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  CHAPTER 1


  London, 1818


  Cynssyr glared at the door to number twenty-four Portman Square. Blast it, he said to the groom who held two other horses. What the devil is taking them so long? He sat his horse with authority, a man in command of himself and his world. His buckskins fit close over lean thighs, and the exacting cut of his jacket declared a tailor of some talent. A Pink of the Ton, he seemed, but for eyes that observed more than they revealed.


  The Barons a family man now, sir. The groom stamped his feet and tucked his hands under his armpits.


  What has that to do with anything?


  A handbill abandoned by some reveler from one of last nights fetes skimmed over the cobbles and spooked the other two horses, a charcoal gelding by the name of Poor Boy on account of the loss of his equine manhood; and a muscular dun. The groom had a dicey moment what with the cold having numbed his fingers but managed to send the sheet skittering to freedom.


  Man with a family cant leave anywhere spot on the dot, the groom said.


  I dont see why.


  The door to number twenty-four flew open with a ringing crack of wood against stone. Of the two men who came out, the taller was Benjamin Dunbartin, Baron Aldreth, the owner of the house. He moved down the stairs at a rapid clip, clapping his hat onto his blond head as if he meant to cement it in place. The other man gripped his hat in one hand and descended at a more leisurely pace. The wind whipped a mass of inky curls over his sharp cheekbones.


  My lord. The groom handed Benjamin the reins to the dun. Before the groom could so much as offer a leg up, Ben launched himself into the saddle without a word of greeting or acknowledgment. Most everyone liked Benjamin. With his good looks and boyish smile, it was practically impossible not to. At the moment, however, Cynssyr thought Ben did not look like a man who cared for the family life.


  Come along, Devon, Benjamin said to his companion. He spoke with such force his dun tossed its head and pranced in nearly a full circle before Ben had him under control again.


  Cynssyrs green eyes widened. Have you quarreled with Mary?


  Certainly not, said Ben.


  Well, you look like youve been hit by lightning from on high and still hear the angels singing. Whats put you in such a state?


  None of your damned business. The dun stamped hard on the cobbles, and Ben swore under his breath.


  Cynssyrs bay snorted, and he reached to soothe the animal. I should say it is, if Im to endure such behavior from you.


  Devon!


  Is this, by any chance, about Devons letter?


  Bens neck fairly snapped, he turned so quickly. What do you know about that damned letter?


  He wouldnt let me read it, but it must have succeeded. Camilla Fairchild is too young to be looking at a man that way. Cynssyrs mouth quirked and with the slight smile his austere features softened. When he smiled, he was about as handsome as a man could get, a fact not lost on him. He knew quite well the effect of his smile on the fairer sex.


  Devon reached the curb in time to overhear the last remark. Coal-black eyes, at the moment completely without humor, slid from Ben to Cynssyr. Disgraceful, aint it? Her mother ought to set the girl a better example. He, too, accepted the reins of his gelding from the groom. He glanced at the stairs.


  Do you think she will? Cynssyr managed, quite deliberately, to sound as though he hoped she wouldnt. Christ, he hoped not. He fully expected to soon discover what Mrs. Fairchilds backside felt like under his hands. Soft, he imagined. Energetic, he hoped.


  You ought to know better, Cyn, Devon said. Even Mary said so.


  You will be relieved to know that at lord Sathers rout Miss Fairchilds passion was as yet untempered by experience. I merely provided her some. His smile reappeared. A regrettably small amount, to be sure.


  You know, Cyn, Ben said, one of these days youre going to miscalculate and find yourself married to some featherbrained female wholl bore you to tears.


  What else have you done, Devon, thats made him such wretched company? Cynssyr kept one eye on Benjamin.


  Not one word, Ben said, glaring not at Cynssyr but at Devon.


  Devon stopped with one foot in the stirrup to gift the world with affronted innocence. All I did was


  Not one! Ben turned a warning glance on him, too. Not a word from you, either, Cyn.


  Dev shook his head and mounted, exchanging a glance with Cynssyr who shrugged and found himself still mystified.


  Only when the three were long out of earshot of the groom and riding toward Hyde Park did Ben speak. How dare you? He took a crumpled sheet of paper from his pocket and thrust it at Devon. How dare you!


  My personal correspondence is none of your affair. Devon, who had never expected to come into his title, could nevertheless exude more condescension than ever his father had managed, and the previous earl had been a master.


  Give me one reason I oughtnt call you out.


  Now see here, Cynssyr said, more than a little alarmed.


  Frankly, Cyn, if you knew about the letter, I ought to have satisfaction from you, too. Ben turned back to Devon. Well?


  I asked permission to court her when we were at Rosefeld for your wedding. But I had not the proper credentials then. Devon laughed bleakly. I am Bracebridge now.


  Four years ago, Cynssyr said, Camilla Fairchild was all of what, twelve or thirteen?


  Good God, said Benjamin. Not Miss Fairchild.


  Devon snatched the crumpled paper from Bens hand. I wont lose her a second time.


  Lose whom? Cynssyr drew even with Devon. What are you two talking about? Devon, I thought your letter was for Miss Fairchild. Two women out for a morning walk stopped their stroll to stare at the men riding by. Out of pure habit, Cynssyr gave them an assessing glance, which made Devon laugh.


  Have you declared yourself? Ben waved at the paper in Devons hand. Besides in that note of yours, I mean.


  If not Miss Fairchild, then whom? Cynssyr said, by now more than a little annoyed. Miss George? When that got no reply, he said, Not Miss Willowby. Oh, please, no. If its Miss Willowby, I forbid it.


  Devon slid the note into his pocket. She has not the slightest idea of my feelings.


  Good God.


  Now that she is here in London, Devon said, I mean to change that. He pulled back on his black, waiting for Bens dun to draw alongside. Once again, Cynssyr found himself maddeningly excluded. With your permission, of course.


  It isnt my permission you need be concerned with, Ben said. Its her fathers.


  The old man can bugger himself for all I care. The black-as-the-depths-of-hell eyes that even Cynssyr, who knew better, sometimes thought devoid of life flashed with a violent fire.


  Benjamin grinned.


  They were at the Park now, off the streets and onto the riding paths. Would one of you, said Cynssyr, please tell me what the devil youre talking about?


  Dev thinks hes in love.


  That much I gathered. He looked over at Devon. In love with whom?


  My sister-in-law, Ben said, throwing up one hand. Thats who.


  Cynssyr gave Devon a look. Which one? He moved out of the path of a fat gentleman on a white mare. To the best of his recollection, there were four Sinclair sisters and Benjamin had married one of them. That left three. And, if memory served, the Sinclair sisters deserved their reputation for beauty. Bens wife, Mary, was among the most beautiful women of Cynssyrs rather vast acquaintance. He almost didnt blame Ben for marrying her.


  I dont think Im in love.


  The youngest? Miss Emily? His green eyes flickered with interest. If she turns out half as beautiful as she promised, shell cause a riot at her debut.


  No. And stay the hell away from Emily, Cyn.


  Then it must be the brunette. Lucy. The name rolled off his tongue replete with his recollection of ebony hair and features of heartbreaking perfection.


  No.


  You mean the eldest? He could not for the life of him summon an image of the eldest Sinclair sister. Thats impossible. I dont even remember her.


  Blonde? Gray-blue eyes. Yay tall. Ben indicated an inch or so below his chin which meant a tall woman, perhaps even an ungainly one. Youll meet her tonight at the ball. Meet her again, that is.


  Why dont I recall her? Cynssyr glanced at Devon.


  And by the way, Ben said. Stay away from Lucy, too.


  Why?


  Because when it comes to women, damn you, Cynssyr, youre a rogue, thats why.


  Mama begins to despair. Perhaps I ought put to rest her doubts of a succession.


  Ben snorted. Id not curse any of my sisters-in-law with you for a husband.


  Now that, Cynssyr said, wounds me deeply. When at last I marry, I expect Ill make a most excellent husband.


  Hah, said Devon.


  Et tu, Brut?


  You cant even settle on what woman to seduce tonight.


  If not for Napoleon, Id likely be years married. A positive dullard, like Ben here. But Napoleon there was, so Cynssyr wasnt married at all. Love, naturally, would have but a limited role in any marriage he contracted. The war had burned out his capacity, if ever hed possessed it, for such saving emotion.


  A dullard? said Ben, spoiling his attempt to appear insulted by breaking into laughter. Devon rolled his eyes.


  Whatever you two think, Im quite aware I need a wife. A man of my station requires a wife, as my desperate mother so often reminds me.


  God help the woman fool enough to marry you, Ben said.


  Why not one of your sisters-in-law, Ben? It seems an excellent idea. Dozens of suitable candidates were thrown his way every season, this one being no different from any other since the war. But hed not been able to bring himself to the sticking point with any of them.


  No.


  Ill reform. He grinned. I promise.


  Youll reform when hell freezes over.


  A faint memory tickled at the back of his mind. He tapped his temple. You mean the spinster, dont you, Devon? The eldest. The one with the spectacles.


  Blond hair, gray-blue eyes. Yay tall, Benjamin repeated.


  What was her name?


  Bens blue eyes chilled another degree. Anne.


  Gad. I still dont remember her. Except for the spectacles. He looked askance at Dev. I have never understood his taste in women.


  You truly want to marry Anne? Ben asked Devon. Curiosity and relief lingered at the edges of the question, but hearing him, no one could doubt the seriousness of the matter. No doting father could have sounded more cautious.


  Yes.


  I meant to introduce her to Declan McHenry, said Ben, looking thoughtfully at Devon. Or Phillip Lovejoy.


  Id be obliged if you didnt.


  Good God, you are serious, arent you?


  Its been four years. I am done waiting. Amusement brightened Devons brooding eyes and made his severe mouth curve in a surprisingly warm smile. It did interesting things to his face, the way severity gave way to warmth. At times like this, when he saw Devon smile, Cynssyr understood exactly why women went so eagerly to his bed.


  If Devon had really decided the Sinclair spinster was the woman he wanted, then the matter was done. He would have his way. The why of it mystified him. Even as plain Devon Carlisle, he could do far better than some dried-up female who wasnt even pretty enough to bother taking off her spectacles. As matrimonial material, the earl of Bracebridge was nearly as sought after as he himself. Nearly. But, not quite.


  Enough. No more blather about love and marriage, you two, Cynssyr said. With a flick of the reins, he steered his horse past a fallen branch then cantered to the edge of a meadow where he waited for Ben and Devon.


  Jade, Ben accused when he reached the meadow.


  Cynssyr flashed a brilliantly arrogant smile. The trouble with you, my lord Baron Aldreth, is you love your wife. And you, Devon. For shame. You disappoint me. You disappoint all our sex, falling for this Miss Sinclair.


  Love, said Dev with one of his wry grins. A most heinous crime.


  Love. Cynssyr lifted one brow in the supercilious disdain he usually reserved for certain rebuttals in the Lords. You mean a mans delusion hes not been robbed of his freedom and a womans that shes gained hers?


  Exactly, Devon said.


  How can you trust your judgment now? He lifted his riding whip, but brought it down on his boot leg, not his horse. Fools the both of you. So saying, he urged his horse to a gallop. Anne Sinclair, he muttered. He heard Devon and Ben thunder after him and gave his horse its head. They had no chance of catching him now. Only the best horseflesh found its way into his stables. He had the best of everything. Wine. Horses. Women. Friends.


  He wanted to roar with disgust and dismay. Devon married. What was he to do with himself then? To the devil with spinsters who set their caps on marriage, he thought as the chill wind whipped past him. To the very devil with her. Thus did the duke of Cynssyr, so deservedly referred to as Lord Ruin, dismiss the woman with whom he would soon be desperately in love.


  CHAPTER 2


  The duke of Sin and the Divine Sinclair, surely a match made in heaven.


  Well, said Lucy, folding the page from which shed read out loud. The rest of the paper slid off her lap and onto the floor. Quite a triumph for our youngest sister.


  Mary held out Annes gloves. Hell propose to her at Corth Abbey. They were in Annes room, about to leave for Sussex and Mr. Devon Carlisles country retreat now that Anne was at last well enough to think of such a journey, illness having kept her abed since the day of the Sinclair familys arrival in London.


  He wont, Anne said admitting just to herself that in actual fact she prayed he would not. She drew on a glove. She didnt yet know the extent of the disaster, but according to Mary, all anyone had talked about during her three week sickroom confinement was that man, that awful man the duke of Cynssyr, courting Emily. The Divine Sinclair he dubbed her and, drat the man, the sobriquet stuck.


  The only other subject of conversation that even came close to Emily and the duke was how yet another woman had been snatched right from Piccadilly Street. Whispers of the incident abounded, some ridiculous beyond belief. Violence underlay all the speculations, from the probable through to the fantastic. True, ransom had been paid, but no one, it seemed, believed the story stopped there.


  Yes, he will, said Lucy. Emily refuses to encourage him, but he is determined, is the duke.


  Anne turned. She had long ago accepted the unspoken expectation that she would care for their father for as many years as were left him. A pretty woman born to a family of beauties, Anne considered her looks little more than tolerable. With three beautiful sisters, few people, if any, noticed she was not at all unattractive.


  What sort of recommendation is that for a husband? Fear made her tone sharp. Guilt, too. If only shed gotten out and about sooner, events might never have come to this unfortunate pass. Determined. She sniffed. What about love? Emily must be loved by her husband, and I dont believe for even a moment he loves Emily. She had no doubt whatever that marriage between Emily and Cynssyr would be disastrous. Marriage to the duke would be disastrous for any woman. Love. He doesnt know the meaning of the word. She gave her other glove a jerk in order to slide her fingers to the ends. He doesnt. He cant. She tugged hard on the cuff. He never will.


  Hes one of the most powerful men in England, and he wants to marry Emily. Mary tucked a strand of Annes hair behind her ear. Somewhere between blond and silver-gold, Annes hair refused to hold a curl. A woman who cared for the fashion of ringlets might have despaired. Have you nothing else to wear, Anne? Something blue to match your eyes?


  Im presentable. Thats all a spinster need be: presentable. Her eyes were of little account, not quite blue, not quite grey. Besides, they were too darkly lashed and obscured by a pair of spectacles, gold rims holding narrow ovals of glass. Her features were regular enough but to Anne, who had constantly the model of her sisters before her, they fell far short of beauty. Rarely did people look past the spectacles since she dressed like the spinster she was, in plain, sober gowns without concession to style.


  Powerful, she now replied to her sister. From an accident of birth. Its not as though he earned his exalted position. If shed known how closely her expression resembled Cynssyr at his haughtiest she would have been mortified. Hes a dilettante who probably cares more for his tailor or his bootmaker than the less fortunate people of England. What does he know of the suffering of real people? Bartley Green had its share of misery. The duke didnt know a thing about people from villages like Bartley Green. How could he, a man to the manor born, have any understanding of poverty? Or of hopelessness clinging to ones soul like the dampness of mist.


  For pitys sake, Anne, hes not a monster.


  Ill take issue with that. In truth, she knew little of the duke except what she read in the papers and that consisted primarily of melodramatic accounts of his social exploits. Still, if even a particle was true, he was the sort of man a lady avoided at all costs. Satirists rendered the dukes amorous pursuits in droll cartoons, frequently showing him addressing the House of Lords while women swooned at his feet. The caricatures made clear where his interests lay, and it wasnt the subject matter of his speeches.


  Papa is beside himself, you know. Lucy sighed. Emily a duchess.


  Emily a what? came a voice from the doorway.


  Papa will not interfere this time, Anne said stoutly, but low enough that only Mary and Lucy heard. He wont coerce another daughter into a disastrous marriage. What Lucy thought of this reference to her late husband she didnt care. The stakes were too high for the nicety of silence on a painful subject.


  Emily walked in, cooly elegant in a lilac carriage dress. Anne melted a little, as she always did when she looked at her youngest sister. Shed held an infant Emily in her arms, nursed her though illness and soothed her out of unhappiness. Beautiful, trusting Emily would be destroyed by a man like Cynssyr. Her sweet nature and high spirits would not survive the discovery that the duke did not and could not love her. Seeing her sister married to Cynssyr would break her heart. Emily needed love in her marriage. She deserved love. As their parents had once loved. This headlong rush to catastrophe simply had to be stopped.


  A duchess, Lucy supplied.


  If I were a duchess, said Emily, mimicking a regal stance, you should have to curtsey when I come into the room. Her eyes twinkled. And Anne must listen to me for a change.


  Well see about that. Lucy, dearest, your bootlace is untied.


  What? Again? She bent down. What a nuisance. I am forever coming undone.


  Hurry up, Lucy, said Emily. Aldreth says the carriage is ready.


  Anne smiled grimly and adjusted her cap. Shall we?


  With dry roads and no rain to slow them down, the journey into Sussex didnt take but two hours. Too short a drive, thought Anne. And, indeed, they arrived all too soon. She hadnt nearly enough time to lay plans against the duke.


  Lucy dropped one of her gloves when the carriage door opened. Go on, Lucy, said Anne. She dipped her head to avoid being enveloped by Emilys skirt as she descended. Ill find it.


  Thank you, Anne. Youre a treasure. Lucy extended a hand to someone outside and stepped down.


  Now, she thought, bending down, where was that glove? Not on the seat. Come now, little glove, she cajoled. Blast, do stop hiding. Ah, hah! There it was on the floor, kicked nearly out of sight beneath the lip of the seat.


  Welcome, she heard a deep, resonant voice say to the others. Welcome to Corth Abbey.


  Inside the carriage, Annes hand stopped inches from Lucys glove. She knew that voice. Memories and feelings rushed back, tugging at her heart.


  Anne? Mary called from just outside.


  She snatched the glove and for the space of a breath stayed bent down. Her pulse raced. She lifted a hand to her head to smooth her hair, then stopped. Curse her for her pride. What she looked like didnt matter. Even if she were as beautiful as one of her sisters, what feelings Devon Carlisle may once have felt for her must be long dead. She recaptured her flight of fancy and gathered back the misgivings of her heart. Clutching Lucys glove, she stepped from the carriage, unnoticed.


  Devon stood with Mary and Aldreth but he was bowing over Lucys hand, distracted, as most men were, by her beauty. Thus, Anne had the space of two breaths to compose herself. Though his circumstances had changed dramatically, he had not. His hair was still too long, and he still had that ungoverned air about him, as if he just barely restrained himself from some outrageous behavior. Four years had passed. She told herself she meant nothing to him now. Indeed, she expected he would show her only polite disinterest. He was rich now and ennobled while she was nothing but a spinster of no particular interest to anyone.


  He let go of Lucys hand and greeted her father. Grinning, he gave Aldreth a thump on the shoulder. Then he turned to her. Anne felt her stomach contract with a kind of shivery sensation, equal parts trepidation and exhilaration it seemed to her.


  Anne, he said in the wine-smooth voice she remembered so well. How glad I am to see you. You are recovered, yes? He moved to her, taking both her hands in his and smiling that sinister smile of his.


  Perfectly, my lord. She bent a knee. Papa, when in his cups, tended to talk rather too much. Too late, she learned that four years ago Devon Carlisle had admired her more than a little. Shed returned the feeling, never dreaming that a man of Devons qualities would think of her as anything more than a chaperon for her sisters. Theyd talked for hours in the days before Marys wedding, when shed spent more time at Aldreths estate of Rosefeld than her own home. Then, of course, Devon had been a penniless younger son, and that had been reason enough for Papa to discourage him when hed called after the wedding and been summarily dismissed.


  Devon, he said softly. On that I insist.


  Her pulse tripped. Lucy and Devon, she thought in a sort of wild panic, would suit. Yes. Suit they would. A perfect match those two. Yes, sir.


  Devon, he repeated.


  Hearing that warm and tender tone, her stomach fluttered with a herd of butterflies. Unbidden came the thought that she really could not bear a disappointment. Too much time had passed. Too much had changed. Four years had put marriage further from her grasp. As well imagine herself a Princess as imagine herself married, let alone married to him. Her place and her future were no mystery at all. She looked to Lucy who knelt over her boot, tying the laces yet again. Lucy, dear, come along. What she wanted wasnt possible. Matters would end precisely where they had in Bartley Green.


  I own, Ben remarked to Anne, turning his head so only Mary saw him smiling, Bracebridge here meant to fetch the physic himself when he heard you were not well. He must have asked a dozen times if you were going to come with us.


  We shall be a very merry party, I think, said Devon quickly. He touched the bridge of his nose at the spot where it jogged slightly left rather than continue straight. Lady Prescott has arrived. Still holding one of Annes hands, he led them up the stairs. And the Cookes. Mr. Hathaway, Major Truitt. He gestured. Breathe a word that the Sinclairs have accepted, and one must deal with all sorts of people desperate for an invitation.


  Has his grace arrived yet? Sinclair asked with a significant glance at Emily.


  Dread knotted her stomach. That man, the duke who was so completely an unsuitable husband for any woman, would not toy with Emilys heart the way he had with all those other women. No matter what. She didnt know yet how she would prevent an engagement, but she would. Somehow she would.


  Devon shook his head. Alas, sir, no.


  Like that, Annes tension collapsed, the knot in her stomach unraveled. She leaned to Mary. What did I tell you? she whispered with undeniable exaltation. Lord Ruin hasnt even come, the coward. He got nowhere with Emily and has taken up easier prey. A butler moved forward to take hats and cloaks.


  We shall see, Mary said, handing over her cloak.


  Not here? Sinclair repeated.


  The Privy Council was convened. Hes delayed until tomorrow at least. Perhaps even the day after. But there are guests enough for your amusement, sir. Devon hadnt yet left Annes side. Major Truitt was kind enough to bring his sister Evelyn, whom I know you ladies will adore, and we are graced as well with Miss Fairchild, her mother and four cousins.


  Lucy came perilously close to knocking over one of a pair of celadon vases on either side of the grand staircase. The butler casually repositioned it. Again, that midnight gaze fell on Anne. From pure self-defense, she pretended not to notice. Long practice had made her adept at hiding her emotions. But she couldnt stop herself from thinking that if only her life had been different, she might be four years married. A mother and a countess in the bargain, with every right to hold Devons hand in hers.


  Pond will show you to your rooms.


  No. It simply wasnt possible. Earls married great beauties or heiresses, and she was neither. Anne tugged, and her fingers slipped from Devons grasp. They were only part way up the stairs, not even half way, when the front door opened. Hearing the sound, they stopped. The core component of the chattering group appeared to be young, unmarried females and their chaperones. A few gentlemen rounded out the group, young men, one or two of them soldiers Anne guessed from their posture and serious eyes. Every one of the men gazed at Emily and Lucy, stricken with awe as men usually were with her sisters.


  I saw the carriage, said a woman with iron-grey hair. In the crook of her elbow she cradled a dog the color of snuff and constantly stroked between its pointed ears. I thought perhaps my son had arrived earlier than expected. But I see it is you, Aldreth. She inclined her head in a queenly nod. Lady Aldreth. Fixing her dragon gaze on Emily she said, Do come downstairs, young woman. She pointed at Lucy. You, too. Emily nodded and returned to the entranceway to offer a curtsey.


  Annes heart sank to her toes. This could be none other than the duchess of Cynssyr and mother to the present duke. No other woman could have such an air of arrogance about her. This was disaster. Complete disaster. The duchess never stirred from Hampstead Heath except on a serious matter. And what could be more serious than meeting the woman her son proposed to should make her the dowager duchess of Cynssyr?


  Lucy made a knee on the step just ahead of Anne, and Anne saw that Lucys bootlace had come unlaced yet again. Lucy, Anne whispered. But, too late.


  Lucy started down the stairs to join Emily. She stepped on the dangling lace, stumbled and in trying to recover her balance tangled her foot in Annes skirt. By catching Lucys arm, she saved her sister from pitching headfirst down the stairs, but the effort cost Anne her own balance.


  She grabbed for the bannister and grasped only air. The next thing she knew, she was falling with no hope of saving herself. With a strangled cry as she toppled sideways, Anne felt her ankle give a nasty turn. She landed hard on her side and bounced down two steps to the landing. She lay there, stunned and exquisitely aware of the hush.


  CHAPTER 3


  Are you all right? Kneeling, Devon handed over her glasses, which had gone flying when she fell. She put them on, relieved to have the world back in focus until she saw herself the center of attention.


  Im fine. I think. She didnt feel a thing. Her foot was numb from toe to ankle which surely was not natural. Perfectly all right.


  Clumsy girl.


  Yes, Papa. Sensation returned with a rush, and she bit her lip to keep back a gasp of pain.


  Sinclair frowned at her. Walk it off, my girl.


  Yes, Papa.


  Youve hurt yourself. Devon put an arm around her, holding her up.


  Good Lord, man, dont make a blessed fuss, said Sinclair.


  Devon lowered her onto a stair and matter-of-factly unlaced her boot. Would you be so kind, Pond, he told his butler, as to send for the doctor?


  Milord.


  I dont believe its broken, but best have it looked at.


  Nonsense! Sinclair guffawed.


  Anne sucked in a breath as he slid off her boot. From over Devons shoulder, she got a full dose of her fathers glower. Papa is right, my lord. You mustnt make a fuss. But her ankle didnt just throb, it pulsed with agony. Pride was all that kept away the tears. She managed to stand, but without touching her foot to the floor. Im all right.


  Youre not. Devon was suddenly close. Put your arms round my neck. But with her father glaring at her, she didnt dare. Come now, Anne, Devon said in reasonable tones. Ill not bite. I promise you that.


  Always been the clumsy one, she heard her father say. For the briefest moment, she resented his glib dismissal. Had Emily or Lucy fallen he would have been the first to demand a litter and a surgeon. She quickly stopped the heretical train of thought. She knew her duty and the respect she owed her father.


  Devon lifted her as if she weighed no more than a feather. She imagined her father glaring at her and then she heard him say to someone, No good comes of coddling.


  Its all right, Anne, darling, Devon murmured in her ear, low enough that in the general commotion no one heard but her.


  Her heart leapt. Not entirely welcome, but not unwelcome either. Darling. Hed called her darling. She put her arms around his shoulders, for balance, of course, and something deep inside her stirred. Something shed not felt in four years.


  What if he didnt mean it? What if hed been thinking of Lucy or Emily or even some other woman entirely and the word had just slipped out? Darling. In that case, he was embarrassed to his toes, if he even realized what hed said. Like as not, he didnt know hed uttered the endearment. But heavens, what if he meant it?


  All the way up the stairs, she vacillated between the two possibilities. He meant it. He didnt mean it. My, but he smelled good, she discovered. A faint, lemony cologne and behind that the particular scent of the man. His shoulders felt nice, too. Solid and comforting. She rested her head against his chest and let her imagination take wing.


  Mary, he said, where shall I put her? I dont see how she can share with Miss Emily and Mrs. Willcott, now. Not with her ankle. None of them will sleep. His arms tightened around her. Dash it to deuces. When I built Corth Abbey I never dreamed of entertaining so many. Nor that so many would care to visit without an invitation. He turned his head to one side. My room?


  Certainly not! Mary said.


  He laughed. Id sleep in the parlor, Lady Aldreth.


  Bracebridge, said Mary.


  Anne could practically hear Marys eyes rolling to the ceiling, and in her heart, Anne thought that Devons glib offer of his room sounded wonderfully wicked.


  Then theres really only one other possibility. You tell me if it will do. He stopped at a door near the top of the stairs and waited for Mary to open it and precede them inside. Well?


  A moment later, Mary said, I suppose.


  Youre certain?


  Yes. Yes, of course I am. Bring her in, Bracebridge.


  I feel so silly about all this bother, Anne said as Dev placed her on the bed. If he looked at her, she wondered, did that mean he didnt remember what hed said or that he did and had intended to say it? Lucy hurried in, kneeling at the bedside.


  Anne peeked at Devon. Their eyes met and locked for just an instant. Her heart jumped. Great beauties and heiresses, she repeated. Great beauties and heiresses. Do stop crying, Lucy. I shall be perfectly all right.


  Mary gave Lucy a look. You are no use to anyone when you are upset, Lucy, dear. Take Papa and see to Emily and the duchess if you would, please. Shes probably overwhelmed by now all alone with Em. Bracebridge. Dev stopped his pacing at the foot of the bed.


  I do not like this, he said.


  It is just for the night, after all.


  Yes, I know, but


  Mary put her hands on her hips. I will not put her in your room when you are here, Bracebridge. No. Its out of the question. Well know soon enough how badly shes injured. Oh, for heavens sake. Do sit. She pointed to a nearby chair. Make yourself useful, Bracebridge. Amuse Anne. Take her mind off the discomfort while we wait.


  Major Truitt and Mr. Hathaway can room with me. Well put her in their room.


  From the bed, Anne spoke up. My lord, honestly. I would not like to have so many people discommoded on my account. She looked away from his black eyes. She had to stop torturing herself this way. He was nothing more than a concerned host. Nothing more and everything but, she thought. She spied a small flagon on the dresser, stoppered crystal rimmed with gold. She concentrated on that instead of her throbbing ankle or Devons intentions and her own flood of conflicting reactions.


  Dark green and gold made the chambers primary colors. Solid furniture, a sturdy desk on which there sat an escritoire, near that a stack of paper and a mahogany box for pen and ink. A pair of soft leather boots shaped to a mans calves lay near a wardrobe. Near that, a stack of linen shirts, freshly pressed. Hanging discreetly over a stand in the corner, a pair of charcoal trousers. A gentlemans personal effects surrounded her. That was a shaving kit on the dresser, made of pigskin with a crest embossed in shining gold. Not the Bracebridge coat of arms, though. A cockatrice below a dukes coronet. A dukes coronet.


  This is Cynssyrs room! Anne said, failing to keep the shock from her voice.


  Now do you understand? Devon jumped from his chair.


  Mary threw up her hands. Bracebridge, you said yourself hes delayed until at least tomorrow if not beyond. Whats the harm? Hell never know. And if Annes foot is broken, you and the duke may share quarters. Im sure hell survive the ignominy.


  Anne looked around. Cynssyrs belongings and none others. He meant to come to Corth Abbey. He must if hed sent his valet on ahead. She had a sudden and inexplicable picture of herself standing at the open window pouring the contents of his crystal flagon onto the bushes below. The imagined spite made her smile.


  Devon leaned forward, reaching for her hand. Feeling better?


  She nodded. Crowded as she now felt by the duke when he wasnt even here, she suddenly had little hope she could convince him to do anything he didnt want to. Well, she would think of something. She had to, and God help her if Emily thought she loved the man. But she didnt think so. Emily, when at last she loved, would love wholeheartedly and without restraint. Shed know, everyone would know, when Emily fell in love. No, her fear was that Emily might feel obligated to make the marriage.


  The doctors arrival interrupted Devons tale of the Italian palazzo that had inspired the layout of the Abbey. Anne sighed. She was sick unto death of doctors. He examined Annes ankle and concurred it was not broken. Satisfied that her sisters condition, while painful, was not serious, Mary left to fetch some of Annes things. The doctor filled a glass with water and added two drops of another liquid.


  A small amount for now, Miss Sinclair. Ill leave a stronger dose for you to take if you wake in the night. Under his watchful eye, Anne drank down the contents.


  Mary returned with a nightdress discreetly folded over her arm. Lucy was with her. Go on, all of you men. Out. Mary put down her bundle and made shooing gestures.


  Before leaving, the doctor prepared a second glass, titrating several more drops into the water. There. Should you need it in the night. He pointed to the nightstand.


  Thank you.


  Mary sat on the edge of the bed when the sisters were alone. Was not Bracebridge masterful? Carrying you up the stairs like you were his lover.


  Mary.


  Well, wasnt he? Tell me, are those shoulders as strong as they look?


  Put that down, Lucy, Anne said. She successfully damped the spark of hope. Just admitting that Devon Carlisle was more than a man whom she happened to know felt traitorous, a betrayal of her father and duty. Frightening and exhilarating both, and neither reaction pleased her. It wasnt wise of her, she thought, to tempt herself with hopes of a husband and children of her own. In truth, a part of her had already accepted the possibility and soared with a giddy happiness.


  Lucy sniffed the laudanum-dosed water. Doesnt smell like much. I think he ought to have given you more. Are you going to answer Marys question?


  What question? The laudanum began to take effect and concentration became difficult. At least her ankle didnt hurt anymore.


  About Lord Bracebridges shoulders.


  Mary laughed. Anne glared at her. Im sure I dont know what you mean. She did, though, and despite everything, she joined in the laughter. Devons shoulders are broad. And his chest...Oh, my.


  Do put that down, Lucy, Mary said. Youll spill it. Go on, Anne.


  He smells good, too.


  Lucy put down the glass, not on the nightstand, but on the sidetable by the washbasin. A fatal case if ever there was.


  Mary took her hand. You could marry, Anne. Its not too late for you.


  Yes, it is. She felt as if she were floating. A magical, wonderful sensation.


  Hes waited for you since Aldreth and I were married.


  How could you know that? She wasnt entirely certain shed spoken out loud but she must have for Mary answered.


  Aldreth told me so.


  Why do you think he invited us here? Lucy said.


  So that Lord Ruin could break Emilys heart.


  Nonsense, Anne. Now, well manage Papa, Mary said over Lucys peal of laughter. Dont you worry about that.


  I predict a marriage. Lucy grinned at Mary as if Anne werent able to see. Indeed, yes. A marriage all because Anne has injured her ankle.


  Your injury will lead to a wedding, said Mary with a smile. Yes, I daresay so.


  Annes last thought as she drifted into the welcoming arms of unconsciousness was that she hoped her sisters were right.


  As it happened, they were.


  CHAPTER 4


  Ruan saw to his own horse when he made the Abbey at about half past one in the morning. Thank heaven for a full moon and clear sky, or hed have never tried to make Corth Abbey before morning. Good weather and good luck. The front door was unlocked. He didnt need to rouse the servants. Greatcoat folded over an arm, he went upstairs. He heard voices from the parlor, his mothers among them. Time enough for explanation in the morning, he decided, walking past with a silence learned on campaign. He did not particularly care to hear his mothers reaction to Emily Sinclair tonight. If he made an appearance, he was in for an inquisition. He hadnt the patience for it, not at this hour.


  Whenever he came to Corth Abbey, he stayed in the same room. Just as Dev always had the same room if he spent a night at Cyrwthorn or at the estate in Cornwall. The idea that by weeks end he would be an engaged man buoyed his spirits, quite unnaturally for a man of his temperament. He fully intended to break through that layer of disdain Miss Emily Sinclair had adopted toward him. The girl refused to be easily caught. Well, the hunt was on, and Emily Sinclair was no better than a hapless fox and him the baying hound. She would be his duchess. Lord Ruin ought to marry the most beautiful woman London had seen in many a season. Young, fresh, and so lovely he intended the shortest possible engagement.


  His room was closest to the stairs. Dobkin, his valet, had traveled with his mothers servants the day before and had in his usual thorough and methodical manner arranged the room in anticipation of his arrival. A fire warmed the chamber. On the nightstand, a lamp cast a soft glow so he didnt have to fumble for a light. His trunk stood in one corner, and he knew his clothes were laid out in the wardrobe. He threw his greatcoat over a chair and decided not to wake Dobkin. Coat and waistcoat he let drop on a chair. Loosening his shirt, he made for the washstand and sluiced the travel grime from his face and neck. He was pulling off his boots when he realized he was not alone.


  Panic had him reaching for his coat, but the fright passed. God knows a woman transformed any room she stayed in, and he did not see a single sign that the one in his bed was there for any purpose but the obvious. Her clothes would be somewhere. Perfume bottles arranged on the dresser, perhaps a pair of slippers near the bed, stockings or a shawl draped over a chair. On a suspicious whim, he threw open the wardrobe. And breathed a sigh of relief. Nothing but his own clothes inside. On the table was his shaving kit, laid out as if Dobkin were about to appear with a cup of foaming lather. Really, there wasnt any doubt. Barefoot, he walked to the bed.


  Dev, you rogue you.


  The woman lay on her back, one arm thrown above her head. Sound asleep, despite the noise hed made undressing. Not beautiful. Nor was she unaffecting. He sat on the edge of the bed. He rather liked her features, framed as they were by a few wisps of pale hair that had escaped a tidy braid. Sleeping, she looked as far from a whore as, well, the woman he intended to marry. The significance of her being in his room was not lost on him. One last hark to the wild life he and Devon were to leave behind.


  This, he said in a whisper as he slowly drew the covers down to her waist, is what comes of a man owning a brothel. To his surprise, she showed no sign of waking. He adjusted the bedclothes so that nearly the whole of one leg came into sight. A very long, very lovely leg. Her nightdress had slid up while she slept, to nearly the middle of her thigh. The material was fine cambric. No common whore her, but then Devon never did anything the common way.


  Thinking she must any moment awaken, he trailed a finger from her knee to mid-thigh. When it came to women, he was patience personified. She stirred, and he waited. But she only flung one arm over her chest. His attention diverted from her leg, he took it upon himself to remove her hand from her torso, gently laying it on the mattress. He shifted just enough to push aside the linens, for they were now most definitely a hindrance to him.


  Sweet Christ, he breathed.


  Her breasts were on the large side, more than a palm-full, a sumptuous, overflowing handful. Long and slender legs, small waist and those lovely round breasts that sent heat directly to his groin. He vowed never again to overlook a woman who did not have a conventionally pretty face. A ribbon held together the top edges of her nightdress. One tug on the end, and he was separating the two halves. Not, unfortunately, far enough to see all of her. But even what a man might see in any ballroom impressed him. He slipped a hand inside. With the pad of one finger he brought her nipple to a peak. She moaned softly and with her next breath he had more flesh against his palm than he could hold.


  A vision of her calves touching his back prompted him to move his attention back to her legs. He inched the cambric higher. She stirred again, and he checked to see if shed woken. Her chest rose with another breath, trembling on a sigh, but she still slept. He very much longed to touch her legs at a higher point. Pushing the nightdress up and past her hips called for a combination of strength and dexterity since the woman slept like a log. Now, though, he could not only see but touch the surprisingly dark nether hair. Lord, but her skin was soft. Unconscionably soft. She smelled sweet, felt warm and silken.


  That soft skin of hers had him running a palm everywhere he could touch, feather-light strokes. A sigh came from her and with but a little encouragement her legs parted just enough for him to slip a finger between her thighs. His searching finger found the flesh that would make her moan in passion. Another sigh. Would that low sound become another mans name? Devons, perhaps? He listened, but heard only her breath, faster now hed brought her close to passion. Tension in her formerly lax body told him she was awake and, easing back a bit so as to both prolong and increase her climax when it came, he whispered, Youre almost there, love. There was nothing better than a grateful whore.


  Thats nice. She sounded sleepy, groggy with it. The neck of her nightdress opened wider when she strained upward into his hand.


  Yes, it is, he replied. He stopped, waiting for a protest that didnt come in the form of words. Her head tossed on the pillow when his finger slid inside her just long enough to find heat and wetness. Another moment, and he returned to his slow, stroking motion. He had her quickly at the edge. He left her there a moment longer than he should have because it was such a pleasure to watch her.


  When at last he give her release, she abandoned herself to her body. Not one blessed ounce of inhibition. The long muscles of her legs tightened. Her pelvis arched to him, inviting the intimacy of his hand. A short while later her hands fisted at her sides. Her face in her moment of extremity had a look of wonderment so that a vain man might have thought himself the first ever to bring her to orgasm. Being neither a vain man nor a stupid one, he knew that wasnt so. Devon would have brought her to such a state more than once. All the same, he found the reaction quite appealing.


  His fingers curled around her thigh just above her knee and stroked down. There is something about a womans well-turned leg, he murmured in a honeyed voice. The exquisite blending of calf to knee. God knows but her legs were exquisite. She winced, and he couldnt imagine how he could possibly have hurt her. A glance at her foot told him how. A dark purple bruise ran from below her ankle bone forward to the middle arch of her very dainty foot. Probably hurt like the devil. What have you done to your ankle? He was only mildly curious, but he asked anyway. His fingers stroked upward, as far as her knee.


  Oh.


  His hand inched higher. Yes, love?


  Oh. Now he had his hand on her thigh. Her very upper thigh. You are a wicked man. She giggled and despite it being a giggle, he wasnt put off. The silly sound convinced him all was exactly as he supposed. A lover of Devons who had injured an ankle. The familiar accent of his own class suggested she was perhaps once a governess now come to a more profitable employment. With her in his room and so wonderfully the flirt, why should he think otherwise?


  Devon was just the sort to give up a perfectly acceptable mistress because he fancied himself in love with some old-maid from the country. He considered taking her right then, coyness be damned. As wildly as shed come, perhaps shed enjoy a hard, fast coupling. He stood up and shucked his trousers, watching as she recovered herself.


  A small frown line appeared between her brows. That surprised him. Hed been expecting a soft smile, an inviting pout. Slowly, her eyes focused. She did not immediately look at him. When she did, the frown deepened. She closed her eyes, then opened them again. Who are you? she whispered. A dream? Surely, a dream. A wonderful dream.


  A man who wants you, he replied.


  You arent Devon.


  No. He softly laughed. Indeed not. He stepped out of his underclothes and thought about how much he wanted to touch her breasts.


  Lord Ruin. But for the odd vagueness about her, almost a blankness, he might have thought her better than pretty. Some men preferred their women on the feeble side. He never had. At the moment, however, he was more than willing to overlook any defect in her intelligence.


  The very same, my love.


  Oh, she said in a voice that sounded, to his ears, as if she were going to fall back to sleep. Then its all right. I know who you are. She laughed. How fortuitous its you, though. Quite a stroke of luck. I did so hope to see you in private.


  Did you now? Even with the rather vague expression, he revised his initial opinion of her looks. Her features were more than a little enticing. Nice mouth, good cheekbones. In the soft darkness, her eyes showed indeterminate color and sleepy passion. Naked as the day he was born, he lay on the bed this time, leaning his weight on one elbow. Whatever are you doing so far away from me? He chuckled when he saw her looking at him. As if shed never seen a man before. Touch me, he said softly. Go on, he whispered when she did and said nothing except look at him from half-lidded eyes. Id like you to.


  Shyly, she reached out. Lord Ruin. Fingertips traced the ridges of his abdomen down to his pelvis. She kept her eyes on her hands. For a time, he watched her face, enjoying the slow increase of arousal in her eyes and the way her mouth curved ever so slightly. He groaned when she arrived at his pelvis, sliding over bone and sinew. He could almost believe her an innocent, the way she looked at him and how she started everything as if afraid shed step wrong. But no innocent ever took a mans balls in her hands, as the little witch was doing right now.


  Devon was a fool. Flat out a bloody fool, to give her up. He wondered what Devon wanted from him that hed gone to the trouble of finding a woman so unexpectedly to his taste. A specific desire popped into his head, and he rather thought she was just the woman to satisfy it. Kiss me, take me in your mouth, he whispered urgently.


  For a moment, he thought she wouldnt. Then, warm, damp pressure surrounded him, and he leaned back on his haunches. She started with deliberate slowness, learning him, practically committing him to memory, he thought. Whatever it was Dev wanted, he was going to see that he got it. A little harder. He took her head between his hands and showed her what he meant.


  Yes. He drew in a sharp breath when her tongue went his length, circled the tip until he thought he would expire from the sensation. She had the trick of it now, just the right pressure. Urgency built. Increased. Swelled until he knew she would kill him with that sweet, clever mouth. And then, it was upon him. He felt her trying to draw away as he came, but he held her tightly, not willing to give up her mouth even a moment before he was ready. 
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