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			Prologue

			 

			Kent, England, August 1807

			The scent of roses filled the summer afternoon, but Julienne Laurent scarcely noticed the sweet fragrance as she waited anxiously for her lover to arrive. What could be keeping him?

			Her nerves on edge, she began pacing the cottage floor, her disquietude increasing with each passing moment. Today, Dare had intended to inform his grandfather of their betrothal, and she feared the elderly nobleman’s objections had been fierce.

			Finally hearing hoofbeats, Julienne went to the open window to look out. The diminutive cottage where they held their lovers’ trysts lay nestled in a cherry orchard, hidden from direct view of the lane. When she spied the sleek horse and elegant rider, she momentarily forgot her anxiety.

			Dare. Her heart thrilled at the sight of him, while her thighs clenched in anticipation. She could almost feel him moving inside her—

			Flushing, Julienne tried to quell her shameful hunger. She was a wanton where Dare was concerned. She had surrendered her innocence to his expert seduction with a scandalous eagerness. But what mortal woman could possibly have resisted him?

			She watched as he sprang lithely down from his horse and strode purposefully along the path through the overgrown rose garden. He moved with a combination of polished elegance and raw virility that stirred all her feminine instincts, while his handsomeness stole her very breath. Possessing lean, aristocratic features and fair hair that glimmered flaxen and gold in the sunlight, he was endowed with a physical beauty that startled at first glance.

			But it was his outrageous charm and penetrating wit rather than his striking looks or exalted title that had ensnared her heart. His magnetism, too, was exhilarating. There was a hint of wildness about him, an unpredictability that made him dangerously exciting. Even his name, Dare, a shortened version of his middle name, Adair, fit him to perfection. He was called so by his friends because he was willing to dare almost any challenge.

			Including her. He had worn her down with relentless persistence.

			Despite all her scruples and misgivings, she had risked her heart and found love in the arms of a wicked rake she had once vowed to resist.

			The door swung open, and Jeremy Adair North, the Earl of Clune, stood there, his vivid green eyes searching the small cottage impatiently. When his gaze fixed intently on her, the flare of heat in the emerald depths was unmistakable.

			“Did you miss me?” he demanded, his low voice stroking her like velvet.

			“Dreadfully.”

			“Good.”

			In three strides he was across the room, reaching for her. Only then did Julienne recognize the tension smoldering in him. She could see the fire of anger in his eyes, feel it in his touch.

			“Dare, what is it—?” she began, but he cut her off.

			“I don’t wish to talk.”

			She was in his arms instantly, gathered hard against him. His hands twisted in her hair as his lips crushed down on hers.

			His fierceness caught her off guard. Ordinarily he was an amazingly tender lover who made her feel cherished and adored. Yet his urgent hunger now aroused a matching response in her. Her senses reeling, Julienne forgot her questions and surrendered to his ardent embrace.

			Moments later his scalding kiss ended and his attention shifted to her body. She wore no corset, and he easily freed her breasts from the confining muslin bodice. His hot mouth suckled her nipples forcefully as he backed her against the door.

			Julienne gasped at the delicious sensations that flooded her. With no other preliminaries, he pulled up her skirts and thrust his seeking fingers between her thighs. She was already wet for him.

			She heard his groan of approval, then his harsh whisper: “God, how I want you.”

			He yanked at the front placket of his breeches as if he was desperate to have her. His penetration was hard and deep; her body trembled under the impact of it. He had never acted with such primal urgency, yet she made no protest. Instead Julienne moaned with incredible satisfaction as he filled her, excited beyond bearing.

			He took her against the door, thrusting heavily into her with the sheer, overpowering need to mate. His sexual hunger was almost frantic, his rough fervor overwhelming. She wrapped herself around him, attempting to ease the violence of his desire, the raw intensity of his need—but then she too was caught up in the rush of heat, the burning fever. She clung to him, gasping, her hips writhing as she strained to take him even deeper into her body.

			His release came swiftly. She felt the shudders that rocketed through him before the same frenzied explosion swept her. A hoarse cry burst from her as she succumbed to him with abandonment.

			When the searing aftershocks faded, she realized Dare had sagged against her, pinning her to the door with his lean hardness. He was still panting for breath as he buried his face in the curve of her throat.

			“My lovely Jewel,” he rasped finally. “Did I hurt you?”

			“No,” she lied, ignoring the protest of twinging feminine tissues, content to savor the aftermath of his exquisite ravishment.

			Eventually, however, he drew away. Lifting her in his arms, he bore her soft and willing to the bed in the adjacent room, where he undressed her with his usual attentive care.

			When he was naked as well, he lay beside her and gathered her against him, then closed his eyes.

			Silence reigned for a time.

			Julienne yearned to know what had kindled his dark mood, yet she was afraid to ask if he had spoken to his grandfather. Finally, though, she could bear the uncertainty no longer.

			“What did he say?”

			At Dare’s continued silence, her heart sank. The Marquess of Wolverton would not want his only grandson and heir to wed a French émigré, even if her pedigree was nearly as distinguished as their own. She was still considered a foreigner by many, for all that she had lived in England since she was four years old.

			Julienne raised herself on one elbow so that she might search Dare’s face. The frown between his eyes told her more than any words ever could. “Your grandfather refuses to accept me as your bride, is that so?”

			“He has no say in the matter,” Dare answered grimly.

			She tried to steel herself against the hollowness in her chest. She was of noble birth, the daughter of the late Compte de Folmont, who had been guillotined during the Terror in France. But she owned a hat shop, and the stench of trade clung to her, tainting any claim to aristocracy she might have made. Yet she had never regretted her lost birthright as much as at this moment.

			“He will not sanction our marriage,” she said, her tone dismal.

			Dare’s lean jaw clenched. “My grandfather’s wishes mean nothing to me.” Reaching up, he clasped her face gently while his searing green gaze searched her face. “I want us to elope, Julienne.”

			“Elope?” she repeated doubtfully.

			“Yes, elope…leap over the anvil…flee to Gretna. It is but three days to the Scottish border, and we could be married next week.”

			“Dare…”

			“If you love me, you will come with me. Do you love me, my precious Jewel?”

			She loved him so much, it was an ache inside her. Yet it distressed her to think she would come between Dare and his grandfather, who was practically his only family. “Of course I love you. My heart is yours. But elopement…It is such an irrevocable step. Your grandfather will be even more enraged by such rashness, won’t he?”

			“I trust he will be,” Dare replied darkly.

			“Perhaps we would do better to let him grow accustomed to the prospect of our marriage.”

			His bark of humorless laughter told her how improbable her suggestion was, but then he shook his head. “Stop worrying so much about my damned grandfather.”

			“It is not your grandfather who worries me,” Julienne said, carefully choosing her words. “It is you, Dare. If we rush into an elopement, you might someday regret it. You might even come to despise me.”

			His gaze speared hers, holding her riveted. “That could never happen.” Rolling over with her, he pinned her naked body beneath his own. “I know what I want, Julienne, and it is you, as my wife. Forever. Nothing could change what I feel for you.”

			Despite the heat in his passionate declaration, a sudden chill swept Julienne with enough force to make her shudder. She couldn’t shake the fear that their happiness would never last.

			Yet she shut her eyes and gave herself up to Dare’s embrace, hoping with all her heart that he would never have cause to rescind his fervent vow.

		

	
		
			Chapter
One

			London, March 1814

			Flickering firelight cast a golden glow over Dare’s nude body as he stood before the bedchamber hearth, yet no flame could warm the chill in his heart. His mind flooded by thoughts of a beautiful, deceptive enchantress, he stared down at the playbill advertising her latest performance at the Drury Lane Theater.

			Julienne Laurent.

			He didn’t need the artist’s sketch to prod his recollection, for everything about her was burned into his memory. Images of her assaulted him: her exquisite body arched in passion. Her sleek limbs wrapped around him. Her luxurious hair like a mantle of sable fire about her shoulders. Her skin so flawlessly white, it looked like fine porcelain. Her laughter and her smile. Her keen wit. Her dark, luminous eyes with their incredible sensuality…

			It was all branded upon his memory with a sharpness and clarity that still seared.

			“What a bloody fool you were,” he murmured, the accusation hoarse in the quiet of the bedchamber.

			Dare locked his jaw, distressed that Julienne’s sudden appearance in London had awakened emotions he’d presumed long dead. He’d thought himself over her years ago. Free of the tormenting memories, free of the regrets and loneliness that plagued him.

			Yet given the savage pain that lanced through him now, he knew he still hadn’t fully recovered from his shattering encounter with Julienne. Apparently the adage was true—that a man never forgot his first love.

			He hadn’t intended to lose his heart to her. He’d been young and hot and full of himself, eminently secure in his powers of seduction. But the girl he set out to conquer had become the woman who taught him about love. About betrayal.

			The first time he’d laid eyes on the beautiful French émigré, Dare knew he had to have her. He’d come to Kent in June for a cousin’s wedding, putting up at his grandfather’s estate of Wolverton Hall near the small seaport of Whitstable, where Julienne’s millinery was located. He’d wound up staying for the entire summer, intent on wooing her.

			His intense attraction had surprised him. He’d had dozens of women as alluring, in countless affairs that had never touched his heart. Love for him had never been fiery and urgent, as it was with Julienne.

			He’d wanted her far beyond the usual dalliance or casual taking. He wanted to possess her, to give her everything in return. His heart, his body, his very soul.

			He hadn’t known she lied as easily as she breathed.

			Bitter memories of her rushed through him, centering on their final shocking encounter…. Julienne’s look of dismay to have been discovered in the arms of another lover; his own anguish when he comprehended the depth of her deception. He hadn’t believed it until he saw it with his own eyes, heard Julienne’s admission from her own lips.

			Against his will, Dare traced her sketch with his fingertips. His grandfather had claimed the Earl of Ivers was her lover, but he’d scoffed in the old man’s face. After stalking away from another violent argument with the marquess, Dare had sought Julienne out at her millinery, where he’d caught her with Ivers.

			Only the slightest hint of remorse had shown on her patrician features when Ivers revealed they were longstanding lovers, and no remorse at all when Julienne had curtly ended their betrothal.

			With her simple declaration, Dare felt as if his heart had been ripped from his chest. Her pretense of virginal innocence had been a sham from the very beginning, he realized. Her professed love for him merely a charade.

			Only afterward had he put the pieces together and understood how completely he had been played for a fool: Julienne had wanted greater riches than he could give her if his grandfather disowned him. It was even possible she had plotted to wed him from the first but reconsidered when his grandfather’s wrath rendered his inheritance uncertain. Perhaps she’d even planned to share the spoils with her lover—

			Dare’s throat tightened on the razor-sharp edge of memory.

			Admittedly, though, he was glad to have discovered the truth about her before he threw his entire future away.

			“A scheming French jade,” his grandfather had called her, but Dare hadn’t listened. He’d been remarkably stupid to fall for her display of virtue, or to believe she could be faithful. He should have known better. His own mother had enjoyed too many lovers to count, making a mockery of the word fidelity. He had thought Julienne cut from a different cloth, but she had deceived him so thoroughly, he’d never suspected her treachery until he felt the knife sliding between his ribs.

			Dare cursed again beneath his breath. Julienne had vowed to love and cherish him, yet she had shattered those promises with lies and deceit.

			He wondered if she regretted her choice now. He finally had come into the title of Marquess of Wolverton, along with the vast Wolverton fortune, for his hated grandfather had died the previous year.

			But more than half a decade would have been a long time for a scheming fortune hunter to wait. She apparently had been busy meanwhile developing a successful acting career.

			And no doubt cultivating other lovers. Dare had seen her in the park today for the first time, holding court for her love-struck swains.

			The sight had rocked him to his core, for until two days ago, he hadn’t even known she was in London. He’d been away for weeks, first on an assignment in the north, then on an unrelated mission to Ireland. He’d returned to discover Julienne Laurent the toast of the town, being pursued by a multitude of bucks and dandies. London’s brightest new Jewel was how she was being termed. Reportedly every man wanted the dazzling actress for his mistress.

			Hiding the unexpected pain knotting his chest at the sight of her, Dare had shifted his attention back to his companion, Lady Dunleith. Moments before, the lovely widow had beckoned to him from her carriage as he rode through the throng gathered in Hyde Park for the social hour.

			When he questioned Lady Dunleith about the ton’s latest novelty, she was cheerfully forthcoming.

			“Miss Laurent? She hails from York, I believe. She is all the rage, but deservedly so. She sings like an angel, and she is quite an accomplished actress. Not in the class of Mrs. Siddons, perhaps. But Edmund Kean himself praised her last dramatic performance when she played Desdemona to his Othello.”

			Dare’s mouth tightened. He would have to agree that Miss Laurent was an accomplished actress, although he had yet to see her upon the stage. During their enchanted summer together, he had never once suspected that the same sweet lips that promised him love would betray him so completely.

			Lady Dunleith gave him a speculative look. “If you are thinking about pursuing her yourself, darling, you should reconsider. I’ve heard she is rather cold-blooded as a lover.”

			Whether the beautiful widow spoke out of jealousy or spite or the charitable desire to spare him a futile effort, Dare wasn’t certain. But he could attest that she was mistaken; Julienne Laurent was as cold-blooded as flaming coals.

			“And in any case,” Lady Dunleith added in an amused tone, “Miss Laurent has announced that she will not make her choice of protectors until the end of the season. Wagers are already flying about who will win her.”

			Her choice would no doubt have deep pockets, Dare reflected resentfully. Actresses often augmented their meager incomes by finding rich patrons, but he knew from painful experience that the mercenary Mademoiselle Laurent wouldn’t settle for any but the wealthiest protector.

			What interested him most, however, was the particular gentleman who claimed the Jewel’s attention just now. Viscount Riddingham evidently had garnered the privilege of driving Miss Laurent in his curricle. They had stopped in the Row and were surrounded by a half-dozen eager admirers on horseback—

			“Darling…?”

			The sleepy voice jolted Dare back to the present. Behind him Lady Dunleith called again. “Why do you not return to bed?”

			Wincing at the intrusion, he suddenly noticed the cold that roughened his flesh. The chill of the bedchamber reminded him that he was naked, that he’d left a warm bed in order to study the handbill that bore his former lover’s image, like a tongue probing an aching tooth.

			That same ache had driven him to accompany the Widow Dunleith home and spend the evening indulging her carnal needs. Yet he’d executed the task purely as a mindless exercise, his performance habitual from practice. His lust tonight had been determinedly manufactured—an attempt to exorcise his restless passion and the painful memories of another woman.

			He’d attempted a great deal of exorcising in the years since Julienne Laurent had savaged his heart. In the wake of his broken betrothal, he had returned to London and embarked on a rampage of debauchery, including assuming leadership of the Hellfire League, a notorious club of England’s premier rakes.

			His outrageous exploits and determined pursuit of sexual gratification had added a new luster of glamour and notoriety to his reputation, earning him the nickname the Prince of Pleasure.

			Dare disliked admitting even to himself that his profligacy had been his way of drowning his pain, of masking the emptiness of his life. Night after night he sought to lose himself in a warm, female body, to drive away memories of Julienne in an excess of sensual indulgence.

			Yet even when he was buried deep inside a woman, bound in the most intimate way possible, he felt alone. Worse, he couldn’t stop himself from yearning for the taste of another beauty’s flesh. Julienne still tempted him, still tormented him.

			Damn her to hell.

			Seeing her again this afternoon had made him realize the wound she’d inflicted had never truly healed. He still wasn’t completely over her. Even after all this time, his heart had stubbornly refused to abandon its obsession.

			“Dare?” the widow implored, this time with a note of impatience.

			“Forgive me, my sweet,” he forced himself to reply.

			He crumpled the playbill in his fist, resisting the urge to hurl it into the fire. A new performance was to begin tomorrow night, starring the celebrated new actress Julienne Laurent. But he had yet to decide if he would attend.

			He would do better to keep as far away from her as possible, Dare cautioned himself. He knew how lethal she could be. He would never willingly make himself vulnerable to her again. He’d worked too hard never to feel so afflicted again. Still, a plan had begun to take shape in his mind….

			Suddenly impatient for action, he said over his shoulder, “I’m afraid I must go, Louisa.”

			“Now? But it is so late.”

			“It is not yet midnight.”

			Momentarily ignoring the pouting of the lush, naked lady in the bed, he dressed silently. Then, going to her side, Dare employed his most charming manner to beg her forgiveness, kissing her breathless but evading her pleas to return soon.

			All her servants had retired for the night, he realized when he went below. And the mount he’d ridden in Hyde Park this afternoon was snugly stabled in the mews behind Lady Dunleith’s mansion. Rather than rouse the household, Dare let himself out and walked the short distance along Mayfair’s dark streets to Lucian’s home.

			Lucian Tremayne, the Earl of Wycliff, was one of his closest friends, as well as one of England’s chief spymasters. Lucian preferred not to advertise that he’d employed Dare in the hunt for a deadly traitor, so they had agreed to limit the frequency of their meetings. Yet they needed to confer about the latest developments.

			Bending against the frigid night air, Dare drew his greatcoat around him. This was the coldest winter in memory, and only now was the country thawing out. In London even the Thames River had frozen. And in Yorkshire, where he’d recently visited for several interminable weeks, the snowdrifts had piled higher than a man’s head, shutting down roads and bringing commerce and travel to a complete halt.

			Tonight would be his first opportunity to update Lucian regarding his clandestine endeavors. He’d sent a message this morning, arranging to make his report.

			There were several lights burning in the windows of the regal Wycliff residence. Dare was admitted without question and shown into Lucian’s study, where the earl was at work at his desk.

			The two men greeted each other with the fondness of long acquaintance.

			“And how is your beautiful wife?” Dare asked as Lucian poured them both a brandy.

			“Flourishing. Brynn is as round as a melon, even though the babe isn’t due for nearly two months.”

			“I regret I missed seeing her,” Dare said, settling in a comfortable chair. “I understand she was in London this past week?”

			“Yes, but I escorted her home again. She’s safer in the country.”

			For her confinement, Brynn had retired to Lucian’s family seat in Devonshire, where she could more easily be protected. Last fall she and her brother had been menaced by a criminal mastermind who called himself Lord Caliban, after the character in Shakespeare’s play. Lucian had destroyed the gold-smuggling operation Caliban used to fund Napoleon’s armies, silencing their leader for a time, but the traitor was still at large. Which was why Dare had become involved.

			Lucian handed his guest a brandy and then settled in an adjacent chair. “So tell me what you learned in Yorkshire.”

			“Not much, I’m afraid. I stayed at a friend’s estate barely six miles from Riddingham’s, but all the damned snow made getting there difficult. Even so, I managed twice to enjoy dinner and cards with Riddingham and his houseguests. Perfectly insipid. He wore the ring the entire time. When I remarked on the uniqueness of the design, Riddingham claimed he won it playing piquet, but he couldn’t remember from whom. And he could be lying.”

			Pausing, Dare took a sip of brandy, absently noting the quality. “Yet he’s still wearing the ring now. Even if he has no notion that we suspect him of being Caliban, it seems foolish to flaunt such a distinctive ornament. To be truthful, the more I see of Riddingham, the more I wonder if he’s bright enough to be a deadly traitor.”

			“Perhaps not, but we have to be certain.” Lucian’s mouth hardened. “It can be a fatal mistake to underestimate Caliban’s cunning. Riddingham could be duping us all with his pretense of affability. And he was here in London in January when our man was killed.”

			A diplomat in the Foreign Office had been found murdered two months ago—the work of Caliban, it was suspected, although there was no proof. But he would strike again, Dare and Lucian had no doubt. They could only hope to unmask the traitor before he could do even further damage.

			Cursing under his breath, Lucian brought his fist down hard on his chair arm.

			“My sentiments exactly,” Dare agreed darkly.

			He well understood his friend’s frustration at hunting a killer who was little more than a whisper and a shadow. They had only two clues thus far to Caliban’s identity, both from a witness who’d had a momentary glimpse of him last year: Caliban was thought to be an English nobleman. And he possessed an unusual ring embellished with a ruby-eyed dragon’s head.

			Dare had first spied the ring several months ago on Lord Riddingham’s hand. Since then he’d covertly followed the viscount’s trail, trying to determine if he could possibly be Caliban. It was that possibility that had led Dare to spend a tedious interlude in Yorkshire, where he could better investigate the theory.

			His lack of success galled him. But he could hardly be expected to accomplish overnight what had eluded the nation’s best agents. His licentious past, Lucian was wont to remind him, had not exactly prepared him for a career in government espionage.

			In fact, Lucian had recruited him last fall primarily because of his well-known predilection for sin—he made such an unlikely candidate as a spy. Caliban would never suspect the Prince of Pleasure of leading the hunt for his capture.

			Dare had agreed to help, not only because he was familiar with most of society, both high and low, but because he’d become restless and bored with his life. He was more than a little intrigued by the challenge of pitting wits against a cunning killer. He’d only half laughed at Lucian’s assertion that having a serious goal could be the making of him.

			He was not laughing now.

			Dare took another swallow of brandy, hesitating while he debated telling Lucian of the new twist in the game.

			“What do you know of the new actress at Drury Lane?” he finally said. “The Jewel who has the entire ton abuzz.”

			Lucian sent him a penetrating glance. “Am I to presume you have a new love interest?”

			“Hardly. Riddingham is one of her suitors.”

			“Ah.” Lucian leaned back in his chair, looking thoughtful. “I took Brynn to see Miss Laurent perform last week. We both found her surprisingly good. You’re suggesting that her association with Riddingham is more than simply amorous?”

			“Possibly. She bears investigating, at least. She is French, after all. It wouldn’t be impossible for her to be in Napoleon’s employ. Given their sparse incomes and dubious moral values, actresses are highly susceptible to bribery.”

			When Lucian raised an eyebrow, Dare realized how ironic it was for him to be decrying dubious moral values.

			Yet this was not the first time Julienne Laurent’s allegiance to England had been questioned. Seven years ago his grandfather had called her a traitor, claiming she was conspiring with Bonapartists and threatening to have her arrested for treason.

			At the time Dare had been certain the accusations were fabricated—merely the old bastard’s attempt to force him to end his betrothal. His chief concern had been protecting Julienne from his grandfather’s wrathful machinations. But he was more willing now to believe there had been substance to the charges after all.

			“I may be leaping to conclusions,” he admitted, “but she could be in league with Riddingham.”

			“Why do you say so?” Lucian asked curiously. “Didn’t Riddingham return to London only last week? They would scarcely have had time to meet.”

			“But they may claim a prior association. Riddingham’s family seat is in Yorkshire. And Miss Laurent reportedly has spent the past half-dozen years treading the boards in York.”

			“Perhaps she was once his mistress.”

			“Perhaps. When I saw them driving in the park today, they seemed closer than mere acquaintances.” Dare forced a smile. “If he isn’t already sharing her bed, he certainly appeared eager to. He was hanging on her every word, along with half the male population of London.” He hoped his sardonic tone hid the note of jealously he found difficult to repress. “But either way, she could be his accomplice.”

			“Or,” Lucian countered, “he may solely be pursuing her with a carnal relationship in mind. Rumor has it that she is looking for a protector.”

			“I’ve heard the same rumor. Apparently La Belle Laurent made a public declaration that her choice will be made at the end of the season. A clever ploy,” Dare said cynically. “The better to keep her admirers vying for her favors. Regardless, she merits watching. And you could perhaps use her to get closer to Riddingham.”

			“I? Don’t you mean you?”

			“I might not be the best man for the task. I had a…brief acquaintance with Miss Laurent a number of years ago.”

			Lucian studied him for a long moment, while Dare struggled to remain unruffled by those perceptive eyes. He was not about to disclose his wretched history with Julienne. How he’d discovered his betrothed in the arms of another lover. How his heart and his pride had been ravaged by her betrayal. Or how the memory still left him aching.

			At length, Dare shrugged. “The affair ended unhappily.”

			“So you think the lady will want nothing to do with you?”

			“Yes, I seriously doubt she will.”

			Lucian flashed him a wry grin. “You, my friend, have never been at a loss with any female. Surely you have only to wield your vast charm to persuade her to change her opinion of you.”

			Dare stared down at the amber liquid in his glass, wanting to refute the statement. It was true; when he chose to be persuasive, some of the haughtiest and most reluctant females had come into his arms willingly. But in this instance, he would be starting with a possibly insurmountable disadvantage.

			Lucian broke into his dark thoughts. “I understand your reluctance to become involved with her, Dare, but clearly you should be the one to investigate her connection with Riddingham.”

			He grimaced wryly. “I feared you might say that.”

			Lucian’s expression grew intent as he leaned forward. “I’m certain I don’t need to remind you that England’s future could be at stake.”

			“No, I need no reminding.”

			“This bloody war may at last be coming to an end—nearly every day there are fresh reports from the battlefield about Allied victories. But even if Napoleon is vanquished, I don’t expect Caliban to retire. A man like that does not simply disappear.”

			“I’m well aware of the danger Caliban represents.”

			“Then you will do it?”

			Dare took a long swallow of brandy, feeling the burn sear a trail down his throat to mingle with the fire already churning in his gut. “Yes,” he said finally, exhaling a reluctant sigh. “I expect the best approach would be for me to join the supplicants for the Jewel’s favors. Pretend to be one of Riddingham’s rivals. That would give me a legitimate excuse for getting close to him. Stir the pot, as it were. Perhaps he will show his hand if I can manage to burrow deeply enough under his skin.”

			“Good. And if you find your reservations interfering with your mission, you have only to recall how many innocents have died as the result of Caliban’s treachery. Meanwhile, you can use the opportunity to ascertain Miss Laurent’s loyalties. You may be right. She could very well be working for the French.”

			Dare smiled to himself. It would be poetic justice if he could not only unmask Caliban, but discover that the temptress who’d broken his heart was abetting England’s most dangerous traitor.

			The tension that had gripped him since seeing Julienne this afternoon eased with the sense of having reached a decision.

			He would use the dazzling actress to help him get closer to Riddingham, Dare vowed. And if she was indeed a French spy, he would make her pay dearly.

		

	
		
			Chapter
Two

			The cloying scents of orange peels and tallow from the footlights and torchères seemed almost overpowering tonight, yet Julienne knew the normal stage accoutrements were not to blame for her feeling of faintness. An entirely different cause had set her senses spinning.

			He was in the audience, watching her performance.

			She found her knees shaking. Even the ogling bucks in the pit couldn’t distract her from his relentless regard. He sat in one of the luxury boxes, his fair hair shimmering in the glow of the theater’s massive chandelier.

			Dare North. The legendary lover who had stolen her heart and left her reeling in the aftermath.

			Under his intent scrutiny, Julienne had executed her leading role in the John Webster tragedy in a daze, barely able to remember her lines. Once she had even missed her cue, which had earned her a disapproving scowl from the theater’s august manager, Samuel Arnold.

			I will not think of him, Julienne vowed futilely for the hundredth time as she waited in the wings for her final entrance.

			The Theater Royal at Drury Lane was one of two premier theaters in London, and tonight’s house was completely full. Filled to overflowing, in fact, a distinction normally reserved for London’s reigning thespian, the remarkable Edmund Kean. Yet Kean had reportedly “taken ill,” a public fiction to conceal the truth that he was still recovering from a fierce bout of drunken brawling.

			Julienne had been given top billing this evening—a splendid coup for a hitherto unknown actress from the provinces. She could not afford to squander this opportunity, or have her wits battered by memories she’d fought so hard to vanquish.

			It had taken years to cleanse the ache of Dare from her soul, to conquer her yearning for him. She’d risked coming to London, even knowing of his presence here, yet hoping to avoid him.

			A foolish notion, she realized now. The Marquess of Wolverton—his present illustrious title—was one of the chief leaders of the Beau Monde, despite his scandalous reputation, or perhaps because of it. He moved in London’s most elite circles, as well as the more disreputable ones. She could no more have avoided him than she could quell the painful memories that seeing him resurrected.

			Another foolish notion, believing she could forget someone so unforgettable, or a passion so wondrous. She had loved Dare with a reckless hunger she’d never felt with any other man, before or since. But her love had proved her downfall.

			Her eyes blurred as she remembered the last time she had seen Dare, when she’d had no choice but to betray him. In a fleeting moment his regard had transformed from shock to desolation, from disillusionment to chilled contempt.

			Unable to explain her reasons, she had watched through a haze of scalding tears as he walked out of her life. Losing him had left her devastated. Alone. Facing disaster—

			A low hiss from the manager made Julienne realize she had missed another cue. Steeling herself, she swept out onto the stage to enact the final gory scenes of The White Devil.

			It was a coveted role for any actress, playing a scheming Venetian courtesan, and she managed to make it through the dark tale of murder and vengeance with no more serious lapses. But she was grateful when her character’s demise came at the end and the company could finally take their bows to shouts and whistles and sincere applause.

			That the majority of the accolades were showered upon her surprised Julienne, considering her wretched performance. Pasting an alluring smile on her lips, however, she gracefully accepted the acclaim, executing a deep curtsy for the cheering crowd in the galleries, then the wilder throng in the pit, and finally the nobles and gentry in the boxes.

			She was just rising when she made the mistake of glancing at the particular nobleman she’d tried so desperately all evening to ignore. Dare had moved to the front of his box to stand at the railing.

			Julienne froze, caught in the hypnotizing power of his gaze; even at this distance, she could feel the searing impact. Her lips parted in a sharp inhalation, while his curved in a faint smile, slow and lazy and provocatively rakish.

			She saw his sensual mouth move then, but with the rush of blood in her head making her senses swim, it took her a moment to realize he had spoken to her.

			Without volition, she raised a hand, absently signaling for quiet. Slowly a hush went over the crowd, while countless heads swiveled in the direction of her fixed gaze.

			Dare called her name again, this time loudly enough to be heard throughout the theater.

			“Mademoiselle Laurent,” he drawled, conversing as if they were completely alone. “Allow me to commend you on a most excellent performance.”

			Uncertain of what he planned, Julienne felt an unmistakable ripple of tension course through her, drawing her nerves taut.

			“Thank you, my lord,” she replied, striving to keep her voice steady.

			“Is it true?” he asked.

			“Is what true?”

			Casually he lifted a hip onto the railing and lounged there, surveying her indolently. “That you intend to make your choice of protectors at the end of the season?”

			Bewildered, Julienne thought back frantically to the declaration she’d made last week, half in jest. She had been in the green room after a performance, surrounded by eager swains, all vying for her attention and urging her to accept their unwanted invitations. When one persistent coxcomb crudely pronounced his determination to have her in keeping, she hid her dismay and feigned a laugh, protesting that she couldn’t possibly decide from among such delightful gentlemen just yet.

			Her indecision was purely a defensive strategy. She had no intention of accepting any man’s protection, but neither could she risk spurning her devotees or alienating any of these wealthy theater patrons. She would have to tread a careful line, holding her courtiers enthralled while putting them off, maintaining their admiration without committing herself.

			When pressed, she pledged to make her choice at the end of her acting engagement. Her unattainability had an added benefit, she shortly discovered. Being fought over by rich, titled admirers actually increased her value to the theater because it brought in more business.

			That Lord Wolverton had learned of the episode, however, was a testament to the efficiency of London gossips, Julienne surmised.

			Trying to regain her splintered composure, she uttered a polite response. “I fail to see how my intentions would concern you, my lord.”

			“I should like to declare myself as a candidate in the competition.”

			An audible ripple of surprise and interest emanated from the crowd.

			To her shock, Dare hoisted himself up to stand on the balcony railing. Julienne wasn’t certain if the gasps she heard came from the audience or from her own throat. Both, she suspected. In all her days in the theater, she had never been more at a loss; her mind went blank, and she felt the particular panic that came from forgetting a crucial line.

			Except that this time there were no scripted lines to learn. This was no play at all.

			The crowd, however, was behaving as though the scene was merely a continuation of the earlier performance, maintaining an expectant hush. Julienne held her own silence, unable to guess what machinations Dare had planned.

			Looking totally at ease in his precarious position, he leaned a shoulder against the column supporting one side of the box.

			“I have made a wager regarding your choice, mademoiselle,” he announced, enunciating clearly. “I’ve wagered that you will choose me.”

			The rowdy throng in the pit reacted with a chorus of titters and guffaws, while the rest waited with bated breath for her response.

			“Have you indeed?” Julienne managed, stalling for time. “You have a very high opinion of yourself, it seems.”

			“An opinion that is warranted.” His gaze slewed over the crowd. “Does anyone here doubt I can win the heart of this lovely Jewel?”

			There were whoops and shouts from the riffraff in the pit and a spurt of clapping from the upper tiers. Dare sketched a debonair bow, acknowledging their approbation.

			It was a dangerous maneuver, Julienne thought with alarm. If he were to fall from that height, he could severely injure himself. But he had always been the most reckless man of her acquaintance. Reckless, daring, outrageous. He appeared totally unconcerned that he was making a spectacle of them both in front a multitude of gawking spectators.

			And the audience obviously relished his bold tactics, responding with titillation and delight.

			Gritting her teeth, Julienne moved along the stage, closer to his box, while trying to recruit her wits. Dare had cleverly trapped her with his public declaration. She had no intention of taking a lover, most certainly not the notorious rake who so forcefully reminded her of the tormenting past, one who still had the power to bring her pain. But she didn’t dare refuse him outright, not without jeopardizing all she had worked for. Her livelihood depended on pleasing her audience.

			Fortunately, she had performed for years, and she had a great deal of practice dealing with rogues and obstinate pursuers.

			Making a belated recovery, Julienne placed her hands on her hips and eyed Dare up and down, looking him over critically as she might a horse at Tattersalls.

			“Perhaps your inflated opinion is warranted after all,” she agreed thoughtfully. “Your reputation certainly precedes you. The notorious Lord Wolverton—a thoroughly wicked rake, famed for his charm and address and his fondness for debauchery. The Prince of Pleasure—is that not the name I heard? Also known as the scourge of feminine hearts.”

			“Yet you have fast become the scourge of male hearts, ma belle.”

			“That was not my intention,” she said, offering an alluring smile that contradicted her words. “But since you remark on it…I might venture to make a wager of my own.” She faced her audience, playing to the crowd. “I stand accused of willfully breaking gentlemen’s hearts. Well, in this instance, I shall endeavor to live up to the accusation. I wager that I can bring the Prince of Pleasure to his knees.”

			The roar of approval was almost deafening, punctuated by the thunder of stomping feet and howls of glee. It was several minutes before the theater quieted enough to allow the spectacle to continue.

			Dare’s own smile was devilish. “So you think you can break my heart?”

			“I am certain of it.”

			“You are welcome to try.” He gave another bow, holding her gaze riveted. “I look forward to the first engagement, my beautiful Jewel.”

			Anticipating a delicious battle, the crowd burst into a wild round of applause. By the time Julienne swept a low curtsy and made her escape, bets had already started flying over who would win.

			The manager, Samuel Arnold, lay in wait for her. She could barely make out his words over the pounding of her pulse and the still-deafening clamor behind her, but she realized he was expressing his approval. Forcing a smile, she fled backstage.

			There were two green rooms at the theater, one designated for the general members of the company, another more elegantly appointed one for the principal performers. Here the actors met their adoring public and held court for their admirers.

			Weakly Julienne sank onto a chaise longue to wait for the expected throng and buried her face in her hands, oblivious to her stage makeup. The rise of emotion churning inside her threatened to suffocate her.

			She had thought herself prepared to face Dare, but never under such unsettling circumstances—matching wits with him in so open a forum, on such a shocking subject as what lover she intended to choose as her protector. She couldn’t even begin to guess his motivation for issuing his public challenge, unless it was retribution for her past sins.

			She could understand his desire for retribution. Seven years ago she had ended their betrothal in such a way that Dare would no longer want her for his bride. She’d purposely driven him away, for his own sake. Yet that hadn’t made relinquishing him any less devastating—nor, in the end, had it saved her from ruin.

			It had been the most terrifying, heartbreaking experience of her life. Not only had she lost Dare, but subsequently she’d found herself utterly defenseless, at the mercy of a grasping libertine and the machinations of a venomous old nobleman. Between the two of them, the Earl of Ivers and the Marquess of Wolverton had destroyed her good name, nearly destroyed her.

			They had left her broken, her dreams shattered in fragments, herself shunned, her shop utterly devoid of customers and income, her beloved Maman sharing in her shame.

			She regretted that the most, for the scandal had only weakened the comptess’s rapidly deteriorating health. To spare her mother further anguish, Julienne had resolved to abandon her familiar life and numbly had begun the search for another home and occupation.

			It was sheer coincidence that a traveling troupe of actors from York had returned to the district during her darkest moments. She could claim a slight acquaintance with them, for she had helped with costumes in past years. When they learned of her desperation, they offered her a means to escape the scandal, as well as shelter and solace and friendship.

			With little chance of finding any sort of respectable employment, Julienne had joined their troupe and wound up settling in York. She spent years honing the skills of her new profession, her sole focus on survival—for both herself and her mother.

			Most of her small earnings she sent home. And the millinery, which continued under the supervision of her sales clerk, initially earned enough to pay the doctors’ bills. But the situation grew dire when her mother’s wasting disease worsened, forcing Julienne to make some harsh choices so that her mother’s final days might be less excruciating.

			Even so, she had not stopped loving Dare. Not at first. For years he had haunted her, figuring in her fondest dreams and her darkest nightmares. The memories of his lovemaking had remained intense, desperate, wild. She had ached for his caresses, for the piercing pleasure he had given her.

			Yet eventually she had taken control of her life and carved out a new future for herself. Since Maman’s death nearly four years ago, Julienne had worked to achieve a kind of peace—and even found contentment of sorts.

			When recently she was offered a plum engagement at the Drury Lane Theater in London for a substantial salary, she had accepted, refusing to let Dare’s presence here destroy her hard-won opportunity for financial independence. Fame didn’t interest her; fortune did. If she was successful enough, if she could command the income of a preeminent actress, then she would be free to make her own choices, to determine her own future. Never again would she be vulnerable and defenseless or dependent on any man’s whims.

			With trepidation, she had reentered Dare’s world, wanting urgently to prove to herself that she was entirely over him. Wanting to close that door to their past irrevocably so that she could move on with her life.

			Seeing Dare again, however, had reopened a dormant wound, roused an ache inside her that made it hard even to breathe.

			Determinedly Julienne inhaled several slow, deep breaths, practicing the calming techniques she had learned at the beginning of her acting career.

			The worst was over. Despite whatever game Dare was playing, she could manage to shield her emotions.

			I can keep him distant, she vowed, although the weak trembling in her limbs belied her resolve.

			She was grateful when the other lead actors in the company joined her. They were followed shortly by a throng of admirers, and in moments the green room was filled to overflowing, abuzz with talk of a certain scandalous nobleman.

			Pretending that the spectacle had not affected her in the least, Julienne summoned a dazzling smile for the gentlemen clustered around her.

			They had one intention, she well knew: to bribe their way into her bed. Any female in her profession was expected to be available for the right price. But though she was determined to keep her bed solitary, she had an image to maintain. And tonight she had an additional task—assuring her cavaliers that despite Wolverton’s bold declaration, he would prove no rival for her affections.

			One of the most vocal of her courtiers was Hugh Bramley, Viscount Riddingham. Tall and slightly gangly, he possessed unremarkable brown hair and nondescript features, but he was affable and amusing and extremely well-mannered, and Julienne found herself fonder of him than any of the others.

			Riddingham was clearly unhappy with the turn of events, however, and showed an unmistakable jealousy.

			“The nerve of the rogue, making such an exhibition of himself. Miss Laurent, I trust you don’t intend to permit that insufferable fellow to make you the target of his depraved amusements. His perversions are legend.”

			“He will be no danger to me if you are at hand to protect me,” she returned lightly, trying to soothe Riddingham’s ruffled feathers while keeping a nervous eye on the door, expecting Dare to make an appearance at any moment.

			It was all she could do to hide her tension and feign interest in their witticisms. When she was offered a dozen invitations for a late-night supper, she declined prettily, claiming fatigue.

			Three-quarters of an hour later, her less persistent swains had retired from the lists and the crowd had thinned somewhat. Having regained a small measure of her composure, Julienne began to hope that she needn’t deal with the notorious marquess any further this evening and she could retire to her dressing room and then to her lodgings alone.

			She was laughing over one of Riddingham’s sallies when she suddenly saw the viscount stiffen. A noted hush fell over the company, and when the sea of gentleman parted, Dare North stood before her.

			Julienne’s heart somersaulted violently in her chest.

			At first glance he seemed to possess the same refined elegance she remembered, the same lithe grace, the same lean hardness. Yet his shoulders were broader beneath his exquisitely tailored blue coat, she noted; his thighs more powerfully muscled, sheathed in formal satin breeches.

			His elaborate cravat set off the fine, aristocratic features she found just as striking as they had been seven years ago. His face, with its high cheekbones and noble brow, had always had the devil’s own beauty.

			It was all Julienne could do to keep from staring.

			Dare had no such reservations, apparently. His slow appraisal seemed to penetrate her garments, brushing over her bosom significantly revealed by the low, square neckline of her elaborate costume, moving to her narrow waist, then resting on her hips encased in flaring panniers. It was the measuring scrutiny of a man who knew women intimately.

			She took a steadying breath, trying to calm the rapid beat of her heart.

			“At last I understand why all London is raving,” he said. “From a distance, your stage presence is stunning. But in close proximity…your beauty renders me inarticulate.”

			Julienne eyed him coolly. “I take leave to doubt that, my lord. I would imagine you are rarely at a loss for words.”

			“Rarely.” His mouth quirked with his heart-melting smile, rife with the sensual charm she remembered so well.

			She tried frantically to think of something sophisticated and witty to say. Before anything occurred, however, Dare reached out and brought her fingers to his lips to kiss their tips slowly.

			Her stomach tightened with a jolt of pure, feminine desire.

			His faint smile was knowing and experienced.

			Only with great effort did Julienne refrain from snatching her hand away, extricating her fingers slowly instead. Yet she deplored her response to that simple contact, deplored how the memory lingered too long.

			“I wonder that you deign to grace us with your presence, my lord. The play has been over for some time.”

			“I wanted to allow your other courtiers their fair share of your company, since I intend to take you to supper.”

			There were several immediate objections from the gentlemen surrounding her, Riddingham’s being the most adamant. “Miss Laurent will not be accompanying you anywhere, Wolverton.”

			Dare raised an eyebrow at the viscount. “I regret, old friend, to be poaching on your territory, but I have a wager to win, after all. Surely you understand.”

			Julienne intervened with a chilly smile, addressing Dare. “Thank you for your consideration, but Lord Riddingham is correct. I must decline. I fear that after tonight’s performance, I have a headache.”

			“All that murder and mayhem, no doubt,” he murmured. “But I trust you will allow me to register a protest. You accepted my challenge, mademoiselle. In all fairness, you must give me the chance to woo you. How can I win your surrender otherwise?”

			“I fancy that is your problem, not mine.”

			“What of your vow to bring me to my knees?”

			“Some other time, perhaps. Now, if you will forgive me, I must change my costume.”

			Rising from the chaise regally, she flashed an apologetic smile that encompassed everyone but Wolverton. “I hope very much to see all you gentlemen tomorrow.”

			Leaving the green room behind, Julienne negotiated the narrow corridor to her dressing room. She was about to close the door when, to her utter dismay, Dare entered behind her.

			Whirling, she stared at him indignantly as he locked the door, shutting them in together.

			“Your manners always were supremely deficient,” she observed. “I thought I made myself clear. I wish to be alone.”

			“No, you said you wished to change your costume.”

			His green eyes bright, he surveyed her with interest. Julienne fought the defensive urge to cross her arms over her chest. It unnerved her to be alone with Dare for the first time since their rift. Yet she was not entirely surprised by his presumptuous invasion; Dare North was a man who knew the rules of polite behavior and blatantly ignored them.

			She was spared a reply, however, when an urgent pounding sounded on the door, followed by Riddingham’s concerned query. “Miss Laurent, did Wolverton follow you here? Do you need assistance?” He pounded again.

			“You had best reassure him,” Dare murmured, “before he smashes the door down.”

			She felt a strong desire to box Dare’s ears as she watched him slip behind the large ornate dressing screen. He always did have the most incredible nerve….

			She unlocked the door instead, opening it partway to find a scowling Lord Riddingham.

			“Shall I summon the manager?” he growled.

			Julienne had no desire to compound the recent spectacle or rouse the viscount’s jealousy further by revealing that Dare was alone with her in her private dressing room. Feigning bewilderment, she gave Riddingham a puzzled frown. “Why would you wish to summon the manager?”

			“I thought to find Wolverton here.”

			“You must have been mistaken.” Holding her breath, she opened the door wide, showing him the small dressing room jammed with a wide variety of costumes and props, leaving just enough space for a dressing table and screen.

			“See, my lord. I don’t require assistance, although I thank you. It was kind of you. Were Wolverton here making a nuisance of himself, I would have been exceedingly glad for you to come to my rescue.”

			When Riddingham cleared his throat and apologized for disturbing her, Julienne reassured him once more. After he took his leave, she closed the door and counted to ten before saying in a wry tone, “I believe it is safe for you to come out now.”

			When Dare showed himself, she added with a tart edge, “You disappeared with such ease, I can only assume you have long practice evading outraged husbands and lovers.”

			“You suppose correctly,” he agreed blandly.

			“Well, I will thank you to take yourself off now and allow me some privacy.”

			The grin he flashed was brilliant enough to make her heart falter. “I cannot leave until I’m certain Riddingham is gone. Surely you prefer that I spare you embarrassment. You wouldn’t wish me to expose you for a liar, would you?”

			“Very well,” Julienne snapped. “You may stay for a few moments more. But if it is not too inconvenient, would you mind coming out from behind the screen and allowing me use of it?”

			“I hoped you might need help changing,” Dare replied lightly, even as he complied with her request.

			“No, I do not need help.”

			“How tiresome. But truthfully, I am only here to persuade you to dine with me. One supper. What can it hurt? You can use the opportunity to ensnare my heart.”

			She gave him a hard stare. “What do you really want of me, Lord Wolverton?”

			“I told you. I made a wager that I can win you.”

			“How much?” When he raised an eyebrow, Julienne crossed her arms with impatience. “What sum did you wager?”

			“What does it matter?”

			“If it is not too excessive, I will pay it myself, so I won’t be compelled to endure this ridiculous

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			To my wonderful readers, whose enjoyment of my stories keeps me going

			With special thanks to the lovely ladies of the Beau Monde, particularly that fount of Regency wisdom, Nancy Mayer
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