now, Keating, you must have formed some opinion. Brash? Arrogant? Boastful?”

         
         Keating stopped to face him. “The gent reminds me of a puppy, sir, full of boundless energy and eager to please.”

         
         Eager to get his hands on their money. “And the young woman?”

         
         “Watchful. I don’t think she quite trusts us.”

         
         “The British in general or the Chessmen in particular?”

         
         “I’m not entirely sure.”

         
         He’d have thought she’d have been zealous about pleasing as well if she wished to court success regarding her hunt for a husband.
            “Well, I’m certain the wives will put her at ease and reassure her that she has nothing to fear.”
         

         
         “I expect you’re correct, sir.”

         
         “I usually am.”

         
         With a slight shift in his lips that almost passed for a smile, Keating continued his trek down the wide hallway, and Rook
            dutifully followed. King, being the Duke of Kingsland, usually handled such affairs with a great deal of formality and aplomb,
            as befit his title. Rook respected rituals and had nothing against adhering to them.
         

         
         The butler preceded him into the drawing room, and Rook had only a second to notice that everyone within was gathered together
            talking. King without his wife, Penelope, who was no doubt off ensuring something or other was being correctly done. Knight
            and Regina. Bishop and Marguerite. A tall, hefty fellow with reddish-blond hair. The American no doubt. A petite woman with
            auburn hair salted with a few strands of silver. His sister.
         

         
         Keating cleared his throat. “Your Grace, Lord Wyeth has arrived.” He then discreetly departed as everyone turned to give Rook
            their attention.
         

         
         The husband hunter was somewhat older than he’d expected, experience in those eyes that assessed him. Based on the creases along her brow, he’d have thought she’d have long ago married and would have had several children by now. Obviously, she’d had no luck snagging a man. Her straight firm mouth that expressed disapproval might have played a role in her spinsterhood. The judgment in her blue eyes made him want to squirm. “My apologies for my tardiness.” 

         
         “Nothing to worry over,” King said, stepping forward. “We’ve been discussing the weather. Allow me the honor of introducing—”

         
         His words came to an abrupt halt as light but brisk footfalls sounded, echoing along the hallway and growing louder until
            they filled the parlor and came to a sudden halt.
         

         
         “Forgive the delay,” Penelope announced.

         
         Rook turned to greet King’s lovely and efficient wife, but the words that tumbled through his mind refused to be uttered.

         
         Because standing beside King’s duchess was the Lady of Sighs.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Good Lord. It was him. The man from the Elysium. Only it couldn’t be because the Duchess of Kingsland was introducing him as John Castleton, Viscount
            Wyeth. Certainly, a lord wouldn’t work at a place that engaged in fulfilling a woman’s fantasies. Wouldn’t work at all from
            what she understood. They considered themselves a privileged lot and avoided any sort of occupation.
         

         
         Did he have a twin? A twin who looked exactly like him but wouldn’t inherit, who wasn’t given an allowance, who had to earn
            his own coin, make his way in the world?
         

         
         Or perhaps it was simply that every now and then, nature forgot when it created someone and it created them again, in another
            time and place. A duplicate. She’d read about them in German folklore. Doppelgangers.
         

         
         But if he was either a twin or a replica, if they’d never met, then why had his eyes briefly widened with recognition? His
            nostrils had flared, like he’d remembered her scent, was possibly trying to draw more of her fragrance into his lungs. Only
            he couldn’t be the man who had knelt beside her and carried her so skillfully into the realm of pleasure.
         

         
         She had to be mistaken. Although she’d believed she’d never forget what the gent had looked like, she had to admit to some murkiness around the edges of her memories, thanks to the influence of too much absinthe. So perhaps he only reminded her of the fellow, because of his dark hair and eyes, along with the intensity with which he seemed to be taking her in. 

         
         He gave a little bow. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Garrison.”

         
         That voice. Deep, silky, rich. Low and intimate. Don’t be nervous. You tell me.

         
         She swallowed hard, striving to get her lungs to work. She couldn’t return his sentiment, couldn’t claim pleasure because
            she feared the word would come out as a strangled croak. Since that night at the Elysium, she’d thought of that man, possibly
            this man, a hundred times at least, regretted not allowing him to give his name because if she returned to the club, how could
            she ask for him in order to ensure that he was the one who came to her?
         

         
         She gave a shallow curtsy. “My lord.”

         
         Her voice was a strangled croak anyway, and she cursed her traitorous body for showing any indication she was struggling with
            this unexpected development.
         

         
         “I was giving Miss Garrison a tour of the library. She loves books,” the duchess said.

         
         “Reading makes for a wonderful pastime,” he said. “Are you enjoying England?”

         
         “It has its moments.”

         
         When a corner of his mouth lifted ever so slightly and his brown eyes warmed, she knew he was no twin or doppelganger. He
            was the one they’d sent to her. How he had come to be that man was another matter entirely. Did he lead a clandestine life? Did the Elysium allow him to fulfill his own fantasies of pleasuring the innocent? Did he use the various encounters for blackmail? Her mind was rife with questions, none of them flattering toward him. And none that she could ask outright at the moment without giving away her own sinful behavior. 

         
         “If you’ll excuse me—” Needing to put distance between them, she stepped around him in order to move nearer to her family,
            not that they were wont to provide a modicum of protection. “You should have come with us, Mama. You’d have been impressed
            with all the tomes.”
         

         
         “Unlike you, my girl, I prefer to live life within the world, not between the pages of a book.”

         
         Her father had adored Leonora. His death nearly a year ago had come as a blow, even though she’d been expecting it. The doctors
            knew little about the illness that had caused his muscles to atrophy and his body to fade away, and thus there had been nothing
            they could do to stop its progress. She dearly missed him and wished he was here now to share in and be part of her endeavors.
         

         
         Her mother had never approved of her, which was no doubt one of the reasons Leonora hadn’t stayed on the ship in order to
            travel back to New York once it became clear that her mother had tagged along with a definite agenda in mind: to see her daughter
            married to a lord, believing it would lift her own esteem.
         

         
         But Leonora had no wish to marry. Instead, she had her own dreams that could be accomplished by not remaining on the vessel. So here she was, striving to prove herself of value and worthy of her family’s kind regard, while also hoping to obtain that which she longed for: to be recognized for her talents and acknowledged as a true partner in the business. 

         
         She took the sherry her brother had been holding for her and forced a delicate sip when she would have preferred downing all
            the contents. Between her mother’s designs, her brother’s tendency to take nothing seriously—even their dire straits—and the
            arrival of a man with the power to distract her, possibly to destroy her, she was teetering on the edge of a precipice, and
            a single misstep could cause her to lose everything for which she’d worked so hard and devoted years hoping to acquire. All
            done surreptitiously. All done with the knowledge of only a few.
         

         
         Glancing over at Wyeth, who’d joined his friends, she could hope only that her encounter with him would also remain confidential.

         
          

         Leonora knew that among the aristocracy, rules existed regarding the order as to how one was seated around the dining table.
            Precedence, she believed it was called. She thought aristocratic ladies were required to memorize some tome in order to learn
            where to properly place people so as to not insult anyone. She couldn’t imagine giving a fig as to which chair had been designated
            for her backside.
         

         
         Still, she wasn’t altogether certain that the duchess had adhered to the proper sitting order. She and her husband were at opposite ends of the table. The three other Chessmen were lined up to the duke’s right, her brother to their host’s left. They’d seated her beside Sam, which put her across from the viscount. Her mother was beside her, the other two wives on either side of the duchess. 

         
         She was rather certain that Sam had asked for her to be placed beside him—out of brotherly love and because she wasn’t comfortable
            around strangers, he would have told them. But the truth was that he worried business might come up and he would need to be
            rescued. Because unlike him, she’d always hung on to every word their father had uttered as if it had come from God. Because
            that’s what he’d always been to her: a deity.
         

         
         He’d known everything, had commanded men and been a mover of industry. He’d built railroads, been instrumental in discovering
            ways to make factories run more efficiently. But his passion had been weaponry. The evolution of it had fascinated him, and
            she suspected, like her, he would have spent considerable time examining the armor that had been on display near the library
            as though a knight still stood in it. Her taking long minutes to study it had delayed her and the duchess returning to the
            drawing room. Perhaps she wouldn’t have been so surprised by Wyeth’s presence if she’d been there when he entered the chamber.
         

         
         Maybe she could have thought of something witty to say as he escorted her—at the urging of the duchess—to the dining table.
            The duke had offered his arm to her mother, who had preened as if being gifted with the Crown jewels while Sam had accompanied
            the duchess. Instead, Leonora had not even been able to look at the viscount, to meet his gaze.
         

         
         Because the few times she’d glanced over at him before the butler announced that dinner was ready to be served, she’d found it difficult to breathe and wasn’t certain it was entirely due to his being privy to her embarrassing secret. She feared it might have something to do with how remarkably handsome he was, with a patrician nose, bold cheekbones that would offer a resting place for his thick eyelashes, and a jaw that had quite possibly been chiseled from stone. And those lips. Those damn plump lips that had been sculpted to provide a cushion for a woman’s mouth. 

         
         She realized, sitting at the table now, that she was staring at them, remembering the softness moving provocatively over her
            own, urging her to part them and allow him entry. She’d so blithely obliged and unleashed her inhibitions because she’d never
            expected to see him again. She’d thought he was a commoner, someone of the streets. Not a damned noble, not someone her brother
            was striving to entice into investing. Not someone with the power to prevent her from achieving her dreams.
         

         
         When she lifted her attention from his lips, she discovered his eyes, speculative and curious, homed in on her face with such
            intensity that he might as well have been skimming his fingers over her skin. His look was so thoroughly assessing, so profound,
            so incredibly penetrating. She suspected if he dipped his smoldering gaze, he’d set her clothing alight.
         

         
         With heat flaming her cheeks, she jerked her attention back to the soup that had been placed before her. She had no idea what
            kind it was. It had no flavor—or if it did, her senses were so overwhelmed by the memory of his taste that it dominated all
            else.
         

         
         She supposed she was expected to speak with him about mundane matters, topics she’d learned at the boring finishing school to which her mother had sent her because they were the nouveau riche and the woman who’d given birth to her in a small house on the outskirts of Chicago had wanted to erase any evidence of their origins. While Leonora thought their rise out of poverty was the most interesting thing about her family. 

         
         But she didn’t want to discuss mundane matters with him. She wanted to know why a man who was supposedly as rich as Croesus—according
            to her brother, all the Chessmen were—was working in a questionable establishment. And worse, she wanted to know if he’d enjoyed
            kissing her . . . at all. If she’d done it correctly. If he ever pondered doing it again.
         

         
          

         Rook couldn’t stop thinking about kissing her—what it had been like and how much he wanted to do it again. Only longer, slower.
            He wanted to stretch it out into eternity.
         

         
         Not that she seemed to have any interest in kissing him. Every now and then she darted a quick glance at him. Once her gaze had lingered—on his mouth if he was forced to guess—but she appeared to be discomfited by his presence. And thus far, he’d noticed her blushing half a dozen times. He wondered if she was striving to forget what had happened and was discombobulated to find herself sitting across from the reminder in the flesh. That might explain the tension radiating from her when he’d escorted her to the table. He supposed it was also possible she didn’t recognize him. He was fairly certain she’d been rather sauced that night. Which might account for the way, upon first being formally introduced to him, she’d looked at him with confusion as if he was a stranger, someone she’d never before encountered. 

         
         Penelope had seated all the gents at one end of the table, so they could discuss gentlemanly things like cheroots, Kentucky
            bourbon, and the increasing migration of settlers across America. Rook hadn’t been paying a great deal of attention or contributed
            to the discourse. Instead, he’d watched Miss Garrison lift her wineglass and carry it to her lips. He’d been mesmerized by
            the gentle movements of her throat as she’d swallowed. And he noticed the tiniest drop of wine that clung to the corner of
            her perfect mouth. He wanted to dip his tongue into that shallow alcove in order to taste the wine and her. Trace his tongue
            along that seam and urge her, once again, to open herself to him. Only he wanted her to open more than her mouth. He wanted
            her to open all of herself.
         

         
         Although he suspected she’d require he reveal himself entirely as well, and that he wouldn’t do.
         

         
         He didn’t know why it hadn’t occurred to him that the American at the Elysium would be the husband-hunting sister King had
            mentioned Garrison had brought with him. Perhaps because several deuced American husband-hunting women were racing about of
            late, with their enormous dowries and their bold ways. They wanted titles, to be addressed as my lady or Your Grace. They yearned for the instant respectability that came with landing a lord.
         

         
         They believed marrying into the nobility would offer them a life of ease. They had little understanding of precisely what it was they were gaining. Therefore, Rook had no patience for their machinations. Not that any of it affected him because marriage was not a path he intended to traverse. 

         
         It would be selfish on his part to subject any woman to the legacy he would inherit along with the title. If that meant he
            never obtained an heir, he wasn’t altogether certain it would be much of a loss. Better to bring an end to this branch of
            the family tree rather than let it flourish. He had a cousin who was next in line, a cousin whose father was known for his
            philanthropic nature.
         

         
         Not one who was abhorred for his libertine ways. Rook had once thought his father could embarrass him no more than he already
            had. He’d believed, unlike all the other children his father had played a role in bringing into the world, that he—as the
            Earl of Elverton’s legitimate son and heir—had been loved by his sire. But his father held no more affection or respect for
            him than he did the others. Providing an heir was an obligation he had met—and he’d sought to take advantage of his son, as
            he did every other person in his life. No one had been safe from his sire’s need to dominate and destroy, to cause harm.
         

         
         “Are you striving to cook the partridge a bit more with that heated glare?”

         
         Rook swung his attention to Mrs. Garrison, who’d been rude enough to put him on the spot. Her eyebrows, thicker and heavier
            than her daughter’s, were arched in query. “My apologies. I was distracted with thoughts of my father. He is unwell.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Now a speculative gleam shined from those blue eyes, a shade that matched her daughter’s, and yet were not nearly as lovely or pleasant to gaze into. Windows into the soul, indeed. This woman cared only for herself and her own interests. “What rank is he, pray tell?” 

         
         “He is an earl, madam. The Earl of Elverton.”

         
         “Which you will become when he dies.” As if incredibly pleased by that discovery, she lifted her wineglass with a victorious
            smile, and he was surprised she didn’t make a toast to his father’s ill health and speedy demise.
         

         
         “Mama,” Miss Garrison chastised.

         
         “Don’t take that disapproving tone with me. It’s important to know which men will be elevated within Society and which are
            where they shall remain. If you’d pay more attention, I wouldn’t have to.”
         

         
         Miss Garrison looked on the verge of growling, and he’d have growled right along with her. He didn’t know if he’d ever met
            a more unpleasant soul, one who took no pains whatsoever to disguise her disagreeable nature.
         

         
         Her facial features suddenly going serene, as though the lessons of a lifetime had taught her how to survive the harsh demands
            of her mother, Miss Garrison directed her attention to him, sincerity and true concern reflected in her blue eyes. “I
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“Ijleath is known for
her beautiful, deeply
emotional romances.”
—Washington Post
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