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        London, spring, 1817

      

      

      Lady Phoebe Summerville’s breath came in quick gasps as she burst through the heavy doors, her silk dress rustling loudly. She could feel the heat of her pursuer’s gaze on her back as she sprinted across the terrace, her heels clicking on the stone steps. Her heart thudded against her chest with each step, determination propelling her forward.

      Behind her, Lord Owens’ voice echoed off the stone walls of Daphne and Alex’s grand home. She retreated into the shadows, her back pressed against the cool facade. Phoebe inhaled the cool night air as she peered into the darkness. It was hard to reconcile that she had once fancied Lord Owen’s. Now it was all she could do to escape him.

      Upon their first meeting, he had seemed a dashing and honorable sort. They had danced twice and enjoyed their conversation, but it did not take long for her to realize he was stuffy and boorish, not to mention a bit overbearing.

      She had gone out of her way to avoid him ever since and been rather successful until tonight. Phoebe sighed and glanced out across the night-shrouded garden.

      The sound of shuffled footfalls echoed from above as Lord Owen called to her again, “Lady Phoebe, where have you gone?”

      She held her breath and listened, praying he would soon give up and return to the masquerade. She adjusted her glittering mask, the long ostrich feather tickling her cheek. Why the devil had Daphne invited him? And how had he recognized her behind the mask? The dratted thing covered two-thirds of her face with plumes of feathers and jewels. And yet, Lord Owen had known her straight away.

      She leaned a bit closer to the stairs, turning her ear upward toward the terrace and straining to hear the sounds above.

      “I do so enjoy a game of cat and mouse.” His voice floated through the air, sending a chill down her spine.

      A moment later, Phoebe heard his footfalls on the stairs. She could not allow him to corner her. Grabbing her skirts in both hands, she bolted from the shadows and ran neck-or-nothing into the garden. Phoebe raced down cobbled paths, past torch lights, and through flowerbeds until she came upon a large tree with low branches.

      Phoebe hoisted herself onto the lowest branch, then shimmied into the canopy without a second thought. Halfway up the tree, she stopped and wrapped her legs around a thick branch to steady herself, her breaths coming in huffs. Once settled, she peered out into the night, relaxing in small measures. The full moon’s glow lit the surrounding garden, but the tree was heavy with leaves, no doubt concealing her from searching eyes.

      She would be safe. Leastwise for now.

      Phoebe took a slow breath, closed her eyes, and tipped her head back. Heavens, what a night this was turning out to be. And after her poor sister-in-law, Daphne, put so much effort into giving her the ball. She would be cross over Phoebe’s disappearance. But surely once she explained her reason for vanishing, Daphne would forgive her.

      Phoebe slouched back against the trunk. “Ouch.” The bark bit into her flesh, scraping her through the thin layers of her muslin gown. She pressed her lips together to keep from making any more noise as she straightened her spine. Though her hiding place was far from comfortable, she was grateful for the concealment it offered.

      As she sat on the ancient tree branch, Phoebe traced her fingers over the rough bark and marveled at the intricate patterns of the leaves above. She let out a contented sigh as she took in the serene view of the garden below, occasionally glancing up at the twinkling stars in the night sky. The peacefulness of her perch helped to pass the time.

      At last, confident that enough time had elapsed to ensure her safety from Lord Owen’s dogged pursuit, she started to climb down. Phoebe grabbed hold of the branch she had been balancing on and swung one leg over so both were hanging off the same side of the limb. Then, carefully inching forward, she dangled off the side of the branch until her feet touched down on the next one below.

      Feminine laughter drifted through the air, sending a chill down Phoebe’s spine. She stilled. Her hands shook as she clung to the upper branch while her feet dangled precariously over the lower one.

      Someone was coming.

      She dared not move for fear of being caught. The result of which would cause certain embarrassment for not only herself, but more importantly, Daphne and her husband Alex. Then there was her sister Rebecca and her husband Camden to consider as well.

      Phoebe’s heart squeezed. She would never intentionally bring shame upon any one of them. Therefore, she had to remain in the tree. She fervently prayed Daphne would not be overly cross with her for disappearing. More importantly, she prayed Rebecca would not take note of her absence. The last thing she wished was for Mother to discover her shenanigans.

      The rustling of feet upon grass and the volume of the approaching voices grew louder. As her fear of discovery increased, Phoebe chanced a glance down. Two shadow-clad figures came into view as they approached a bench near the tree.

      Phoebe squinted, attempting to make out the couple’s faces. The woman stepped into the man’s arms, then tilted her face up. The moon’s glow lit her features just enough for Phoebe to make her out. It was Lady Mulholland.

      But who was the gentleman? He could not be Lord Mulholland, for this gentleman was tall and lean, not at all portly.

      One thing was certain, Phoebe should not be witnessing this... this... escapade. She should close her eyes and fill her head with silent humming—anything to avoid staring at them. She had no desire to witness a secret tryst in addition to everything she had already engaged in this evening.

      Regardless of what she should do, she found herself powerless to look away. Phoebe had never had a tryst with anyone, let alone witnessed one. The opportunity was far too tempting.

      What did one say when engaging in a clandestine meeting? What did they do? Her curiosity got the better of her, and she focused her attention on Lady Mulholland. Phoebe angled her mask-covered face in order to hear the couple better.

      “Oh, how I have missed you,” Lady Mulholland purred as she shoved her hands into the gentleman’s jacket.

      He chuckled low and deep before he leaned in and captured her lips.

      The lady pressed her body against his, moulding herself to him as her arms came around his neck. It was scandalous to be sure, and yet the sight of them... of what they were doing... captivated Phoebe.

      Her heart hammered more with each second the couple spent locked in their passionate embrace. She had never imagined a kiss to be quite so… all-consuming.

      Would anyone ever kiss her in such a way? Would she like it if they did? Her face grew warm at the wicked thoughts, and still she could not look away.

      The man broke their kiss, and Lady Mulholland released a heavy sigh as she swayed in his arms.

      “I have missed you as well,” he said. Stepping around her, he brought his chest up against her back, then reached around her to cup her breasts through the fabric of her gown.

      Phoebe swallowed hard as she watched him kiss the lady’s neck while he kneaded her breasts. Scandalous, indeed! Still, Phoebe could not turn her attention elsewhere.

      Lady Mulholland moaned in pleasure as she wriggled her bottom against his groin. “Stop teasing. Take me here and now before I perish from want.”

      Phoebe’s mind spun. Lady Mulholland meant to… Right here in the garden? Phoebe’s breath caught. She could not remain as she was while the couple did… while they bared themselves. It was too much.

      Praying the lovers were too engaged to notice, Phoebe attempted to reposition herself so she would no longer be staring at them.

      Her foot slipped on the branch. The sound of fabric scraping against bark filled the air, and she stilled, holding her breath. Lady Mulholland paid her no mind, but the gentleman—if she could even call him that—glanced up into the tree.

      Her breath froze in her lungs, her body stiff and still.

      Could he see her?

      Phoebe stared down at him, but could not tell if he was staring back or just curiously searching for the source of the noise she had made. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      Lady Mulholland clearly had not heard the racket, for she began gathering her skirts in her hands, pulling them up her thighs. “Now, Graham. I need you now,” she pouted, her tone husky. “Fill me, my love.”

      His name buzzed through Phoebe’s brain—Graham. She searched her mind, attempting to place him. Surely that was his given name, Graham… She knew a couple of men with that name, but none who matched what she could make out of this one—tall and lean with light-colored hair.

      He returned his attention to the lady, and Phoebe released the breath she’d been holding.

      “Not tonight, pet.” The man swatted Lady Mulholland’s bottom, then stepped away. “Hurry back before you are missed.”

      Phoebe stared down at them as she nibbled at her lower lip, watching and waiting with bated breath. But what was she waiting for? The rogue to turn his attention back to her? She squeezed her eyes shut. No. She was waiting for them to be gone. Both of them. Hoping against hope, he had not taken notice of her even though she knew he had.

      Perhaps he would be gentleman enough to pretend he had not seen her and go on his way. Leastwise, she could take comfort in knowing that he did not recognize her—he could not have, considering she wore a mask and sat in a dark tree.

      Lady Mulholland huffed out a frustrated breath, pulling Phoebe’s attention back to her. The lady dropped her skirts and spun to face him. “You cannot be serious,” her voice dripped with indignation.

      “But I am quite serious, I assure you.” He stroked his fingers over her cheek. “Do not pout.”

      Lady Mulholland pressed against him. “I will surely perish if you send me away now.” She placed her hand on his chest. “I have waited far too long as it is.”

      He chuckled. “You will desire me all the more for being denied, and it will make our next meeting all the sweeter.”

      “You are a cad. A miserable lout,” Lady Mulholland ground out the words, but Phoebe did not miss the playful undertones buried beneath her outrage.

      “So I have been told.” The man chuckled. “Go on now, and I will make it up to you when we next meet.”

      The lady sighed. “Very well, but I intend to hold you to that promise.”

      “I would expect nothing less.” He kissed her fast and hard, then swatted her bottom again. “Back to the ball with you.”

      Phoebe stared in disbelief as Lady Mulholland obediently scrambled away. Phoebe’s outrage grew as the full weight of what she had witnessed sank in.

      The nerve of the man to treat Lady Mulholland as he had. And for the lady to appear to enjoy his outrageous behavior. It was vulgar, sinful, and distasteful. Beyond the pale to be sure.

      Phoebe drew in a breath. And poor Lord Mulholland. Phoebe would wager he knew nothing of his wife’s outrageous behavior. He should be aware, not that Phoebe could, or even would, speak of it. But she felt bad for him all the same.

      The rogue stepped closer to the tree’s thick trunk, his boots crunching on dry leaves as he looked up.

      Her heart skipped a beat as she found herself staring into the intense, mesmerizing eyes of the rogue.
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      Graham stared up at the woman perched high above and looking rather like a curious little bird in her flowing skirts and feathered mask. What the devil was she doing in the tree? And who was the lovely creature? He held out a hand as though he could reach her. “Allow me to help you down.”

      The woman did not reply but continued to stare back at him, her face shielded behind a plume of white feathers. His curiosity grew more with each beat of his heart. Who was she? A guest from the ball to be sure, but what was her name? And why was she stashed away in a tree? “What are you doing up there?” he asked.

      She wriggled on the branch, shooing him with one gloved hand. “Go away. Forget you saw me, and I shall do the same.”

      “I cannot leave you up there. For all I know, you are stuck. A gentleman does not abandon a lady in need.” Even through the darkness he saw her eyes spark with annoyance. Or was it anger? Either way, she amused him.

      “I need nothing you have to offer. If you are indeed a gentleman, you will leave me alone, as I have asked you to do.”

      “Very well. Prove you are not in need of rescue and I shall.”

      She peered down at him. “I have no reason to prove anything.”

      “Oh, but you do.” He stepped back, his gaze trailing along the branches. He looked back up as he grasped a branch in his hands.

      She watched in horror as he hefted himself into the tree. “Stop!” she called from her perch. “I will come down on my own.”

      Graham fought the urge to continue his climb and dropped back to the ground, his gaze trained on the woman who now ascended the tree’s limbs. He should not give a damn about her reasons for being up there, but for some reason found himself to be most curious.

      After all, it was not everyday one found a lady in a tree.

      The chit’s sharp tongue combined with her having paid witness to his liaison with Lady Mulholland made her all the more intriguing. It would weigh on his mind if he did not discover her reason for being up there.

      Besides, he preferred unraveling mysteries to dancing at balls. He folded his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels as he watched the woman slowly climb down.

      She sent him nervous glances along the way. The closer she came, the more of her features he could make out. Graham remained at the base of the tree, ready to catch her if she slipped. All the while enjoying glimpses of her delicate ankles and shapely calves.

      Every time the moon’s glow cast her in soft light, his gaze moved to drink in her trim ankles as they played peek-a-boo with her skirts. Before long, he gained a delightful view of her
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