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One


London, England

The Year of Our Lord 1817

Lady Gillian Rutherford was either going to faint or scream.

The chatter of the crowd roared in her ears. She blew out a frustrated breath and snapped her fan open. Whoever had been in charge of the guest list at this ball had been deep in their cups when they sent out the invitations. The guest list was too large by half.

A booted foot crushed her toes, proving her point. “Beg pardon, my lady.”

Gillian smiled at the footman as she plucked a glass of lemonade from his tray. “Think nothing of it.” Beads of sweat dripped from his forehead. Poor fellow. At least she could take refuge on the terrace in the cool breeze. Except, of course, not just yet.

As notes of music picked up in volume and somewhat drowned the hum of gossip, she glanced longingly at the open double doors. Four gazes met hers at once. She cursed herself for forgetting to avoid the stares of the pinch-faced matrons who’d been less than adept at hiding the fact that they were talking about her. Instantly, gloved hands covered whispering mouths.

She hid her snort behind her fan. If these were Society’s finest, then she would rather consort with the poor any day of the week.

This would not do. Not at all. If she stuck to this tactic of finding her prey, the ball would be over before she knew it. Why was this so difficult? She craned her neck to see around a large man in need of a good lecture on the wisdom of not over indulging in sweet meats and pies. How hard could it be to locate an American who was supposed to be a good head taller than the average Englishman?

She turned to search through the crowd once again; her effort was rewarded with a new set of stuffy matrons giving her quizzical looks. Hmm. At least she seemed to be improving in Society’s esteem since open disdain no longer lingered on their faces. She pasted on a fake smile as she scanned the lords and ladies.

Where was the blasted American? Maybe Mr. Sutherland was on the terrace. He was supposed to be brilliant, after all. Surely, a man smart enough to build a shipping empire would seek refuge from the oppressive heat in this over-stuffed room.

She didn’t need any further excuse to get fresh air. Almost giddy with the thought of escape, she swiveled toward the terrace and cringed. Blast. Her father stood directly in her path to freedom. How utterly typical.

Yet, for once, his disapproving stare was not focused on her. She followed his line of vision past her Aunt Millicent to the champagne-laden tray passing just out of his reach. Blessed be the ton and their need to display their wealth and frivolousness. Oh! And blessed be Father for being predictable, even if the predictability did include drunkenness and coldness.

She was smart enough to know when retreat was in order. She whirled on her heel and headed in the direction of the card room. If the gossip sheets were correct, Mr. Sutherland could very well be in the gaming room. Three steps into her flight she stopped in her charge and ground her teeth on the terrible words she wanted to say.

Of all the ill luck. Harrison Mallorian lounged against the very statue she would have to pass to get to the card room. He brushed a lock of his white-blond hair out of his eyes and lifted his hawk-like nose as he spoke to the glazed-eyed gentleman who stood beside him. Luckily, he did not see her yet.

Mr. Mallorian, with his lecherous gaze and roaming hands, was the last person she wanted to encounter. She’d barely escaped being accosted by him the last time she encountered him in the village, and she’d overheard gossip by the maids that a tavern wench had not been so lucky.

Gillian’s stomach rolled at the thought. She’d seen the wench just last week, heavy with child and no husband. But Mr. Mallorian roamed around without repercussions. The maids said there was no proof, but it was more than a lack of witnesses. The wench was lower than a commoner, so her word would never stand against Mr. Mallorian’s.

Between her father and Mr. Mallorian she was trapped in this room with no escape. Except… She studied the dark corner where long red velvet curtains covered a window and formed a crimson puddle on the floor. It was the perfect place to hide until they moved to another room.

She shouldn’t. It was scandalous. The very idea that she was worried about her name being associated with scandal made her giggle. Thank goodness, a young fop was now entertaining the staring matrons, so they had forgotten her for this moment. She’d hate to add suspicions of lunacy to the taint associated with murder on her first day back in Society.

She moved toward the shadowy alcove with a glance to see if anyone had observed her. For the moment, no one gawked. Taking a deep breath, she scurried into the dusty darkness.

Her heavy breathing filled the cramped space. How was it possible that it was hotter in here? What if she swooned and fell into the crowd? Father really wouldn’t like that. The ton would be ablaze with talk about the Duke of Death’s odd daughter who hid behind curtains at balls. She could picture the next ball. Gone would be the attempts at hushed whispers and sideways glances.

She and her sister would be laughed right out of the ballroom. Gillian cared little for herself, except it would make meeting Mr. Sutherland extremely hard. But to imagine Whitney being ostracized made Gillian ache. She gulped down her lemonade and groaned. Men had to have had a hand in the latest fashion. No woman would have designed so many layers. The silk suffocated her. Her chemise already clung to her damp skin. She rubbed her temples. Some escape plan this was. She glared at the corner that confined her.

Breathing seemed to be harder behind the curtains. She reached to part the heavy material, but the velvet suddenly opened, and light from the ballroom split the darkness. A man plunged into the alcove and yanked the curtain closed behind him. She drew in a sharp breath as a warm hand clamped over her mouth.

“No need to scream,” a baritone that promised nothing but trouble ordered. “I assure you I mean you no harm.”

She pushed his hand away. “I feel completely better now. I bet all murderers assure their victims the same thing before slitting their throats.”

“Well, if I was going to kill you, which I’m not, I certainly wouldn’t do it in the middle of a ball, and I would kill you with pleasure.”

She frowned at the odd statement. “Fine. I won’t scream, and you may go.”

“I’m sorry,” the man said in a voice that indicated he was anything but. “I didn’t realize you owned this curtain.”

“You’re funny. Run along and display your wit for a debutante that cares.”

“Interesting twist,” he said with a laugh.

“I beg your pardon?” She tried to instill a frosty note of warning into her tone.

“Don’t worry, kitten. I want to play. You’re the innocent and I’m the pursuer, right?” He grasped her gloved hand. “I bet you get a hundred marriage proposals this season with that sweet disposition.”

She jerked her hand away. “I don’t need a hundred.” Insufferable man. He’d irritated her into saying too much.

When his fingers gently glided over her waist, she jerked away and pressed as far against the window ledge as she could manage.

“I like your commitment to the ruse.” Husky tones vibrated his voice. “Got one special fellow in mind, do you?”

Thank God, it was too dark in here for this man to see her face. Her cheeks burned from the blood gathering under her skin. “You’re not very astute, sir.”

“Is he meeting you in here?” His deep chuckle filled the space at the same moment he brushed her hair back from her face.

“Stop that!” She slapped at his fingers, but he didn’t release his hold on her hair. The grind of the strands between his fingers grated in her ears.

“Good God,” he whispered. “I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

“And my hair alerted you to your mistake?” Gillian allowed disbelief to color her words.

“She has short hair,” he ground out. “It was an honest mistake. I must have the wrong curtain.”

Likely story. Still, what was the point of arguing? Men of the ton were lecherous creatures, and this man had just proven what she had learned years ago. “I’m glad we’ve cleared things up. If you would be so kind as to quickly leave the way you came.”

“I’ll be gone as soon as I can. I can’t just barge back out there.”

“Worried about your reputation?”

Hands came on either side of her waist; his warm breath caressed her cheek. “No. I’m worried about the marriage noose.”

With the shock of being so close to this man, it took a moment for her brain to register what he said. When she did, she tried to shove him away, but her hand met corded steel. He was certainly no dandy. And clearly trouble. Trouble, she already had plenty of. “You have no worries from me. I don’t want to marry you any more than you want to marry me.”

He chuckled, low and deep. “I’m relieved.”

“Lovely. Now off you go.”

His hands came to cup her face, shocking her with their warmth. Smooth fingertips touched her eyelids, her cheeks, and stopped on her lips. Her heart hammered in her ears. His fingers brushed over her mouth once before her senses crashed back into reality, and she smacked his hands away.

“What are you doing?”

“Making sure I don’t know you. Are you sure you aren’t following me?”

“How could I be following you? I was here first, you pompous—”

A finger pressed against her lips. “Ladies don’t curse.”

She brushed his fingers aside. “And gentlemen take their leave when asked.”

“Good point,” he replied and split the curtain once again. Light washed over his back and head, revealing thick black hair and outlining broad shoulders. The curtain dropped back into place and covered him in darkness once again.

“My lady,” he murmured, stepping toward her until his breath washed over her face once again. He smelled of whiskey and cigars. That figured. Strange it didn’t repel her as it did when her father or one of his drunken friends forced her to endure conversation with them.

Before she could say anything, the stranger grasped her gloved hand and whisked the shield of material away. His mouth touched her skin, hot and searing. As his lips left a feathery kiss, her world tilted and her breath exhaled in a slow hiss. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I’d wish you luck in the marriage hunt, but—”

“You don’t believe in luck,” Gillian interrupted.

“Wrong. I don’t believe you need it.”

He was gone before she could reply. She pressed a hand to her pounding heart. Typical English scoundrel. She took a breath and focused on what she needed to do. A quick peek between the curtains let her know all was safe. She scurried out of the darkness with her lemonade glass still clutched in her hand.

As a butler passed, she stopped him and set the glass on the tray. She ran a self-conscious hand through her hair. She needed to regain her confidence and find Mr. Sutherland. She glanced around, searching for him. But her search stopped at the sight of a man who stood to the side of the terrace doors.

He had jet-black hair and broad shoulders. Something fluttered in her stomach. Was that the stranger from the curtains? His wink and smug smile left little doubt. Dressed head to toe in black save his shirt and untied snowy white cravat that hung negligently from his neck, he appeared every bit as dangerous as he had sounded behind the curtain.

He possessed a rugged beauty with his bronze skin, untamed curls, and coat cut expertly to mold across the broad expanse of his shoulders. Her pulse hummed in remembrance of the muscles hidden beneath the coat.

He faced her, his eyes crinkling with amusement. Raising his champagne in the air, he saluted her and then downed the drink. He bowed in her direction, his gaze never wavering from her face. When he smiled, her lips pulled into a reluctant grin at his show.

No doubt, he’d practiced that smile on at least a hundred debutantes. He cocked his head to the side, as if he knew her thoughts, before starting across the room.

Was he going to find the woman he had been intending to meet behind a curtain? She glanced around the ballroom. There were at least a dozen windows with similar treatments. Good luck to him and the poor woman whose heart he would undoubtedly break.

Gillian turned to make her way around the edge of the ballroom to the terrace, but her gaze traveled back to him. He had stopped in the center of the room and stood speaking with a flame-haired woman who gripped his arm. Was she the woman he’d been searching for? She did have short hair. She was pretty in a cold sort of way, like a lovely bauble that was good for nothing but admiring for its beauty. Gillian gave herself a mental shake. It wouldn’t do to be petty and judgmental.

The man’s beautiful face became dark and fierce. He reached for the woman’s hand, his irritation evident in the way he pried her fingers away. A reticent smile touched his lips as he executed a perfect bow to the red-haired woman, winked at Gillian and turned on his heel, making his way quickly through the crowd and disappearing through the terrace doors.

Well, she certainly could not search the terrace now. The stranger seemed just pompous enough to think she really was following him. She had wasted enough time standing here watching him like a fool. Time she had no right to waste.

She wove among guests, smiling as if she hadn’t a care in the world. No one stopped her to introduce themselves, but then she hadn’t been under any false assumption she, her sister, or her father would be warmly welcomed back into the bosom of the ton.

They may have lived as recluses for eleven years, but it had taken less than a minute to realize the ton had not forgotten the scandal or the speculation that Gillian’s father had killed her mother. The four looks of disdain had been her first clue. And the two direct cuts and two silly debutantes who had stared in wide-eyed fear at her and her family had confirmed her suspicion. Whoever had sent the note threatening to expose her sister’s role in their mother’s death was not the only one who clearly remembered the past. Hopefully, the villain would be the only one trying to use it to keep them out of Society.

That was what he or she—after all the villain could be a villainess—wanted. The note had said so. Don’t return to Society or I will expose your sister. The villain had to be someone who knew them—or Father, to be more precise, since he had surprised everyone by announcing two weeks ago he planned for them to return to Society. Or the villain could be one of the staff.

She ground her teeth. She’d been through all this already. Whoever the villain was, and whatever the reason the fiend wanted her family to stay recluses in the country, the person was a complete dolt. She had no control over her father. She had begged, pleaded, even conjured up tears, but Father had been resolute in his decision to drag them all back into the ton. Not even the threatening letter had swayed him. For a moment, she thought she’d convinced him, but then he’d gone and shocked her.

Father and his counterattack plans. Her head ached just thinking about his plan to marry her and Whitney off as quickly as possible, so if a new scandal did break they would already be wed.

Gillian neared the edge of the ballroom and paused when she spotted her sister standing to the left of the door in a row of forlorn-looking young women. Father was a bigger dolt than whoever was threatening them. No Englishman was going to offer for her or Whitney. Let alone dance with them. She crumpled her empty dance card into a small wad. The starchy lot of Englishmen would be far too worried marriage to the daughters of a man suspected of murder would taint their bloodlines with some unseen insanity. And if the men weren’t worried, their mothers would certainly be concerned enough to not allow any such match.

Gillian gazed across the faces of the women who composed the line of wallflowers. The proof of her belief was in the line of beautiful women. Nothing was wrong with their looks. One of them had a drunkard for a father. One had a brother with a gambling problem. One had a sister who had lowered herself by marrying outside of the ton. And Lady Emma’s father was a merchant. The horror! Her heart twisted when she got to Whitney.

She raised her hand and waved to get Whitney’s attention. Her face lit up when her eyes met Gillian’s. She rushed away from the other women with a backward glance. Gillian braced herself against displaying her worries or concerns. Whitney was blissfully unaware of the threatening note, and if Gillian could help it, her sister would remain unharmed by the foolish notions of the ton.

Whitney reached Gillian within seconds and clutched her arm. “Have you been dancing?”

Gillian fingered the crumpled dance card in her hand. “No. More importantly, have you?”

“Not yet.” Whitney bit her lip. “Do you think it’s this dress?”

She eyed her sister’s white lacy confection. She looked perfect, like innocence on the verge of allure. Not the dress, for certain. It was their name, and it always would be. “You look lovely.”

“If I look lovely, why not one request for a dance?”

“Because you are so breathtaking they are afraid to approach you,” she assured Whitney. Finding their aunt was a priority. Surely she had enough sway to get at least one gentleman to dance with Whitney. Gillian wanted to skin all Englishmen. If she’d had any doubts about meeting and seducing Mr. Sutherland, they evaporated as Whitney’s eyes filled with tears.

“Don’t cry like a goose. I had no idea you pined to dance so.”

Whitney sniffed and dried her eyes. “Don’t you?”

The only thing she pined for was a one-way ticket out of England for herself and Whitney. If a dance could reduce her sister to tears, what would social ruination and the ugly truth do to her? She smiled indulgently. “Of course, I pine to dance,” she lied.

“Gillie, there’s a cross-looking woman headed towards us.”

Gillian quickly turned and faced the crowd behind her. The redhead who’d been talking to the pompous Englishman stalked toward her. By the twisted look on the woman’s face, her temper matched the color of her hair.

Gillian gave Whitney a little shove toward the refreshment table. “I’m feeling faint. Will you get me some lemonade?”

“I knew you were acting odd. I’ll be right back.” At least Whitney would be safe from the taint of a scene if it came to that. Surely the woman didn’t think Gillian had set her cap on the Englishman.

The woman stopped directly in front of Gillian, spearing her with a slanted green gaze. “I thought I recognized you. You can’t imagine the gossip your family’s reappearance into Society has caused.”

She could imagine quite a lot of things at this moment, but none of them were very ladylike. She pasted a smile on her face, though she doubted she looked friendly. “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage, as you know me, but I do not know you.”

“I’m Lady Staunton. You no doubt recognize my name.”

“I’m afraid not. But I haven’t been in Society in a very long time. I am surprised, though, that the ton so lacks for entertainment they are reduced to speculating about age-old rumors regarding my family.” That she professed the lie without so much as a quiver in her voice was an immense relief.

Lady Staunton smiled falsely. “But the mystery was never solved, now, was it? So the rumors are still delicious, and I hear you’ve the exact look of your mother. I’ve seen for myself you have her wandering eye.”

So this was about the man. Blast him. She should have known he would cause her trouble. “I’m not sure what you mean,” she said while she cursed Lord Pain in the Neck in her mind.

Lady Staunton gave Gillian a look that said they both knew Gillian was lying. “You should not stare at every handsome man you see, my dear.”

“I only return the stares I receive, Lady Staunton. Now, if you will pardon me. I think I see my father beckoning me.”

“I can see you’re in need of some friendly advice,” Lady Staunton said as she gripped Gillian’s arm.

Beads of sweat dripped down Gillian’s back. She eyed the gaggle of men and women who had stopped talking to gape at her and Lady Staunton. She could make a scene, but that would serve no purpose and would undoubtedly make matters worse for her family. “I’m all ears, Lady Staunton. I never turn down advice from my elders.” Gillian smiled sweetly as she delivered the pointed barb.

Lady Staunton’s lip curled back most unbecomingly. “Stay away from Alex.”

“Who?”

“Don’t play innocent with me,” Lady Staunton snapped. “I saw him raise his champagne glass to you. Bow to you.”

Gillian ground her teeth on a growl of frustration. It was just like a man to cause trouble and disappear. A black head flashed up ahead just as a man slipped through the wide doors that led to the entrance hall. That thick, wavy black hair was unmistakable. “Lady Staunton,” Gillian said, struck with inspiration, “I have no interest in the man you are referring to, but if you wish to pursue him, I believe I just saw him rushing out of the ballroom toward the entrance hall.”

“Really?”

Lady Staunton turned and fled before Gillian could answer her question. Gillian breathed out a shaky sigh of relief. Finally, she could search for Mr. Sutherland. She turned on her heel and nearly toppled into her fiercely frowning father.


Two


Alex strode through the milling throng of guests, not bothering to slow to speak to those who signaled him. If he didn’t know Lady Staunton so well he’d think his mind was playing tricks on him, but unfortunately he knew her very well. Or he once had. That was definitely her voice calling behind him. She had always been the sort to believe no man could resist her, and it still smarted to think he had once given credence to her belief. He pretended not to hear her and lengthened his stride. The last thing he wanted was another encounter with her tonight.

He slowed his steps only when he reached the door to freedom. He signaled to the somber-faced servants standing ready near the door, and they scrambled to open it for him, their dark green and gold liveried coattails flying out behind them in their haste.

The heavy, dark doors swung open with a creak to reveal the black night beyond the mansion. Not even Lady Staunton was brazen enough to run after a man into the night. For a moment, he reconsidered when he recalled just how brazen she could be, but her husband was inside. Surely that would cause her to be more delicate in her pursuit.

His shoes tapped a descent against the marble staircase as the music of the waltz faded behind him. A sense of release seized him the moment the false twitters of the ballroom ceased. Before he reached the beginning of the pea-gravel drive, his coachman pulled to a halt directly in front of him.

“Was the evening good, my lord?”

“It was a ball,” Alex replied, looking up at Jenkins.

“Ye need say no more. I know what ye think of those.”

Alex bloody hated them, but his mother had begged his help in watching over Lissie, and he could not very well let his favorite sister down. And when he made the date to meet the willing and luscious Lady Beth behind the curtain, the ball hadn’t seemed so tiresome, until he’d picked the wrong curtain.

A reluctant smile of admiration pulled at his lips. Whoever the black-haired beauty was who had emerged looking as innocent as a child from behind the curtain certainly had spunk. And a grand ability to verbally spar. Too bad she appeared to be a debutante. He drew the line of wickedness at innocent virgins.

He jumped into his carriage and rapped on the ceiling. “Take me to the docks, Jenkins.”

Jenkins’ ruddy face appeared upside down in the window, his brown hair hanging in a comical pointed fashion. “Do ye mean yer office or the Devil’s Tavern?”

“The Devil’s Tavern, good man. Sutherland’s just in from America.”

“Delayed, was he, my lord?”

“Three full nights. No doubt he’s livid.”

“Yer partner stayin’ awhile this time?”

“I suspect so. We’re buying another ship.”

Jenkins smiled; then his face vanished, but his loud whistle drifted down to Alex’s ears. “A celebration, then, is it?”

“Certainly,” Alex said and stretched his legs out in front of him.

“Might I remind you, my lord, last time ye two gents bought a ship, the celebration got a mite too rowdy.”

Alex grinned up at the roof of his carriage. “You’re entirely too familiar for a driver.”

“Aye, my lord. That’s why you like me.”

That was true, but he’d not admit it to Jenkins.

“How many ships does this make, my lord?”

“Twelve.”

“I’ll be getting a raise, then?”

“I suppose,” Alex said with a chuckle, and then settled back against the cushion and closed his eyes while breathing deeply of the cool night air. He needed to clear his mind and concentrate on business, but the scent of magnolias drifted around him from the Devons’ enormous garden, and the fragrance had him smiling.

The cheeky chit from the curtains had smelled flowery. Why in the devil would a debutante be hiding behind a curtain waiting to meet a man? Didn’t she know she was courting ruin? Maybe she wanted to be ruined. Likely, given how a woman’s mind worked. The notion of the tart-tongued woman as a schemer didn’t fit. Maybe she’d been convinced by some scoundrel to meet him behind the curtain? Alex sat up with the insane impulse to go back, find the woman and make sure she was fine. He paused with his hand on the door.

He was a scoundrel. What was he thinking? She would doubtfully take any advice from him, however well intended. He sat back with a growl. What had come over him? He knew better than to involve himself with debutantes. They wanted husbands, not rakes to introduce them to the pleasures of the body. “Jenkins, what the bloody hell, man? Go.”

The door to the carriage flew open. His younger brother Cameron bounded through the entrance and snatched the door closed behind him, looking like a hunted bandit with his mussed hair and a darting gaze. Cameron tapped the carriage ceiling with his cane. “Go, Jenkins. Before the women run out to catch a rare glimpse of Lord Lionhurst. They’ll tear me to pieces just to get at him.”

“Amusing as always, I see,” Alex growled as the carriage jerked to a start.

Cameron grinned in return. “I do try. Now tell me what induced you to break your vow.”

“My what?”

“I seem to recall you swearing you would never attend another ball under your own devices again,” Cameron said, clutching at the seat as Jenkins took them around an especially sharp curve.

“Mother,” Alex said simply. Really he need say no more. Cameron was her son too, after all.

“Ah.” Cameron nodded. “That explains everything. So this is a one-time favor?”

“Unfortunately, no,” Alex replied, something black and sharp curling in his gut when he considered the possibility that he would have to encounter Lady Staunton again. “Mother has asked me to keep an eye on Lissie as she enters Society.”

Cameron’s eyebrows came together. “Why didn’t she ask me? She knows you hate Society, and I love it.”

“I suppose Mother doesn’t trust that your attention will stay on Lissie and off whatever pretty face happens by you.”

“You offend me.”

Alex laughed. “Really? Why? You know it’s true.”

“I can be just as focused as you.”

Alex considered the fact that he had told Lady Beth he’d meet her behind the curtain tonight. But he had only agreed to the secret encounter once he’d known Lissie was safely ensconced in their parents’ carriage and on her way home. “I’ve more control,” he said with a smile. “You would have been behind the curtain with some lady embraced in your arms while Lissie was still at the ball.”

“Beg pardon?” Cameron said, looking like a bobbling head as the carriage bounced and jerked.

“Never mind,” Alex replied testily as the carriage swayed down the road. Jenkins had clearly imbibed in some drink while waiting for Alex to leave the ball. Not that he blamed the man. It was a damned cold night. But Alex didn’t want to end up overturned because his driver had drunk too much. A gentle reminder should do.

“I don’t see how it’s absolutely necessary you attend every ball Lissie goes to this season,” Cameron said.

Alex studied his brother’s frowning face. “Exactly how does my attending a few balls cause you any distress?”

“Five out of ten women who stopped to talk to me tonight wanted to talk to me about you.”

“Ah, I do apologize for being the cause of your pride taking a blow.”

“As you should.” Cameron let go of his seat cushion long enough to jerk his coat down and smooth out a few wrinkles. “I know I’m devilishly handsome.” He flashed a perfect smile. “But I was starting to wonder tonight whether my looks are fading.”

Alex struggled to hold in his laughter. Sometimes reading Cameron was difficult. His brother could be joking or he could be completely serious. He had been known to be sensitive, relegated as he was to the slot of youngest brother.

“You’re not ugly yet,” Alex said, deciding to reply with an answer that could be considered serious or facetious. “But you may want to slow down. Too much wine and women is bound to age any man.”

“I don’t think so,” Cameron replied. “Look at you. Almost three and twenty, never married, and God alone knows how many women you’ve bedded and how much whiskey you’ve drank.”

“I’m an exception to the rule,” Alex replied, suddenly wishing to change the course of the discussion. “Besides, I’m only bedding one woman right now.”

“Yes, the lovely Bess. How is your mistress? Attached, are you?”

“I do not form attachments, and you know it.” He hadn’t meant to snap the words, but each one resounded in the carriage.

“Settle down, old man. I wasn’t implying you had softened in your view of women.”

Alex scrubbed a hand across his face to hide the scowl pulling at his lips. “Sorry. It’s been a long night.”

“Yes,” Cameron nodded. “I saw Lady Staunton ensnare you briefly. And then I saw you streak out of the ball as if the devil chased you.”

Alex did laugh then. “More like a witch. Vile woman.”

“Listen,” Cameron said as he leaned forward in his carriage seat. “You should know that Bess is saying the two of you have a relationship with many strings.”

Alex studied the river as they passed it. He’d have to talk to Bess. He’d thought she understood. Splendid. He did not want to hurt her, but he couldn’t allow her to think there was more to their understanding than simply pleasure.

Cameron propped his feet on the seat next to Alex’s leg. “So you don’t care for Bess at all? I thought perhaps you had thawed a bit when I heard the news.”

With a quick shake of his head, Alex shoved Cameron’s feet away before leveling his brother with a narrow-eyed warning. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

The carriage jerked to a stop, and Alex glanced out the window to make sure they were at the Devil’s Tavern. No telling where Jenkins might have taken them if he had drunk as much as it seemed. The peeling red paint and the broken black shingles of the dock’s most famous drinking establishment told Alex they’d arrived just where he intended. He threw open the door and stepped onto the stairs. “Jenkins,” he bellowed.

His driver popped down to the ground. “Sir?”

“Not so much whiskey next time, no matter how bloody cold it is outside.”

“Aye.” Jenkins had the grace to look properly humbled, though his coachman knew it would take a disaster for Alex to fire him. He had a soft spot for his driver, the man being the only one who had any inkling just how hard Alex’s older brother’s death had been.

Alex descended the carriage, Cameron close behind him. Cameron didn’t speak, but the mumbling under his breath was clear enough. The lights from the tavern illuminated his younger brother’s troubled face. Alex sighed. “You’ve something else to say, I take it.”

Instead of answering, Cameron shifted back and forth, making Alex uneasy. Cameron was normally blunt to a fault. A ship’s bell rang from the river, signaling its entrance into the Thames, followed by a raucous cheer erupting from within the belly of the tavern. “I need a drink,” Cameron muttered.

“Then by all means let’s make haste,” Alex said, taking that as a signal that Cameron was not going to say anything after all.

Cameron shook his head. “My confession’s best given out here in private.”

The muscles in Alex’s body tensed in response to the word confession. “In my experience it’s best to keep confessions to yourself. They rarely have the effect you desire.” They both knew whom Alex was speaking of. They seldom mentioned their dead older brother, though Robert occupied a place in Alex’s thoughts daily.

“Mother’s asked me to watch you,” Cameron said, having the decency to sound sorry about the matter.

“My, she’s been busy. She convinced me to watch Lissie, but I suppose that was a guise so she could get me where she wants me and keep me under her scrutiny.”

“Oh, I think her asking you to watch Lissie is genuine. She doesn’t trust me to diligently guard Lissie’s honor, I suppose. But since your honor was misplaced some years ago, my educated guess is she concluded I’d do to watch you.”

“I wonder when she’ll quit trying to manipulate me into marriage.”

Cameron shrugged. “Don’t be too hard on her. She is worried about you. So worried, in fact, that you have taken precedence on her reform list over Father’s drinking.”

“Dear God, I’m number one on her list?”

Cameron nodded.

“Well, that is something to worry about. I’ll have to inform Mother tomorrow that you may well get the pox if you don’t reform your ways.”

“You wouldn’t dare. She’d perish on the spot if her sainted ears heard the word ‘pox.’”

Alex turned on his heels, relishing the worried look on Cameron’s face. He’d let him worry a little more before putting him out of his misery. He pushed through the heavy tavern door whistling a merry tune. He hadn’t felt this light since…He searched his mind and smiled. Since the wench behind the curtain had nearly boxed his ears for exploring her face. And what a face it was too. His loins stirred in remembrance. Best to dampen that right now. She was on the hunt for a husband, not a tumble in the bed.

He made his way through the crowded bar, which was packed. Not a surprise considering it was payday at the docks. The sailors always cleaned up on payday to come to the Devil’s Tavern and spend their hard-earned money on mead and women. From the spilled mead, which made the floor slick, to the perfume, which tickled his nose, it was nice to know two things in life never changed.

He spotted Sutherland at the end of the bar with a big sappy smile on his American face. Sutherland was another constant. Always happy and unfalteringly reliable.

Alex wove through the drunken crowd and shrugged off the groping hands of eager, overly painted, scantily dressed women. Somewhere to the right of him, someone pounded on the keys of the piano, and soon a merry ballad about a rich nobleman and his daughter filled the tavern. The loud singing combined with the thumping of pewter ale mugs on the tables put a pleasant vibration in his ears.

The humming in the air reminded him of the intense notes of the country dance playing in the background at the ball tonight when he had huddled behind the curtain with the enchantress. Her glistening black hair, eyes dancing with merriment and secrets, and lips calling to him flashed in his mind. He might well need to end things with Bess, but he obviously did not need to dawdle in replacing his mistress.

Before Alex took his seat, a mug slid from Sutherland to him. Alex grasped the mug, indicated Cameron coming up behind him and signaled to the tavern keeper. “One more.”

As Cameron took the seat by Alex, a mug slid past him and was snatched off the bar by his brother. Without a word of greeting, they raised their glasses, clinked them together and threw back the mead as if it was the last drink they’d ever receive. The sweet liquid coated Alex’s throat and took off the edge that had sprung up since learning his mother had taken a renewed interest in seeing to his life.

“Tell me the news.” Sutherland clasped Alex’s shoulder.

“Alex was closeted up with an innocent-looking thing behind a curtain tonight,” Cameron said before Alex had even finished swallowing his drink. Cameron thumped his mug onto the bar and grinned.

“Quit glaring. I told you Mother wanted me to watch you. I had to have something to report and that was the most entertaining thing you did all night.”

“Do not watch me and report back to Mother or I will drag you into the ring at Gentleman Jackson’s and leave your sorry butt there after I pummel your face in.”

“Fine. But you have to help me think of stories to feed Mother.”

“I’m sure you can come up with something on your own,” Alex snapped.

Sutherland raised his eyebrows at Alex. “I take it by your surly tone you were unable to convince the lady to loosen her corset for you?”

“Hardly. She practically shoved me out of the curtain. It was a simple mistake. I was meaning to meet an improper lady and stumbled upon a young miss no doubt trying to trap a man into marriage.”

Sutherland raised his mug. “To Lionhurst for saving a hapless victim from marriage mart manipulations.”

“God, you sound positively English,” Alex said, amazed that his friend had managed to mimic an English accent so perfectly.

“I’ve been practicing so I can catch a proper English wife.”

“Still stuck on that plan, huh?”

“Absolutely,” Sutherland replied and held up three fingers to the tavern keeper to indicate three more mugs of mead. “I just need to meet a lady that sufficiently turns my head. Say, tell me about the lady from the curtains. If she’s searching and so am I, we might be just the thing the other needs.”

A flash of the woman’s delicately sculpted face filled Alex’s mind. “She was not attractive in the least,” he lied, uncertain why he would do such a thing.


Three


Whoever was threatening her family had to be a man. Gillian read the latest note in the string of seven, which had arrived daily for an entire week. Cease your social outings or else. She understood the or else perfectly. The fiend had spelled it out clearly. He would tell the ton her sister was a murderess. Gillian would gladly chance social leprosy for herself, but her sister was another matter entirely.

She folded the parchment into a tight square, threw it in her jewelry box and slammed the lid. She had to protect Whitney and keep her safe and happy.

That meant marrying a foreigner and getting herself and Whitney out of England as soon as possible. Drake Sutherland was a foreigner. And from what she had read in all the Society papers, his visit here would be brief. His home was in New York, and he was powerful and wealthy. He could whisk them there immediately and solve all her problems. Neither she nor her sister would be in English Society and therefore the threat should disappear. Father would be relieved of his hopeless goal to make his daughters proper English matches. She smiled. That was actually a benefit considering whom her father might pick out for them to marry. Someone like him or one of his friends would be worse than death.

She stood and ran a hand down the length of her silk dress. What more could a lady ask for? She dismissed out of hand the foolish wish for love. Anyone who’d failed her sister as she once had didn’t deserve to expect to marry for love. A truth made painfully apparent with each passing night that her sister stood on the wallflower line and people greeted them frostily at best. Blank dance cards did not a marriage make. Time to look happy for the next ball. Hopefully, disaster wouldn’t strike before she could actually meet Mr. Sutherland.

She made her way down the hall and to the staircase. Whitney’s voice floated up from below. Gillian forced the butterflies to cease their turning. She had to protect Whitney and give her a chance at real happiness. Only a man would think they could tell her not to appear in Society and assume she could obey the command. Women had little power, especially in England, and if they did have power, they had to wield it craftily lest a man should feel threatened and take it away.

Her father must be plagued by insecurity over losing his power. Why else would he not give her a crumb of say in her life? She had tried for a week to keep them at home, yet every night they were back at balls met with the same frosty reception and no names written on their dance cards. The threatening notes had arrived daily, but there was nothing she could do to ensure they stayed home as the gentleman threatening them demanded.

How much time did she have before this person spilled their secret? Her stomach clenched at the thought.

“Gillian.” Her father’s grip on her arm snapped her out of her musings. “Tonight I expect you to dance.”

She nodded obediently so he would let go. As expected, he released her with a curt nod. Obedience was always the best way to stay on his pleasant side. Of course using the word “pleasant” to refer to him was a liberal stretch of the term. He’d been most unpleasant earlier when she showed him the latest note. He’d yelled at her to burn the thing and quit worrying. As if she could? And frankly, she did not understand his attitude.

She glared at his back as he strode down the steps. Did he really think it that simple? He could demand that tonight she dance, and poof, it would happen? Whitney fell in step beside her, slipping an arm securely around Gillian’s waist. “You look lovely. I’m sure tonight our dance cards will fill.”

Gillian nodded and tried discreetly to dislodge the lump of emotion that had formed with Whitney’s naively hopeful words. “I’m sure we both shall dance,” she lied. If wishing it to be so could fill a card, then theirs would be full.

The moment her father stopped and turned toward her she regretted the loudness of her tone. She hadn’t meant for him to hear her. “You will dance, young lady.” He wagged a finger in her face. “As eldest, you have to marry first. And since you can’t seem to manage to secure a dance on your own, I’ve secured one for you. Smile prettily, make pleasant conversation and this may be the only dance you ever need.”

“Whatever do you mean?” she asked, settling into the carriage on shaking legs. Did she sound as nervous as his statement made her feel?

“I’ve promised Mr. Mallorian you will dance with him. He fancies you.”

“Father.” She swallowed the bile that had risen in her throat. She could not very well repeat what she’d overheard about Mr. Mallorian’s sexual pursuits or scream out her dislike of the man. “I don’t care for him.”

Her father reached across the carriage and patted her knee. “Your worries are unfounded. If it makes you feel better, I know he has a country estate, which you could reside at permanently if you were to marry.”

Her father’s words of assurance actually made her feel like retching. She swallowed convulsively. God help her, her thoughts had been selfish. Shame washed through her. She’d not even considered whoever was threatening them. Her worry was solely that she was positive marriage to a man like Mr. Mallorian would make her miserable.

The carriage jerked to a start, and as it rolled down the road she stared out the window. Her sister took her hand and squeezed. Gillian offered Whitney a quick reassuring smile before turning back to pretend interest in the scenery. The trees blurred by her. She was prepared to sacrifice marrying for love to protect her sister, but that didn’t mean she wanted to marry a man she detested. Mr. Mallorian was not a good man. Angry tears burned the back of her throat at her father’s willingness to pawn her off on anyone who may be interested, whether he was a good person or not.

The trip to the Primwitty ball was fortunately quick. The silence in the carriage had been deafening. As they ascended the stairs to the entrance of the ball, Gillian blinked in surprise at her Aunt Millicent’s smiling face. “I thought you couldn’t come tonight,” she said and rushed over to give her aunt a hug. Auntie was just what she needed. Someone in her corner who might be able to talk reason with her father or at the very least distract him so she could find Mr. Sutherland. She knew for a fact he was supposed to be here.

She pressed her mouth close to her aunt’s ear. “Auntie, can you distract Father long enough for Whitney and I to slip away unnoticed?”

Her aunt raised a silver brow at her. “Are you up to anything improper?”

“Shall I lie?” Gillian held her breath, waiting for her aunt’s response. Auntie was the least conventional person Gillian had ever known, but she wasn’t sure her aunt would approve of her plan to seduce Mr. Sutherland into marrying her. Then again, Auntie might approve if she knew about Whitney, but the only thing Auntie knew was the same as everyone else.

Whitney had lost her memory of the night their mother died. According to the doctors, the simple shock of losing her mother so young had been the culprit. The doctors couldn’t say if her memory would ever come back. All they had ever said was it could be dangerous to Whitney’s fragile mind to press the memories on her. And the doctors didn’t know the half of it.

Auntie looked between Gillian and her father. “What’s he trying to do?”

“I think he may be trying to arrange a marriage between myself and Mr. Mallorian.”

Auntie’s eyes narrowed into pale green slits. “That family is horrid. I’d sooner see you a spinster.”

“So you’ll help me?”

Auntie patted absently at her silver hair. The gesture always signaled when her aunt was deciding on something. Finally, she ceased her ministrations to her already perfectly coifed hair and waved a hand through the air. “Lucinda, dear, over here.”

A muddy-haired matron in a flowing violet gown wiggled around Gillian’s father and toward them. She stopped, breathless and smiling, her brown eyes lit with warmth. “I may dance tonight, Millicent,” she announced before pointing down to her feet. “My toes are not bothering me in the least since I lost a bit of
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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