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To the Martini Club—Alice, Kathy, and Christy. I could never survive the week without looking forward to Fridays!




Prologue



London, 1844


Lady Sophia Huntington carefully studied the cards in her hand. Not a bad hand, but not as good as she would like either. Her usual good luck at the card table wasn’t with her tonight.


Or maybe she was distracted.


Sophia peeked over the edge of the cards to study the man across from her through the beaded eyeholes of her mask. Dominic St. Claire. She knew it was him, even though he, too, wore a mask, a swath of stark black silk over his chiseled face. No one else she had ever seen had hair quite that shade of pure, molten gold, or such fine shoulders under his perfectly tailored coat. His eyes, the deep, pure green of summer leaves, gazed back at her steadily, making something flutter nervously deep inside her.


No wonder her parents didn’t like her going to the theater, she thought wryly. One glimpse of such a godlike being onstage and she wouldn’t be able to bear her pompous, pale, parentally approved suitors any longer.


And he was wrecking her concentration at cards as well. She definitely couldn’t have that. Not when she had finally been able to escape her family’s guard and sneak into the Devil’s Fancy using her cousin Bill’s invitation. It would be hard to come back again, so she would have to make the most of this evening.


But she might have tried harder to come here a little sooner if she had known Dominic was one of the owners. She had thought about him far too much ever since that glimpse in the park.


“Well, madame?” he asked, in his deep, smooth actor’s voice. A small smile played over his lips, surprisingly full and sensual for a man.


Sophia, who was such a good card player in part because she had become adept at reading people’s faces, couldn’t fathom what that smile meant at all. Did he hold a good hand?


Or was he flirting with her?


Sophia looked back down at her cards. “Two more, please.”


Dominic took two cards from the deck and slid them across the small, red-draped table to her. He had beautiful hands, the skin smooth and faintly bronzed, dusted with pale blond hair, tapering fingers made for theatrical gestures on a stage or wielding a sword.


Or tracing a soft touch over a woman’s skin, which she had heard he was quite adept at doing.


Sophia forced down an instinctive shiver at the vision of his hand on her body and forced herself to forget he was there, so close, watching her. She had just wagered the last of her quarterly allowance, and she couldn’t afford to lose her focus now. She slowly turned over the new cards and almost sighed.


Luck was really not with her tonight.


She laid out her cards on the table, hoping against hope his hand was worse. That faint hope died when he revealed his own cards, and he had her beat by several points.


“You win again, sir,” she said with another sigh. “It seems Lady Luck favors a sinfully handsome scoundrel as much as the next woman.”


Dominic laughed, and the emerald sparkle in his eyes almost made it worth losing.


Almost. Sophia needed that money.


“Forgive me, madame,” he said. He gathered the scattered cards from across the table and lazily shuffled them back into the deck. “I take no pleasure in disobliging a lady. Shall we play again? Lady Luck is often fickle.”


Sophia shook her head regretfully. She longed to play again and try to get back that money. It was what so often led her into trouble, the obsessive thought that with the next hand her luck would surely turn. Equally bitter was the thought that now she would lose Dominic’s company. She had never enjoyed losing at cards so much as with him.


But she had nothing left to wager. She wore her grandmother’s diamond and onyx earrings, necklace, and hair clips to go with her black satin gown, and her mother would definitely notice if they were gone.


“I’m done for the evening, sir,” she said. “But I confess I’ve never enjoyed losing quite so much. It’s no wonder your club is so successful.”


His head tilted slightly as he studied her, his green eyes growing darker. “And how do you know I own this club?”


Sophia smiled and leaned closer to him, resting her arms on the table as she reached out to smooth one fingertip over a lost card. Oh, yes—he did bring out a spirit of the devil in her. “Oh, I know a great deal about you.”


“That’s hardly fair, is it?” he said, laughter lurking in his voice. Laughter and something darker, something she couldn’t read. “I know nothing about you, except that you are a fierce opponent at the card table.”


His fingers slid over her hand. It was a light touch, teasing, testing, his skin cool through her lace gloves. But Sophia felt as if fire had just licked along her arm, burning and shocking. She had to force herself to stay still and not jerk away and run screaming from the salon. She had never felt anything like it. It was almost—frightening.


She touched the tip of her tongue to her dry lips as his hand slid away. “Wh—what do you want to know?”


He suddenly frowned, as if a shadow passed over his face. “Everything.”


Something seemed to sizzle in the air between them. Sophia couldn’t look away from him. The game, which had started out so light and fun, such a dare, had become something much more. It had become something she didn’t understand at all.


She had wanted to see Dominic St. Claire tonight. Something had driven her to seek him out after she saw him and felt so strangely drawn to him at the park. But now—now she felt afraid of what he awoke in her.


And Sophia was never afraid.


“Come with me,” Dominic said. He rose to his feet, his gilded chair scraping back over the parquet floor, and took her hand in his. His smooth, polished, charming manners suddenly took on a raw edge, and it was as if she was glimpsing the feral power under his poetical beauty. And it made her even more afraid.


Yet she couldn’t pull her hand away. She couldn’t turn and run as she longed to. Something in her bound her to his touch. He was so very different from everything she had ever known, every convention her parents pushed onto her, every safe suitor and narrow expectation. Something in him called out to the secret darkness within her that always brought her to places like the Devil’s Fancy, to card tables and deep play.


Something in him was the same as her. She had that terrible certainty as she looked up into his forest-green eyes. And she let him take her hand and lead her through the crowded salon.


The hour grew late, and champagne had been flowing freely, driving the laughter louder and louder. Ladies leaned on their escorts’ shoulders as they watched the roulette wheel spin wildly, and she could hear music from the ballroom. But it was nothing to her, a mere echo. The only real thing was Dominic’s hand on hers. What was she doing?


Where had he been all those long, dull months and years of her life?


He led her down the staircase, past couples who sat against the banisters whispering together. They went to the cold marble foyer where she had talked her way past the grim-faced butler earlier that evening. The man wasn’t there now, and there was only the quiet of the night after the loud party.


Dominic opened a door half-hidden in the wall and tugged her in after him. When the door closed, they were closed off in darkness. The only light was a faint glow from a window high in the wall. Sophia leaned back against the door and saw they were in a tiny sitting room of sorts, crowded with the hulking shapes of furniture.


But then Dominic braced his palm flat to the door above her head, his warm, tall body close to hers, and she knew only him. He pulled off his mask and threw it to the floor. His face was lean and harsh in the light, his eyes brilliant as he stared down at her.


Sophia thought he must be a supremely intense Hamlet. It was no wonder ladies flocked to his theater.


“Who are you?” he asked, his voice low and rough.


Sophia swallowed hard. “Just a woman who enjoys a good game of cards.”


“And what else do you enjoy?” He reached up and gently traced the curve of her jaw with his fingertips. Sophia shivered, and his fingers skimmed lightly over her cheek.


When she felt him touch the edge of her mask, she drew her head back. A little spark of reality came back to her. She was daring, true; something drove her to seek out places like this, to find somewhere beyond her small, restricted world. But she didn’t want to be completely ruined either.


And she also remembered the dark glare Dominic had given her cousin Aidan in the park. He did not like her family. He couldn’t know who she was.


His hand slid away from the mask to toy with her earring and the curl of hair over the soft shell of her ear. His mouth followed, and Sophia gasped at the feeling of his hot kiss, the sound of his breath against her. Her knees went weak beneath her, and she pressed back harder to the door.


Dominic’s lips moved along her neck, pressing light, caressing nips to her skin and then soothing them with the tip of his tongue. Sophia clutched at his shoulders to keep from falling, and she felt the ripple of his powerful muscles beneath the layers of fabric. She had never felt like this before. None of the kisses her suitors pressed on her in garden groves at Society balls could possibly compare. They always made her want to laugh at the ridiculousness of it all. But this…


This made her feel as if his touch had set her on fire and made her come completely, gloriously alive for the very first time. Not even the rush of a winning hand of cards made her feel this way.


Dominic groaned, and she felt his tall body press even closer against her. His arm came around her waist and pulled her up on her toes.


“Who are you? Where do I know you from?” he said hoarsely as he kissed the corner of her mouth. “Tell me.”


Sophia frantically shook her head. Her thoughts went all hazy when he did that, so fractured and unfocused she couldn’t put them together. She feared she would shout out her name for him.


“Tell me,” he whispered again, and kissed the other corner of her parted lips. “I have to know.”


“I’m no one at all,” she answered.


The tip of his tongue traced her lower lip, and she opened to him with a gasp. His mouth covered hers in a hot, starving kiss, his tongue pressing deep to twine with hers.


Sophia’s nails dug into his shoulders. This was definitely not like any other kiss she had ever had! Those fumbling caresses from boys who had groped at her in the dark, even as she sensed their fear of her, could never have prepared her for the force that was Dominic St. Claire. He would not be afraid of anything. He claimed what he wanted, and oh, but he was so good at kissing.


He drew back from her lips, his eyes a bright green in the shadows. “Tell me,” he demanded.


And Sophia wanted so much to do just that, to give him her name and hear him say it in that wondrous voice of his. But then this precious moment would be shattered. She didn’t know why he hated her cousin. She only knew she never wanted him to look at her that way. She never wanted his desire to become icy with hatred.


This moment was all she could have with him.


“No,” she answered, finding strength in the sure knowledge that she had to keep him from finding out she was Lady Sophia Huntington. From finding out what his kiss meant to her. “I am no one. You have to let me go.”


His arm tightened around her waist. “No,” he said, his voice a low growl full of dark determination. “I’ve just found you.”


Suddenly desperate to be gone, to not give in to the power he held over her, Sophia frantically shook her head. “Please, Dominic…”


“No! I need you to tell me who you are.”


“Then I’m sorry,” she whispered. “So very, very sorry.”


His head tilted back from her. “Sorry?”


Taking a deep breath, Sophia brought her knee up hard between his legs. Her old nanny had once told her to do that if she needed to escape from a man, and she hadn’t been sure it would work. But Dominic gave an agonized shout and fell to the floor, letting her go.


Absolutely appalled at what she had done, Sophia almost knelt beside him. Until he shouted a foul name at her, a string of the dirtiest curses she had ever heard, and she knew she had to get out of there while she still could.


“I’m so, so sorry!” she cried again and dragged open the door. She let it slam behind her and ran for the entrance as fast as her heeled shoes would carry her. With the one stroke of luck she had all evening, the foyer was deserted, and she found a hansom on the street outside.


Once safely in the carriage, Sophia yanked off her mask and covered her face with shaking hands.


“Oh, heavens above,” she whispered, quite sure she was going to be sick. “What have I done?”




From the Diary of Mary St. Claire Huntington


March 1665…


I have always thought my sister to be the romantic soul in our family. She is constantly devouring volumes of French poetry, and wandering the woods sighing over their beautiful words of soul-deep love and flights of two hearts beating as one. She has always declared me a terrible bore, concerned only with prosaic, everyday reality! Concerned with running our father’s house and trying to keep our family together amid the long war between king and Parliament and all the troubles that followed.


I only ever laughed at her teasing. I was quite sure it was far better to be dull and content with everyday matters than to long for romantic dreams that can never be. But I was very wrong. Horribly, wonderfully wrong. For I have met him.





Chapter One



Baden-Baden, 1847


When in doubt, Sophia Huntington Westman believed, give them a glimpse of stocking. That usually did the trick.


Especially when one is dealt an unfortunate hand of cards.


Sophia carefully studied the array of cards in her hand, but the colors on the faces didn’t change. She sighed and tried to keep her own face calm and expressionless. She needed to win this game. Her stash of funds was growing astonishingly low, and she would be thrown out of her hotel if she couldn’t pay soon. But luck had utterly deserted her tonight.


Not for the first time, she cursed the memory of her husband, the poor, late, not much lamented Captain Jack Westman. He had been so very handsome, so exciting, so sure Sophia was meant to be with him. That charming confidence had been what convinced her to elope with him, despite her family’s dire threats to cut her off without a penny if she married someone so unsuitable for a duke’s niece.


But Jack’s confidence turned out to come from the bottom of a brandy bottle. And when the alcohol killed him, sending him stumbling drunkenly in front of a milk wagon not far from where Sophia was taking the Baden-Baden waters, she was left here a penniless widow trying to make enough money to get home.


Though what she would do once she got back to England Sophia had no idea.


She peeked over the top of her cards at the man who sat across from her. Lord Hammond had been her opponent in card games before. He always seemed to be in the casino when she arrived, and he always kissed her hand gallantly, fetched her wine, inquired after her health. So very solicitous; so very watchful. Yet she had hoped for an easier mark tonight of all nights. Tonight, when she needed to win so badly. Lord Hammond was too shrewd a player.


But when he had taken her arm and invited her to a game of piquet, she somehow couldn’t say no. Lord Hammond, despite his fine English-gentleman manners, was obviously a man who expected to get what he wanted. That had been clear to Sophia the first time she met him here at the casino, for she had encountered his type many times in her travels with Jack. Rich, powerful lords, much like her uncle the Duke of Carston, who had every whim indulged with a snap of their fingers.


But a card game was all he would get from Sophia, no matter what else he might expect. She hoped never to be so desperate that she had to give him anything else.


He was studying his own cards, a cool smile on his lips. He was handsome, she would say that for him. Older than her own twenty-three years by two decades, he was tall and well-built in his expensively cut clothes. His dark hair, gray at the temples, was cut short to frame his austere face and fathomless dark eyes. Women flocked around him, as he was that singular rarity—a handsome, rich lord. And he did seem to admire Sophia.


If she was really smart, Sophia thought as she looked at him, she would take advantage of that admiration. She would cultivate it and encourage it. Lord Hammond could make the financial worries that had plagued her for so long vanish.


But she had never claimed to be especially smart. If she was, she wouldn’t have married Jack. And there was something in Lord Hammond’s eyes when he looked at her that she did not like. Some icy gleam of speculation that sent a shiver down her spine. She wanted to finish the game and be done with this wearisome night.


But first she had to win his money.


He raised his eyes from his cards and his smile widened as he looked at her. He was as good a card player as she was herself; she could read nothing about his hand on his face. Sophia remembered her thought about a glimpse of stocking, and returned his smile with a bright one of her own.


She turned slightly on her gilded chair, and her black satin skirts rustled as she moved. She glanced around the room. Everything in the bright casino was gilded or painted with lavish classical scenes, the floors covered in Aubusson carpets and the walls papered in patterned silks. The colors were rich and elegant, the perfect backdrop for the fashionably dressed and bejeweled patrons who strolled between the tables and gathered around the roulette wheel. Despite her woes, Sophia liked coming to this place—its opulence made her feel calmer, more sure that everything would work out in the end. That nothing could go completely wrong in such a beautiful place.


Only one other establishment had ever been so lovely, and that was the Devil’s Fancy club in London. But she had not seen it in years, not since before she met Jack. Before she lost everything, when she was a spoiled, naive girl who thought there could be no consequences for sneaking out of her parents’ house to go and gamble.


The thought of the Devil’s Fancy made her freeze in her chair. She closed her eyes for an instant and it was as if she was there again. That long-ago night was so vivid in her memory. He was vivid in her memory. Dominic St. Claire.


She remembered his eyes, so intensely green as he looked at her across the card table. They would crinkle at the corners when he laughed, or grow dark when he touched her with those elegant, long-fingered hands. He had made her feel as if she was the only woman in the room, the only woman in the whole world, when he focused his intent on her.


And when he kissed her…


Sophia shivered when she remembered the way his lips felt on hers. She had never wanted a man before, never felt herself turn hot and melting under a touch, as if the whole world had vanished except for him. Not even with poor Jack, whom she had thought she loved.


But Dominic had too many women, and they all came so easily to him. Surely he made them all feel as he had her that night. He was like a dream to her now. A precious, lost dream she took out like a glittering little gem when life seemed too lonely and cold. It reminded her of the girl she had once been. And it reminded her of how life could be, in another realm, another time.


But now was not the time for such memories. Now was the time for cold, hard reality. She couldn’t afford to be distracted, not when faced with a man like Lord Hammond. She had to win tonight. Whatever it took.


Sophia opened her eyes and smiled at Lord Hammond. His own smile hardened, a flicker of some cold light flashing through his dark gaze. Sophia casually crossed her legs beneath her heavy skirts and let the ruffled hem back to reveal her black satin heeled shoe and a sliver of white silk stocking. She swung her foot a bit as she studied the cards in her hand.


Lord Hammond’s attention went right where she hoped it would, to her slim ankle, and in the mirror behind him she had a quick glimpse of his cards in his careless moment. Not so good a hand as she had feared. She could still save this evening and come out ahead.


Her glance flickered over her own reflection. Her skin looked very pale against the stark black of her gown and the sleek, glossy coils of her dark hair. She had no jewels left to soften her austere attire and make her fit in with the rich crowd. There was only the narrow black ribbon around her throat, and a guilty pink blush on her cheeks.


Huntingtons never cheat! She remembered her father shouting that when her brother was caught once in a con artist’s scheme and lost a great deal of money. The Huntingtons were an ancient ducal family, not cheaters. Not elopers. Yet here she was, driven to be both in her desperation.


I am doing what I must to survive, she told herself sternly. She had no room for honor or sentiment now, not if she didn’t want to starve. Cards were the only thing she was good at. It was either gamble, or whore for the likes of Lord Hammond. And she was not that desperate—yet.


Sophia turned away from her reflection, and from the memory of Dominic St. Claire’s green eyes. She gently fanned herself with her cards and laughed. “My goodness, but it is warm in here tonight,” she said. “I swear Baden-Baden grows more crowded by the day.”


Lord Hammond’s gaze slid from her ankle up over her décolletage in the low-cut gown and his smile widened. Sophia knew that look in his eyes. It was the look of a man who believed his goal was clearly in sight now. But she had a goal. too. She would win his money without surrendering more than the merest glimpse of her person. They couldn’t both win.


“Perhaps we should go for a stroll in the gardens,” Lord Hammond said smoothly. “It is much cooler, and quieter, there. I have been wanting the chance for private conversation with you, Mrs. Westman.”


“How very flattering of you, Lord Hammond,” Sophia answered. Over his shoulder she saw a lady entering the casino, a tall, stunning redhead clad in dove gray silk with a truly stupendous collar of diamonds around her throat. It was Lady Gifford, who was rumored to be Lord Hammond’s latest mistress. She gave him a stricken, wide-eyed look before she whirled away and vanished into the crowd.


Sophia looked back down at her cards. “There are so many who wish to—converse with you, Lord Hammond,” she murmured.


“Ah, but I can see only you, Mrs. Westman,” he answered. “You look particularly lovely tonight. I am sure the gardens would be the perfect setting for your rare beauty.”


“How sweet of you to say so,” Sophia said with a smile. “But we should finish our game first, yes? It would be a shame to let the cards go to waste.”


His gaze traced over her bodice again, slowly and with a clear intent. Sophia had to fight to keep her smile in place. “Of course, my dear Mrs. Westman. We certainly must finish the game.”


As Lord Hammond ordered more champagne, Sophia requested two more cards and improved her hand. But beating her opponent was not quite as easy as she had hoped.


An hour had passed with neither of them pulling ahead enough to win when Lord Hammond’s smile abruptly vanished. He folded his cards between his fingers and said with an exasperated note in his voice, “The night is wasting, Mrs. Westman.”


Sophia peeked at him over her cards. “Is it indeed, Lord Hammond? It seems rather early to me.” She really agreed with him, but not for the same reasons she was sure he had. She was tired and wanted to find her bed—alone.


If she went back to the hotel with enough money to pay for that bed, of course.


“It is too crowded here,” Lord Hammond said. “So I propose we make this simple. We each draw a card, and high draw wins.”


Intriguing. Sophia did like a high-stakes game—usually. “And what are the stakes?”


“I will wager five hundred pounds,” he said easily, as if that vast amount were mere pocket change. For him it probably was.


But it made Sophia catch her breath. Five hundred pounds. Surely enough to get her home to England and help her set up a new life, a new business. One where she wouldn’t have to whore, or marry, again, or crawl back to her family and beg for forgiveness. One where she could be independent. All on the draw of one card.


But…


“I cannot wager such a sum in return,” she said cautiously.


“I would not expect you to, my dear Mrs. Westman,” Lord Hammond said with a smile Sophia did not like at all. “All I ask is that you walk with me in the garden, and perhaps accompany me to my suite. I have some paintings I recently acquired which might interest you.”


Paintings her foot. Sophia took his meaning quite clearly, for he was not the first to propose such an arrangement. She let her skirts drop, concealing her shoes, and put on her sternest, most governessish expression. “Lord Hammond, how very shocking you are.”


He laughed as he shuffled the cards. The gold signet ring on his finger gleamed. “And I fear missishness does not suit you, Mrs. Westman. I would never have thought you a lady to back down from a dare.”


He was too right about that, Sophia thought wryly. She had always been too ready to run headlong into a dare. Anything her family didn’t want her to do she had always wanted to do all the more. It was what had led her here. She should probably get up and march out of the casino—straight into homelessness. And it looked as if it might rain later, which would make being on the streets even more unpleasant.


Despite herself, she was very tempted by the wager Lord Hammond offered. With one turn of a card, her troubles would be over—or at least postponed. Or she could be in even more trouble than before. She shivered to think of Lord Hammond’s hands on her, of those cold eyes looking at her naked body.


But there were no other promising games in the casino tonight, no other prospects. And she was down to her last farthing. That gnawing feeling of desperation deep inside had become all too familiar. It was time to leap before she looked.


“Very well, Lord Hammond,” she said. She struggled to smile and keep her voice steady. “I accept your wager.”


“Splendid, Mrs. Westman. You are ever intriguing. I knew you would not fail me.” Lord Hammond raised his hand in an imperious gesture and a footman hurried over with a sealed pack of cards. As Sophia watched, Lord Hammond broke the seal and shuffled the cards. He laid the neat stack before her. “Ladies draw first.”


Sophia stared down at the cards. They looked so innocent, mere printed pasteboard. She handled such things every night. Somehow she felt as if they would come to life and bite her when she touched them. She had truly fallen low.


She took a deep breath to steady herself and reached for the top card. Shockingly, her hand did not shake. She flipped over the card, her stomach in knots.


Queen of diamonds. Not bad. But it could be beat.


Lord Hammond nodded and reached for the next card. Sophia held her breath. It seemed as if time itself slowed down as he flipped it over. All the noise around her, the laughter, the chatter, the clatter of the roulette wheel, faded in her ears. She swallowed hard and looked down.


The six of clubs. She had won. She was five hundred pounds richer. A shocked laugh escaped her lips.


“Well,” Lord Hammond said. “It appears luck favors you tonight, Mrs. Westman.” His voice was low and tight, and filled with a barely leashed raw fury. She had never heard such a tone from the suave, cool man before.


She glanced up to find him staring at her with burning dark eyes. A dull red flush spread over his face and his hand clenched in a fist on the table. Another shiver slid down her spine, banishing the rush of victorious relief. Lord Hammond was not a man used to being thwarted.


“It would appear so,” she answered slowly.


Lord Hammond nodded and waved the footman forward again. He spoke a curt word in the liveried man’s ear and sent him scurrying away. “I have sent for the key to my safe. You will understand, Mrs. Westman, that I do not carry such a sum on me.”


“Of course not,” Sophia murmured, still half-stunned by what had happened.


“Will you have a glass of wine with me while we wait? I would consider it more than compensation for my sad loss.”


Sophia did not want to have a drink with him, or sit here any longer than she had to. His smile had become too congenial, too charming, and those shivers along her spine had become even colder. She had the urge to leap to her feet and run from the casino. But she did have to wait for her money.


She swept a glance around the lavish room. It seemed even more crowded, and the laughter was even louder thanks to the freely flowing champagne. She surely couldn’t get into too much trouble there.


“Thank you,” she said. “A glass of champagne would be delightful.”


Lord Hammond rose smoothly from the table and offered her his arm. Sophia had grown accustomed to acting in the last few months; the life of a gambler, traveling from one spa town to another, demanded constant deception. Yet it took everything she had to stand and slide her hand onto Lord Hammond’s sleeve. She shook out her heavy skirts and gave him a smile as he led her from the main salon into the bar area.


It was no less crowded there. A throng of people, like a merry, fluttering horde of brightly clad butterflies, gathered around the gleaming white marble bar. The gold-framed mirrors on the wall reflected them back in an endless sparkling vista. The barmaids scurried to serve them all.


Lord Hammond was immediately given glasses of the finest pale golden champagne. He handed one to Sophia and held up his own in salute.


“To your great good fortune, Mrs. Westman,” he said. “What shall you do now?”


Sophia shrugged and sipped at her wine. “Try another town, I suppose. This one does not suit me so well as I had hoped.”


“The sad memories of Captain Westman’s demise, I would imagine,” he said, all smooth, polite conversation. “But this place will be dull without you.”


“Dull?” Sophia laughed and gestured with her glass at the crowded room. “I shall not be missed one jot.”


“I will miss you very much.” He studied her closely over the edge of his glass until she had to glance away. “I do wish you would reconsider my offer, Mrs. Westman. I could certainly give you far more than five hundred pounds.”


Sophia fidgeted with her glass and studied the array of bottles behind the bar. Where on earth was that blasted safe key? She wanted to be far away from there as quickly as possible. “Your offer of a walk in the garden, Lord Hammond?” she said, trying to feign wide-eyed innocence.


“Oh, come, Mrs. Westman. I have made no secret of my admiration for you,” he said, a note of impatience in his voice. “I am a wealthy man. I could give you whatever you wanted.”


Sophia wondered what Lady Hammond, rumored to be an invalid back in England, thought of that. But the poor woman was probably quite used to it all. Sophia never wanted something like that for herself. She only wanted to be her own woman at long last. Free to make her own way, see the world on her own terms…


And perhaps find another man who made her feel like Dominic St. Claire once had. A man who, unlike Dominic, would think her the only woman he wanted.


“You are so kind to flatter me like that, Lord Hammond,” she answered carefully. “But I am so recently widowed. I need time to mourn properly. I couldn’t possibly think of a man other than Captain Westman just yet.”


His eyes narrowed. “Quite understandable, my dear. But I hope when you are ready to cast off your widow’s weeds you will think of me.” Suddenly he reached out to lightly stroke a fingertip over the ribbon at her throat.


Sophia flinched and fell back a step before she could stop herself. Lord Hammond gave a humorless laugh.


“You deserve to wear diamonds and pearls,” he said. “I could give you that. Just remember, my dear. One day you are going to need me even more than you do now, and I will always be waiting.”


Sophia desperately hoped not. She turned to set her glass down on the bar, and to her relief she saw the footman returning at last with the safe key. Lord Hammond brushed away the man’s apologies for the delay and took Sophia’s elbow in his hand to lead her out of the bar.


“Come, Mrs. Westman, let us collect your winnings,” Lord Hammond said as they made their way through the soaring domed foyer and down the marble steps to the lower level where the wealthier patrons kept their guarded safes. Lord Hammond was now all brisk efficiency, leading her along without another word or untoward touch, but Sophia couldn’t shake away that urge to run. Especially as the noise of the casino faded behind them and there was only the whooshing echo of their footsteps on the cold stone floor.


He led her past the guards and along the row of iron safes until he found the one he sought. He turned the key in the lock and swung open the heavy door. Sophia glimpsed bags of coins, stacks of bank notes, and black velvet jewel cases. It was a veritable Aladdin’s cave of riches, but she had only a glimpse before he hastily removed one of the stacks of notes, put them into a bag, and pressed it into her hands.


“There you are, Mrs. Westman, your fair winnings,” he said. “Feel free to count it.”


Sophia shook her head and held on to the bag tightly. It felt like such a slight thing in her hands, yet it was her salvation. “I trust you, Lord Hammond.” As far as she could throw him. But yet she doubted he would cheat on a gambling debt, even one to a woman.


“Just remember my offer, my dear. I will be waiting.” He reached for her free hand and raised it to his lips for a lingering kiss.


Sophia could bear his touch no longer. She snatched back her hand and spun around on her heel to hurry out of the casino. She pushed past the people in the foyer and rushed out of the doors and into the gardens to the public walkway. She didn’t stop until she was in her hotel room with the door locked behind her.


She dropped the bag onto the end of her narrow bed and fell down onto the pillows with a sigh as her gown billowed around her like a black cloud. Only one more night here in this cursed place, and then she could catch the morning train somewhere else. One more night with the likes of Lord Hammond just beyond the door, waiting to snatch her up when she stumbled. One more night not knowing here her next meal was coming from.


She was free. Almost.


Sophia rolled over and reached beneath her pillow to draw out a book. It was quite old, bound in cracked brown leather with the pages yellowing at the edges. But that book had been one of her best companions since she left home with Jack all those long months ago. Every night she read a precious entry before she went to sleep and she didn’t feel so very alone.


She opened it where she had left off, carefully turning the brittle pages closely written in faded brown ink in a careful hand. But first she smoothed her fingertip over the inscription on the first page.


Mary Huntington, Her Book, Gifted in the Year 1665.


Mary Huntington, the first Duchess of Carston, and a woman completely unknown in Sophia’s family. Unlike every other ancestor on the family tree, there were no portraits of her on the walls, no heirloom jewels that had once belonged to her. Sophia had never heard of her until she found this dusty book on a neglected shelf in her grandfather’s library one boring, rainy Christmas. When she began to read, it was as if Mary had come back to life and begun to speak to her. As if Mary were a long-lost friend, a woman just as impulsive and wild-hearted as Sophia was.


A long-lost friend with a sad tale to tell. Mary was terribly in love with her handsome husband, but miserably unhappy. He left her at their country house when he went off to Charles II’s merry Court, and Mary wrote of her loneliness and longing, all the storms of her emotions, as well as the ways she kept herself busy in the country. Sophia felt as if Mary was reaching out to her over the decades. She took the diary with her wherever she went, and somehow she never felt alone.


She never wanted to be like Mary, with her whole life, all her emotions and everything she was, wrapped up in a man. Sophia had fallen prey to such fairy-tale dreams before, and she couldn’t do it ever again.


Sophia traced a gentle touch over the worn leather cover. “Everything will be fine now, Mary,” she whispered. “I can go home and start again. Things will be better in England.”


If only she could make herself believe that. England had seemed such a distant dream ever since she made the romantic, foolish, impulsive decision to run off with Jack. Her sheltered, pampered life there hadn’t seemed real. But the England she was going to now, and the life she would make for herself, would be very different.


Sophia slid the diary back under her pillow and sat up to reach for the bag of bank notes. They were all there, five hundred pounds worth. She fanned them out and looked down at them as she tried to make herself believe they were real.


As she started to take them from the bag to examine them more closely, there was a sudden noise at her door. Startled, Sophia dropped the bag and sat up straight, every fiber of her body tense and alert. The doorknob rattled as someone tried to turn it. When it held, there was a scraping noise against the old wood, as if that person attempted to pick the lock.


Hardly daring to breathe, Sophia slid off the bed and tiptoed to the door. She held her skirts tight against her to still their rustling with one hand and reached for a straight-backed chair with the other. She wedged it under the knob and stood back to listen, holding her breath.


“Hier!” she heard the hotel’s stern owner cry in German, her voice muffled through the door. “I don’t allow people who are not paying guests to wander the hallways at all hours. This is a respectable establishment. Who are you, anyway? What do you want with Frau Westman?”


“A thousand apologies,” a man said, his voice deep and echoing, indistinguishable through the door. “I was merely returning something Frau Westman left at the casino.”


“Then you can leave it with me. She already owes me enough for her stay.”


Sophia listened as the stranger was bustled away from her door and their voices faded. She turned and hurried to the window to watch from the shadows as the hotel’s front door opened. A tall figure clad in an elegant evening cape emerged, and Sophia felt that panic clutch at her deep inside again. It was Lord Hammond.


She had to get out of there. Quickly.


Sophia slid back from the window and pulled the valise out from under the bed. She could pack her meager belongings in fifteen minutes, and be on the first train out before it was light. It was past time for her to go home.





From the Diary of Mary St. Claire Huntington


He has asked me to marry him.


I hardly dare write those words for fear that putting them down in stark black ink will render them imaginary. It has been so long since we saw each other, since these wars between the king and Parliament have divided us, but now he has returned and he immediately came to my father’s house to see me. I thought my heart would burst when I saw him there in the lane, the sun on his golden hair, laughing as I came running to greet him. And when he kissed me—no woman could be happier than I am at this moment. My love has returned to me.


The new king is making him a duke—the Duke of Carston. So I will be a duchess at the royal Court, by my husband’s side. How can I bear such happiness?





Chapter Two



London


She was definitely interested.


Dominic St. Claire watched the woman from across the crowded salon of his gambling club, the Devil’s Fancy. She stood behind the chair of a gentleman considerably older than herself as he played a hand of loo, dutifully pretending to watch even as her gaze kept sliding to Dominic. She was tall and slender, with a generous expanse of white décolletage above a stylish, ruffled blue bodice, blonde curls, and the face of an angel. But the smile she gave him was full of pure deviltry.


Once he would have been there in an instant. He would have returned her inviting smile, raised her hand to his lips, given her a careless compliment, and stolen her away right under the nose of her portly companion. She was exactly the sort of woman he would share his bed with for a night or two.


But tonight—tonight he felt strangely unmoved by her beauty and the invitation in her smile. He didn’t feel the leap of excitement at the hunt, the flare of hot lust he once would have. He only felt—cold. Removed from the whole scene of laughter and bright lights. The Devil’s Fancy, once something he had loved and taken pride in, had become merely a business and a duty. And that woman’s beauty awakened no spark in him.


It had been that way ever since Jane died. Sweet, serene Jane, who was far too good for him but somehow had still considered marrying him. He had always loved his life, the rush of gambling and the theater, but Jane had made him start to imagine another way to be. She had made him imagine a home to come back to after his work.


And then, as swiftly as those new hopes rose, they were gone and Jane was dead. Six months ago now.


Dominic turned away, catching a quick glimpse of the disappointed pout on the blonde’s face. He made his way through the crowd and automatically checked to make sure everything was running as it should and everyone was having a good time. In the time it had been open, the Devil’s Fancy had become one of the most popular clubs in London, and it was full almost every night. All the noble and the wealthy clamored for memberships, and they were turning away people at the door every night because it had become too crowded.


They came for the high-stakes gaming, the luxurious surroundings, the people that could be seen there. And they came because it was owned by the St. Claires, and everyone always liked to gossip about them.


Dominic loved the Devil’s Fancy and was proud of its success. But tonight he wished he was someplace else. Someplace quieter, darker, where he could lose himself in a good bottle of brandy and a woman. Not the blonde, though, and not any of his usual mistresses. Someone different, someone who could intrigue him, beguile him, and make him forget.


Dominic took a glass of wine from a footman’s tray and drank it as he coolly studied the crowd. There were women everywhere, as there always were. Beautiful, readily available women who watched him and smiled at him. Dominic had been an actor, both on the stage and off, since he was a child, and he had learned to read human nature, to know how to persuade people to do what he wanted. His St. Claire looks, pale golden hair and green eyes in a sculpted face, didn’t hurt either. Finding company was never a problem.


But tonight—tonight he felt strangely restless and removed. He wanted something, but he didn’t know what it was. He tossed back the wine as he studied the crowd at the faro table. There was a lady with glossy black hair there, her back turned toward him, and suddenly something sparked to life in him.


An old memory came back, one he had not thought of in a while. A woman in a black gown with hair like that, her face concealed by a mask. A flashing smile, laughter—the taste of her kiss, so sweet and strangely innocent. She had intrigued him as no other woman had, with her beauty and her mystery. Until she kneed him the balls like a brawling street whore and fled.


He had looked for her for weeks after that, consumed with the need to find out who she was and to take some retribution for the way she had left him. He had wanted to kiss her again—and to take things much, much further.


Yet he never found her. It was as if she vanished in a puff of smoke, or was merely a dream. And there had been other women, beautiful, pliable women, and then sweet Jane. But no one had quite gripped his imagination like the woman in black. He watched the woman at the faro table, wondering if maybe she had returned at last. That would certainly make the night far more exciting.


The woman turned and caught him watching her. She gave him a delighted smile, and he saw with a flash of disappointment that it was not her. This woman’s face was the wrong shape, her skin not as pale, and she was a different height.


The woman in black remained a mystery then.


Dominic made his way past a cluster of card tables and stopped to greet some of the regular patrons. He automatically talked and laughed with them as he always did—it was good for business. But finally he found the slightly quieter surroundings of the dining room, where a lavish buffet was laid out. Once the suppers and dancing had been organized by his sister Lily, who had a flair for entertaining. But she was married now and living in Edinburgh with her new husband.


Her new husband who was a Huntington. Aidan was the only tolerable member of that cursed clan. The St. Claires had hated the Huntingtons for centuries, ever since a Huntington abandoned and ruined his wife, Mary St. Claire. Hating them was second nature to Dominic now.


He reached for one of the hothouse grapes and ate it as he forced bitter thoughts of the Huntingtons out of his mind. He had better things to think about now.


“A fine evening,” he heard his brother Brendan say behind him. “Especially for the Christmas season. The receipts should be most satisfactory.”


Dominic turned and grinned at Brendan. “More work for you, then, since you’ve dared to take on the books after Lily left.” As well as arranging the hospitality of the Devil’s Fancy, Lily had kept the accounts. She was much missed.


Brendan shrugged. “Work of the best sort, making money.” He studied Dominic closely, his expression as solemn as ever. Brendan had always been almost impossible to read, so intensely private and quiet was he.


“I saw Lady Rogers giving you the eye,” Brendan said.


“Lady Rogers?”


“The blonde in the blue gown. She and her new husband are members as of last week.” Brendan gave a rare, wry smile. “I suspect the gaming was not the only thing that drew her here.”


Dominic shrugged. “If she is newly married, perhaps she should pay closer attention to her husband.”


Brendan arched his brow. “Dominic! I have never heard you urge marital constancy before. Are you feeling ill tonight?”


“Not at all.”


“But there is something not right with you. I can see that.”


Dominic shrugged. Brendan might keep his own thoughts private, but he always watched everyone else far too closely.


“Perhaps I’m just distracted with everything we need to prepare for the theater engagement in Paris,” Dominic said.


“We’re all distracted by that,” Brendan answered, his gaze sweeping again over the room. “Are you sure our mother’s idea of taking James with us is the right one?”


“Surely he can’t get into any more trouble there than he can here.”


Brendan arched his brow. “Can he not?”


Dominic laughed, remembering all the follies his brother had committed in the name of romance. “All right, perhaps he can. Paris is full of temptations, after all. But at least we’ll be there to watch after him.”


“And perhaps Paris will offer you a share of distraction as well.”


“Brendan…” Dominic said warningly. His family had been hovering ever since Jane died, giving him worried, secretive glances. He couldn’t take it from Brendan, too.


“I won’t say anything else. Just that Paris is full of beautiful women. There should be plenty to occupy us while we’re there.” And then Brendan turned and walked away, leaving Dominic to study the crowd alone.


Maybe his brother was right. Maybe distraction was in order now. Something to make him quit thinking about black hair and a pair of vivid blue eyes behind a satin mask…





Chapter Three



Voilà Paris! Voilà Paris!”


Sophia smiled at the coachman’s shouts and lowered the window of the large, lumbering diligence stagecoach to peer outside. She could only see a few scattered buildings, tucked back behind the thick trees that lined the broad lane, no grand bridges or turreted palaces yet, but those words told her they were near their destination at last.


Since fleeing Baden-Baden, Sophia had been making her way across the Continent, unsure of what she should do. Several times she had thought about going back to England and throwing herself on her family’s mercy. She had been alone for so long; even when Jack was alive she had been alone, struggling to make decisions that would keep them from starving. Moving from place to place, never staying long in the same place or coming to truly know the people around her.


She had been lonely in her family, too, always surrounded by them yet never really seen, never understood. She was always their disappointment. But at least there she had almost belonged to something. Was it worth it to debase her pride and return to them? Sophia wasn’t sure. Her pride was a fierce thing.


And that was what had brought her to Paris. She had intended to stop in France only for a few days, to see some sights before she went on to England to decide what to do about her family, to see if somehow she could get back into their good graces. She had invested her winnings from Lord Hammond with a little judicious gaming on her journey and was financially secure enough for the time being. She could indulge in something she hadn’t in a long time—a little leisure.


In Rouen, she encountered a Frenchwoman who had befriended her in Monte Carlo many months ago, a woman she had much in common with and could laugh and talk with freely, have fun with. It had been a long time since she had a friend like that, and they had kept in touch intermittently after departing Monaco. Sophia smiled and sat back against the carriage seats as she remembered Camille Martine’s joyous greeting in that Rouen cafe, their lively, laughing conversation over champagne.


When Camille heard of Sophia’s rootlessness, her doubts about returning to her family, she shook her head sadly.


“Ma chère amie Sophie, you cannot return to such a grim life!” Camille cried. “You would wither away. I should know. If I had stayed with my mother-in-law after my dear Henri died, as she wanted me to, I would have become as dry and dull as her. Closed off from the world and life, shut off from all joy—bah! Not for me. And you are the same, I could see that from the moment we met.”


Sophia had to laugh, Camille’s words were so true. All her life she had felt as if she was suffocating under the weight of her family’s expectations, the rigorous responsibilities of being a duke’s niece. “Very true, I fear. It’s why I ran off with poor Jack in the first place.”


“See? You escaped once. Why would you go back?”


Sophia shrugged. “I haven’t a great deal of choice. I don’t have many talents to use in taking care of myself.” She could have become Hammond’s mistress, given in to the glow of lust in his eyes, his need to possess everything around him. But that would have been an even closer prison than her family, a drowning of her own soul.


Just thinking about it made her shudder, and she could say nothing of the whole bitter episode to Camille.


“You are an excellent card player,” Camille said with a shrewd glint in her eyes. “And people like you. You draw them in wherever you go, you make them want to be around you. I saw that in Monte Carlo.”


Sophia laughed wryly and thought again of Lord Hammond. “Sometimes the wrong people want to be near me, I fear.”


“But it is a skill! A gift you can use to much success, especially here in Paris where such things are valued. The French appreciate charm and style, and it is quite wasted on the English. You should come and work for me. I have no time to do everything I need to do, I need help.”


“Work for you, Camille?” Sophia said. “I thought you were a widowed lady of leisure, traveling wherever the whim takes you. Do you need a secretary now?”


“I am no longer a lady of leisure. I grew so bored, you see. So I opened a small business near the Palais-Royal.” Camille leaned across the table, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “A gambling club!”


“A gambling club?” Sophia said, intrigued. She had considered doing such a thing herself, until she realized her funds wouldn’t allow her to open as elegant an establishment as she would want. A place such as the Devil’s Fancy.


“La Reine d’Argent. It can’t be called a gambling club, of course, not with such a fusty old stick as Louis Philippe on the throne. It is a salon, an exclusive little place for friends to gather and play a friendly hand of whist.”


“Friends?”


Camille laughed. “Friends who pay a small membership fee, perhaps. I have just opened, and already it is so busy I cannot manage by myself. I could so use your help, Sophie.”


Sophia had thought for a moment. A new life in Paris; a time to linger before she had to decide what to do with her future. Before she had to return to her parents.


“It would be so much fun,” Camille coaxed. “You could make a great deal of money. And many of my guests are so charming, even the English ones! You might find one you like and marry again one day…”


Sophia firmly shook her head and finished off her champagne. “I am obviously terrible at marriage.”
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