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​​​Dear Readers,
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This is the second book in my new Singular Sensation series. I hope you enjoy Leopold and Rachel’s story.

In this book, I wanted to showcase an aspect of Regency life that is often glossed over. Life was dangerous for gay men in this time of history, and if found out, they could—and often were—put to death due to decency and morality laws. I’d venture a guess that many men whose sexual preferences ran to homosexuality took female wives in order to hide that lifestyle. Whether or not they told those wives is anyone’s guess.

For the purposes of my story, I wanted to drive home the thought that Francis had absolutely adored his lover but that his decision to wed Rachel had touched more lives than merely theirs.

It is very much a love story all the way around.

Happy reading!

Sandra
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To Kathleen Ann Gallagher. Thank you for the years of friendship, for your support, for the unwavering positivity you put out into the world.
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​​​Blurb
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A stolen jewel. An inappropriate attraction. One secret wish that complicates everything.

Leopold Bollinger, 11th Earl of St. Vincent, is suffering from ennui. On the verge of turning forty-two, he’s bored. Ten years retired from the spy life, the responsibilities his title demands are not enough to hold his attention. Unfortunately, neither do the ladies within the beau monde. All that changes when the widow of one of his best friends attends the same society event he does, and damn if she’s not more attractive than she’s ever been, which reignites the torch he’s carried for years.

Rachel Balfour—Lady Cavanagh—has been without purpose since her husband’s death. Though she wants to hide from wagging tongues, keeping her dead husband’s secret is of paramount importance. Upon a scandalous meeting with his best friend at a ball, her spirits change as does her mindset when he puts forth a completely madcap plan to reclaim an expensive jewel. Despite the fact his devilish grin tipped her acquiescence, being courted by his rival might sour a second chance at romance.

While the unlikely pair scheme through summertime London, forced proximity turns the simmering passion between them into an inferno. As the bauble they chase eventually falls into the hands of a dangerous enemy of the earl’s past, life quickly turns complicated, and sacrifices are made. Time counts down, and more than the treasure will be lost if they don’t fight for the love they both need so desperately.
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May 5, 1816

Stansbury House

London, England

Dear God, spare me the need to make insipid conversation.

Could a man perish from boredom? Leopold Bollinger—the 11th Earl of St. Vincent—bit back the urge to blow out a breath of frustration as he entered the Stansbury townhouse for yet another ball. He’d lost count of how many he’d already attended this Season. And why he’d ended up on the Earl of Stansbury’s guest list, he had no idea, for it wasn’t as if they were close contemporaries.

Knew each other, yes. With mutual loathing between them. Absolutely. And still there was something about the damned man he didn’t like and certainly didn’t trust.

So then why had he consented to go? His chest tightened with instant dislike and remembered contempt. Basically, it was better to have one’s enemies close, and he never forgot what transpired between them during the war.

If he’d had his druthers during those dark days, Lord Stansbury would have been rotting away in Newgate until the hangman’s noose had been slipped about his neck, but since the man was the only heir to the Duke of Henshaw, suddenly the contretemps that had landed Stansbury into disfavor had disappeared.

Just as he had from that particular theater of battle.

Damn the man’s eyes. And if there was something Leo couldn’t abide it was a person he couldn’t trust. Perhaps due to the fact that he had been exactly that too many times to count.

Which brought him back around to the original question: why was he mingling out in society if he didn’t enjoy it? Perhaps the blame could be laid squarely on his friend’s doorstep. The story of how the Duke of Edenthorpe came to be engaged had resulted in him—Leopold—being shot in the fleshy part of the left shoulder a month ago this very day, and it also meant Harcourt’s time was spoken for more often than not.

That left Leopold in a bit of a funk and looking for something to keep his attention occupied while his damned arm healed. Passing the time at the Rogue’s Arcade had only entertained him so much before even the familiar walls of his club grew dull. Not that he begrudged his friend the romance. The man had been unhappy for far too long, had suffered through a previous engagement that was simply wrong for him—as well as the lady involved—and had felt entirely too much guilt for even wishing for the relationship he finally landed.

The vague ache that still plagued Leo’s shoulder had him frowning as he prowled through the crush of people in the drawing room. Perhaps it had been premature of him to remove the makeshift sling, but damn, he’d been sorely tired of the limited range of motion after a month. It was his fault, of course, for he’d taken the ball meant for the duke, so said friend could have his happily ever after.

And how had the man thanked him? Abandoning him in favor of making wedding plans. Why did he know this? Because his sister was friends with Edenthorpe’s soon-to-be bride, and that’s all Theresa could chatter on about.

Bah! Nothing good came from beckoning romance into one’s life. It invariably led to heartache and things that could never be attained. In all his nearly two and forty years, he’d only fallen in love once, and unfortunately, it had been with another man’s wife, and even more unfortunately, that man had been one of his best friends. They’d gone to war together, fought against Napoleon’s armies together, attended the same club together, laughed together, and it had been Leopold’s fault the man never made it home from the battlefields.

Hot guilt plowed into him with the force of a blow. Never would he forget Francis. It had been a damned lesson he’d learned too well. Romance had no place in his life, led a man to do stupid, dangerous things, and he was better off alone. Except for the occasional mistress. But he wasn’t searching for permanency.

Unless one asked his sister Theresa, who had nothing but ideals of romance in her head. The girl was five and twenty and had been a surprise to his parents. Leo had lost his older brother a handful of years ago—not in the war but because the damned fool had challenged a sharpshooter to an illegal duel over the questionable lineage of what had amounted to little more than a trollop—he had died in that fight, leaving him with the title of earl and the responsibility of raising his younger sister. That alone should have chased away any lingering ennui or loneliness, but it hadn’t. When she wasn’t prattling on about Edenthorpe’s wedding, she was badgering him—Leo—to put himself back on the Marriage Mart so he could have the same sort of life as his friend or so her social life could be revitalized.

I do not need leg-shackling.

He was too old and set in his ways for that besides.

After gaining the corridor outside the drawing room, he paused. Though a couple of his Rogue’s Arcade brothers were supposed to be in attendance tonight, he’d yet to see them, so how the devil would he pass the time? For it certainly wouldn’t be on the dance floor squiring a giggling, white-draped debutante about.

That was the inherent danger in attending a society event. Never wondering if one of those young ladies had been instructed by a matchmaking mama how to entrap an eligible man who had a title.

Or his equally romance-minded sister.

Bah!

Then the answer to his languor arrived. Perhaps a bit of thievery was in order. After all, it was a prerequisite for entry into his club and he hadn’t stolen anything in an age and being ten years retired from the life of a spy, nothing held his interest. If he sneaked through the rooms upstairs, a challenge might present itself, and the evening wouldn’t have been a complete waste, and if he had a pretty, sparkling bauble to add to his collection, all the better.

Afterward, he would return home, imbibe in some of the fine brandy he’d smuggled during the war, avoid chatting with his sister, then take himself off to his empty bed—bored and before the long case clock struck the eleven o’clock hour—just like the old man he’d been likened to in recent months by his friends.

Well, they can all buggar off. I am still vital even if I have aged out of service to the crown.

With a quick glance about the corridor, he made his way toward the staircase, and as no one of consequence paid attention to him, he efficiently jogged up the treads, bypassed the second floor, and then continued on to the third where the bedchambers were located. In many ways, Stansbury’s home was like his own, and it took next to no time to gain the first door—a guest room.

Nothing of consequence was contained in the first two rooms, but the third and farthest on the right-hand side of the corridor at the rear of the house held quite a lovely and unexpected surprise. 

Anemic light from a single candle on a bureau tossed dancing shadows about the area but there was no mistaking what waited in the middle of a large, four-poster bed that had been dressed in shades of maroon and navy. The woman wore naught but a thin lawn shift. A cravat had been tied about her eyes and upper portion of her face while her wrists had been secured to one of the posts with yet another length of cloth. Strands of her upswept brown hair gleamed like honey in the low light. His sharp inhalation betrayed his presence, and she immediately turned her head in his direction. Immediately, the dark outlines of her aroused nipples became clearly visible beneath the fabric while the long length of her shapely legs captivated his attention.

Dear God. What is this, then?

“James, is that you?” The excitement in her dulcet tones was unmistakable. She craned her neck, which only showed off that slender expanse of creamy skin. “I have been waiting for you to join me.”

Both confused but curious, Leopold softly closed the door behind him as he pondered what she’d meant. James? James Denham, the very same Lord Stansbury whose name burned like fire-tipped arrows in his chest? The same man who was even now hosting this rout and holding down a chair in one of the card rooms with a member of the demi-monde in his lap?

When Leopold didn’t answer in time, the woman on the bed tugged at her bonds. “No tricks, James. You said you would return, and you are now late.” It was odd that she looked in his direction but obviously couldn’t see. “If you wish to court me, I wish to know you have more than passable skill in bed. I am in great need.”

This was infinitely better than stealing a jewel, and he certainly couldn’t leave this unknown lady wanting. His shaft twitched to life. Why would it not? From what he could see, she had a beautiful form. With his previous mission forgotten, Leopold approached the bed. “What would you have me do?” He hoped his low tones were a close enough match that she wouldn’t notice that he wasn’t the lover she waited for.

“Does it matter?” Again, she tugged on her bonds and bent one leg at the knee. “I want to fly tonight. Town has become so dull these days.”

“Agreed.” At least he wasn’t the only one who felt that way. With nothing else to do—and with her trussed up like an offering—he perched on the edge of the bed. “What are you plans for the evening after this rather risqué session?” As he talked, Leopold drew a hand down the leg closest to him. Trembles chased after his fingers. Gooseflesh appeared on her silky skin. And damn if she didn’t smell like lavender and the faintest hint of vanilla.

It was slightly familiar, but he couldn’t place the memory it invoked.

“I thought we would spend the night together, perhaps share a dance or two before dinner begins.” Need or perhaps hunger rendered her voice husky enough to further tighten his shaft.

He kept his own counsel, for Stansbury wouldn’t return to this room, he’d wager. Not while he was otherwise engaged, yet she’d mentioned the man wished to court her. Interesting. Part of him wanted to know why she’d want such a man, while the other part couldn’t wait to indulge in his plaything. “That remains to be seen.” Damn, but it had been a while since he’d been with a woman due to said ennui, yet taking advantage of her while she was semi-vulnerable sat wrong in his gut. Perhaps he would merely tease her.

The lady tugged at her restraints. “Why are you talking, James? I thought you would have already employed your mouth in other endeavors. After all, you have talked about this scenario enough before I agreed to it.”

“Have I?” Another interesting tidbit. Did the two often indulge in restraints and other toys?

“You know you have.” A huff of frustration left her throat. “Someone will miss us soon.”

Indeed, and he didn’t wish to linger in this house once the threat of discovery loomed.

“Let me rectify my delay,” he whispered as he leaned closer. How extraordinary. Upon further inspection, she was well past the first and second blushes of youth yet still lovely, but the escaped tendrils of brown hair that framed her slender neck made his mouth water to kiss the skin there.

“Hurry.” She arched her back slightly, which thrust her nipples upward for his inspection. “Have I not waited long enough?”

“As have I.” Apparently, the woman was beyond primed. No doubt she would shatter with very little effort, and suddenly he wanted to see if that was true. He was flirting with insanity to go along with this, but there was nothing for it. Where was the harm, for she was obviously quite willing and certainly not an innocent. Before commonsense overruled his daring, Leopold joined her fully on the bed and settled between her bent knees. The hem of her shift rucked up to her hips and put all the interesting bits of her on display. With a groan at the boon, he leaned over her long enough to brush his lips over one taut, pebbled nipple.

She gasped and strained at her bonds. When he repeated the action on the other bud, she moaned, and the sound was so familiar that he paused. “Oh, yes, more of that, please.”

Surely madness was upon him if he was being haunted by the sounds previous lovers had made. But then he grinned. “I adore that you know what you want.” It made teasing easier. Again, he dipped his head and worried a nipple through the fabric of her shift. What would it feel like against his tongue if the barrier was removed?

A sigh of pleasure escaped her. “I know you can do better than this.” There was no mistaking the challenge in her voice.

“Ha.” That was an understatement, for women rarely complained about his carnal attentions. “Let me apply myself with more intent.” Since time was of the essence, he concentrated on the task at hand.

Her breasts filled his palms, and the warmth of her skin was quite tempting. How often had she been with Stansbury, and what did she like above all things when it came to bed sport? Not knowing, he kneaded the soft, quivering globes while she arched her back. Around and around, he circled those hardened nipples, not yet touching them but watching her as he teased. There was no denying that she was all too responsive, and damn if that fact didn’t go straight to his length. As soon as he flicked his fingers over the taut buds, she softly cried out and squirmed from the attention.

Wanting to tease her with optimum payoff, Leopold scooted closer until the front of his trousers brushed against her sensitive flesh. Damn if he wasn’t hard enough already to drill through the headboard, but he ignored his own urgent need, but this night wasn’t for his release, and also, when he bedded women, he wanted them fully engaged in the act.

The knowledge that he would never see this woman again loosened some of his inhibitions. With a grin and a racing pulse, he rolled those dark pink nipples while she writhed from the teasing. As he gave each bud a sharp pinch, she nearly went out of her mind with apparent bliss if her arching back was any indication.

Just how long had it been since a man had pleasured her? Or perhaps she truly enjoyed carnal teasing. Either way, Leopold lost himself for the next few minutes by seeing how close to the edge he could bring her merely by working over those gorgeous breasts.

Eventually, her breath came in pants and a flush stained her face and upper chest, evident even in the dim candlelight. She trembled and pulled at her restraints. “Touch me.” She tossed her head on the pillows. “I need to feel you.”

How could he refuse?

He put distance between them and resituated himself yet again. While wondering just how far he would take this farce—how far she would let him—he slipped his hands beneath her buttocks, lifted her body slightly upward, and then buried his face between her thighs.

“Oh, God!” She bucked the first time he licked her flesh.

“Not quite.” A chuckle escaped him. “Merely a man who enjoys pleasuring a woman.” It took very little time to encourage her swollen nubbin out of hiding with his tongue, and every sound she made as he suckled that tiny bundle of nerves both made him smug and sent pulsing urgency through his shaft.

It took next to no time of teasing and suckling that button for her to tumble over the edge into bliss, and she was spectacular when she did. Her body tensed. She pointed her toes, grabbed hold of the fabric that anchored to the bedpost, and such a smokey, keening cry left her throat that he couldn’t help but simply watch as the release rolled over her.

Damn, but seeing her in the throes of passion was fantastic, but he needed more, especially if he wouldn’t actually couple with her. Not wanting to leave her just yet, Leopold layered his body over hers, and just as she came back to earth from spending, he claimed her lips with his. There was something sensual about kissing a blindfolded woman who didn’t have the use of her hands, and her lips were so plush, so soft as she strained to return the gesture that another wave of familiarity washed over him.

“Mmm, you taste lovely, of sex and brandy,” she whispered against his mouth, and with each pass of his lips, she surged her head forward so the connection was solid.

Damnation, but the discernment she’d made was the height of erotic. So much so, that he let himself become lost in the wonder of her body while kissing her as if he were going to war and didn’t expect to survive. She was the perfect height, perhaps several inches shorter than his five-foot ten-inch frame, and it would be some time before he forgot what her body felt like against his.

It was a sin, really, not to go ahead and couple with her, but he refused on principle. Obviously, she hadn’t been waiting for him, and it was a sort of pride that his lovers made the effort to ask for him personally. Yet for whatever reason, he couldn’t have enough of her. Again, his hands wandered to her breasts, and he wished she’d had the foresight to go completely nude before Stansbury had tied her, but this would suffice.

By the time Leopold slipped a hand between her thighs to bedevil her already wet flesh, she was halfway to a new release. Over and over, he worked that slippery nubbin, merely for the personal satisfaction of seeing how quickly she would shatter this time. With both of them being anonymous, there was no pressure to perform, no wondering what would happen after the carnal play ended. He would simply walk away, and if he’d done the job correctly, she wouldn’t be able to walk for several minutes after she came down from this next high.

Working in tight circles with various degrees of friction to that button, he kissed her, chased her tongue with his, showed her what he would have done to her body had he not been somewhat of a gentleman, but he couldn’t help thinking what that honeyed heat would feel like while he thrust into it, pondered how much of him she would be able to take if she were to pleasure his shaft with her mouth.

Dear God!

When the woman hurtled over the edge into a second release, she went hard and quite spectacularly. Her whole body shook, and her muscles tensed. As he watched in fascination, her fingers and toes clenched and contracted; her back arched while the muffled shout of completion seemed to echo through the room. No doubt party guests downstairs wouldn’t have heard due to the sounds of the music and conversation, and for that he was grateful. There was no reason to share this moment with the others.

But damn, his shaft was painfully hard as he left the bed. No doubt he’d take himself in hand later tonight. Who the devil was this woman? Perhaps a member of the demi-monde? That couldn’t be right, for she’d mentioned Stansbury wished to court her. Then she must be familiar with the beau monde and high enough on the instep that the likes of the earl would find interest in an alliance.

“Merciful heavens.” Wonder wove through her voice, and when he glanced her way after cleaning his fingers and face on his handkerchief, she had collapsed into the pillows.

“I trust that was to your satisfaction?”

“Oh, goodness yes.” The words were breathless, and she practically drooped with fatigue. “Will you not finish me?”

“Not tonight.” There were just some lines a man didn’t cross.

The pout on her kiss-swollen lips nearly had him rethinking the decision. “I guess the rumors about your skills are quite true.”

Well, damn. He narrowed his eyes. She would forever attribute this tryst to another man, and a blackguard at that. “I should go.” Against his better judgment and because he wasn’t a complete degenerate or a cad, he moved to the bedpost and undid the bonds around her wrists.

“You won’t stay?” Disappointment threaded through the inquiry.

“I cannot.” Then, as he unknotted the cravat and pulled the fabric from her eyes, his gasp blended with hers.

“Leopold.” Shock reverberated through her gasp. Her eyes rounded. “You are not James.”

“I am not. And you are not a prostitute.” Dear God. What have I done? Those blue eyes had haunted his dreams for more than a few years, and he had fantasized about her body during the long and lonely nights while on various battlefields. No wonder her lips, her scent, her sounds were so familiar. The urge to retch swiftly and hotly climbed his throat as he stumbled away from the bed.

She was, in fact, the widow of one of his best friends and the woman he’d kissed years ago when she was still married to him. The woman he’d tried to steal away, the woman he’d wished to start an affair with.

And he was the reason her husband was dead now.

“Bloody hell.” Shock roiled within him, quickly followed by guilt and shame. Not knowing what to say after what he’d just done—what he’d done in the past—Leopold ran from the room. “Bloody, bloody hell.” He pelted down the stairs and didn’t stop until he’d found the Duke of Lockwood just outside the library door.

“What the devil are you about, St. Vincent?” the duke asked in a whisper when Leo pulled him aside.

“I have cocked something up to the point of horrible scandal,” he admitted with a hurried glance about the corridor. 

“How?” The duke frowned. “You have only just arrived.”

“Not here.” His pulse hadn’t settled into a normal rhythm, and his chest was so tight he feared his heart might attack him. As of yet, Rachel hadn’t come down. Thank Jove. “Meet me at the Rogue’s Arcade at half past midnight. It’s urgent.”

Then he fled once more like the coward he truly was.
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May 5, 1816

Stansbury House

London, England

No, no, no! This simply cannot be happening!

Rachal Balfour—Lady Cavanagh—dressed as best she could without the assistance of a maid. Thankfully, the gown she’d worn for this rout could be manipulated thusly and didn’t require stays in order to look decent enough. As she glanced about the room where she’d been thoroughly pleasured by the man she thought was the one who wished to court her, knots of worry pulled in her belly while shivers of delicious remembrance went down her spine.

Instead, it was the Earl of St. Vincent who had joined her on that bed, who had put his hands and mouth on her body, who had tempted her beyond measure during her marriage to someone else.

And she had let him do unspeakable things to her tonight.

Granted, she didn’t know it had been him, but she mentally berated herself for an idiot. I should have recognized that voice. One would think that a woman of eight and thirty would have been able to be more aware, but then, when had she ever managed to be clear-headed where St. Vincent was concerned? At the very least, the press of his lips on hers should have been familiar as was the scent of him like evergreens and the air just before it snowed.

Yet she hadn’t, and he’d sent her flying twice without ever claiming her body.

That tryst had been everything she’d hoped her marriage would have contained, and in the three years since she’d been a widow, she’d chased exactly those feelings.

As her fingers trembled while she smoothed the deep rose gown over her stomach and tugged the bodice into place, her mind wandered to the first time she had truly met Leopold Bollinger.
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October 3, 1802

Hiddleston House

London, England

Rachel came awake with a feeling that something wasn’t quite right in the house. In seven months, she would marry Lord Cavanagh, and while the match was quite enviable among her friends, she’d largely felt there was something missing during the whirlwind courtship. Though that worry kept her up at night, it wasn’t what had awakened her this night.

Then she puzzled it out. It was the sound of unfamiliar footsteps in the corridor beyond.

Knowing she would never fall back to sleep if there was an intruder, Rachel slipped from bed, yanked on a thin robe, and as she tied it about her waist, she padded over the floor. By the time she quietly opened her door and moved into the hall, her eyes had adjusted to the gloom, and then she gasped, for a man had paused at the top of the stairs as if he’d been readying to go downstairs but was undecided by her presence.

As of yet, her parents hadn’t been roused.

With nothing for it, Rachel cautiously approached him, and in the filtered moonlight from a window at the end of the corridor, the flash of gold came from his gloved hand. She gasped again, for the man held her father’s pocket watch. “You stole from my father,” she accused in a sharp whisper.

He turned about to face her, and his grin was unmistakable in the shifting shadows. “So I did.” Then the dratted man held up the watch and let it dangle from its chain. Moonlight winked from the emeralds and sapphires embedded on the watch lid. “It’s quite a fine piece, if I might say, and will serve me well in the future.”

“How dare you.” Vaguely, she recognized him as a member of the Rogue’s Arcade, which was the same gentleman’s club her fiancé belonged to. The man was the second son of the Earl of St. Vincent and they moved in the same circles throughout the ton.

But he was a thief, and she had a difficult time reconciling to that.

She closed the distance between them, and in high dudgeon, held out a hand. “I demand that you give me the watch. It is a favorite of my father’s.”

The watch spun back and forth on the chain as Leopold Bollinger—he hadn’t taken a courtesy title as far as she knew—rested his gaze on her. “Why should I?”

“Because you have committed a crime and need to atone for that.” Rachel wriggled her fingers. “I’m waiting.”

“So you are.” His voice was a thrilling whisper and sent gooseflesh sailing over her skin. He was every inch the rogue that he played throughout society. Easily she could imagine him in shadowy corners with a Diamond of the First Water or even a willing widow. “What will you give me in return if I were to leave the watch behind?”

“My thanks, of course.” Drat the heat that rose in her cheeks as her gaze dropped briefly to his sensuous mouth and her imagination ran away with her.

The soft snort he uttered sounded more mysterious than anything else. Was it possible he knew where her thoughts lay? “That hardly seems worth the effort.”

Again, she wriggled her fingers. “That is all you deserve, for I could shout down the house.” Rachel narrowed her eyes. “How did you enter the house?”

Mr. Bollinger shrugged, and it was an elegant affair that called attention to the breadth of his shoulders clad in a bottle green superfine jacket. “Through a downstairs window. Truly, security is rather lax, for a quick check on the kitchen door revealed it wasn’t locked. I could have entered that way, but I wished for the challenge.”

She’d never known daring quite like this man held. Yes, her fiancé belonged to the same club, and for entry each man had to have possessed some sort of background in thievery but being in Francis’ presence didn’t ignite her curiosity or send heat licking through her veins like Mr. Bollinger did. From all Francis had told her, his crimes were of the petty variety and not like most of the Rogue’s Arcade members, which ran to expensive tastes like jewels.

“The watch, if you please.” The longer they lingered here, the more likely her father would wake and come out to see him. Then they would both land into scandal, for even at her advanced age that had landed her on the shelf according to the Marriage Mart, she was still an innocent even if she was engaged.

And she did not wish to be forced into marriage with this rogue of a man.

“I do not.” Instead of putting the watch into her hand, he wrapped the fingers of his free hand about her wrist, lifted her hand to his lips, and then he pressed his lips to her palm. The rasp of his nighttime stubble sent shuddering sensation down her spine. “However, I will give the treasure up for a kiss,” he added in a barely there voice.

“I think not.” When she attempted to pull her hand away, he tightened his grip. Not enough to leave bruises but enough to accelerate her heartbeat.

“Oh, but I do.” A wicked gleam appeared in his dark eyes, and before she knew what he was about, Mr. Bollinger easily tugged her against the hard wall of his chest, dipped his head, and claimed her lips with his.

So shocked was she that Rachel stood still but watched him in the shadows. He grinned, and then he kissed her again with just enough authority that her knees wobbled, and her senses spun, but just as quickly set her away from him.

“Thank you for the lovely interlude, Miss Hiddleston.” The man had the audacity to tuck her father’s watch into the pocket of his waistcoat. “Out of both things I’ve stolen this night, I believe the kiss was my favorite. Damn Francis’ luck in winning you.” With a wink and a touch to the beaver felt top hat that sat at a rakish angle over his left eye, he bounded silently down the stairs as she gawked after him.

By the time she’d run after him, he was gone. No doubt he disappeared back through the open drawing room window where the drapes fluttered in the light autumnal breeze.

She stamped a foot in annoyance. “I cannot abide rogues and thieves,” she whispered to the empty room. It mattered not that his kiss—from a man who was not her fiancé, had awakened something deep inside her that both confused and excited her.

[image: Shape

Description automatically generated]

Present day

Rachel came out of her ruminations with a start. Still in the guest bedroom where she’d had the most recent encounter with Leopold, she quickly rearranged a few pins and combs in her hair, prayed that she didn’t look like a woman who had been sent into bliss by a man not moments before, and then she left the room as quietly as he could.

What am I going to do?

Her cheeks were still hot as she returned to the drawing room to seek out her friend Lady Caroline Marlowe, who was the one of the Duke of Lockwood’s sisters. Easily she spotted the brown-haired lady, for her gown of jonquil yellow caught her eye. She latched onto Caroline’s arm and tugged her away from a knot of admiring, hopeful suitors.

“I must speak with you immediately.” The racing of her heart kept time with her rapid breathing. When the other woman glanced at her with a frown, she nodded. “It’s urgent.”

Caroline linked their arms. “What is amiss?” she whispered as they moved to the side of the room, well away from the crowds of people. “You seem... different.” She narrowed her eyes. “Actually, you look like you have had a tryst.” Excitement danced in her eyes. “Did you finally experience Stansbury’s skills? Is he a decent lover? Will you let him court you?”

Rachel couldn’t concentrate on the rapid-fire questions. “No. Or rather, I don’t know if he’ll wish to court me after this.” She further lowered her voice. The Earl of Stansbury was several years her junior, and though that had initially attracted her to him—along with his reputation between the sheets—letting any man court her for the purpose of eventual marriage was quite frightening, especially given the facts of her previous union. “While it is true that I waited for James, and he tied me to a bedpost with the promise of his quick return, it was not him who came into the room.” Panic threaded through her voice.

“What?” Her friend’s eyebrows rose. “It wasn’t James?” When Rachel shook her head, Caroline continued, “Did the man...?”

“Yes.” The heat in her cheeks intensified. How to relate this next bit without looking like a lightskirt? “I had thought he was James, so I let him pleasure me. He never said that he wasn’t, and neither did he introduce himself. In fact, we hardly spoke to each other at all.” Except when she begged him to touch her, to finish her.

Dear God. Am I depraved? Would he think her as such?

Caroline’s mouth formed a perfect “O” of shock as she stared and clutched at Rachel’s hand. “Another man was with you. In bed.” It wasn’t a question. “Then you were—”

“—pleasured? Oh yes, quite thoroughly, in fact, but not bedded,” she admitted in a tiny voice, and drat if the heat in her cheeks spread to the rest of her body. Even now, she swore she could still feel the touch of his fingers on her skin, his mouth on her sensitive flesh, his lips on hers.

“It must have been lovely, for you are positively glowing.” Her friend looked her up and down, and there was a touch of jealousy in her expression. “Pleasured by whom? Do you know him?”

“He was the one who released my bonds and removed the blindfold. It was quite a shock when I laid eyes on him.” She forced a hard swallow into her suddenly dry throat. Please don’t think I’m of loose morals. “The Earl of St. Vincent.” Leopold has been one of her husband’s best friends, and he was the man she’d very nearly betrayed her marriage vows for five years before. “I was out of my mind with what he did to me, Caro,” she said and held onto her friend’s hand as if it were a lifeline. “What should I do now? And should I tell James what happened?”

“Are you mad?” Caroline lowered her voice even further. “Absolutely not should you tell Stansbury. He is a horribly jealous sort.” A grin pulled at the corners of her lips. “As for St. Vincent, I couldn’t tell you, especially since you have history with him.”

“Not much history... until tonight.” Needing to see him, she glanced about the drawing room, but there was no sign of the earl—neither of them, in fact. She frowned. Had he already fled the house? Threads of annoyance twisted through her belly. Could he not prove himself a gentleman enough to linger, or did he not wish to be in the same room as her after her behavior?

And his.

The pressure of Caroline’s fingers on hers yanked Rachel out of her thoughts. “If you don’t mind me asking, how was St. Vincent’s performance? I have heard rumors that he is most generous.”

Oh, dear heavens. “That gossip wasn’t wrong. He, uh, sent me flying twice.” The insanity of the whole conversation caused her to giggle. “He is still quite the rogue,” she finally admitted and ignored the raging heat in her cheeks.

“Twice! Some women have all the luck. Most men cannot manage to do that once, but they certainly find theirs.” Caroline winked. “Too bad he didn’t bed you. I would have liked to know if he’s well-hung.”

“Caroline!” The note of scandal in her voice made them both break out into laughter that almost bordered on hysterical. Not for worlds would she admit to wishing for the same thing.

“What?” The other woman shrugged, but her grin bordered on wicked. “I am curious.”

Despite the fact Rachel was too, she desperately needed advice. “What should I do about what just happened? I don’t see him in attendance any longer, so I cannot confront him about the liberties he took.”

“That you apparently freely gave,” her friend reminded her in a soft voice. Then she shook her head, and the citrine earbobs at her lobes swung. “What is the worst that can happen if you do nothing?”

That gave her pause. “I suppose no one is the wiser.”

“And if you confront him or attempt to initiate a relationship with St. Vincent?”

How could she when she’d more or less given Stansbury that same permission? “I could be hurt by him.”

“Only if you have feelings for him.”

“Leopold is still every bit a rogue even at his age. His actions tonight are evident on that.” Not that she wasn’t guilty of the same behavior, for she’d wanted his touch, his fingers on her body, the release only he could have given in that moment.

“Is he, though?” Caroline scanned the crowded drawing room with renewed interest. “I hadn’t seen him dance with anyone tonight before he disappeared from the room.” When she flickered her attention back to Rachel, she gave an encouraging nod. “Honestly, he appeared to be suffering from ennui more than anything. I was surprised that he’d even attended at all.”

“It’s interesting, of course.”

Her friend snorted. “It’s a good sight more than that, I’d say.”

“How?”

“From the little bits that you have shared with me, your previous marriage wasn’t that satisfying.”

“Francis was a close friend, like a brother almost, but we loved each other.” There was a specific reason why she’d kept silent about revealing too much regarding her marriage to him, but she would not betray his secret even in death. He deserved to be remembered as a war hero, not vilified by sexual preference and innuendo.

It was the last thing she could do for him, especially after he’d been so upset when she’d admitted to that long ago kiss with Leopold when she’d nearly had an affair with the earl.

“You poor thing.” Understanding dawned in Caroline’s eyes. “Yet if you perhaps encouraged St. Vincent, it could be exciting.”

Of that there was no doubt. What he’d done to her tonight still had the power to render her knees weak. “Yet I have already given permission to Stansbury for the same.” It didn’t matter if she might have had feelings for Leopold at one time, he had his life and she had hers. Outside of what they’d shared tonight, those two existences would never mix. They couldn’t. “He is a criminal, Caro, a thief.”

Her friend laughed as if that were the biggest joke she’d ever heard. “A retired thief, dear, and he’s an earl besides.” Amusement danced in her eyes. “All the men who belong to the Rogue’s Arcade have the same history. My brother included. That doesn’t mean they are bad men.”
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