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England, 1818

Anna took another generous sip of champagne as she scanned the crowded ballroom. It was her second glass, yet it hadn’t succeeded in calming her nerves or slowing the gallop of her heart. She abhorred these grand social functions and only suffered them when business demanded it. Tonight, however, the reason for her attendance was entirely personal.

She shifted her gaze quickly from one group of costumed guests to the next and silently cursed Lady Marquart for throwing a masquerade.

If he wore a mask or domino, would she know the man she sought? Eight years could change a person by drastic degrees. Was she not proof of that herself?

Anna had to consider the very real possibility that even if he was standing right in front of her, she might not recognize her husband.

She lifted her glass to take another sip of the champagne and found it empty yet again. She didn’t recall drinking the whole thing and it added to her growing disquiet. She was not typically so distracted. It had been many years since she had been shaken by anxiety, years since she had imagined what she would do should she ever again come face-to-face with the man she had married.

She glanced about for a footman, intent on replacing her glass, but when her gaze swept past the wide-arched entry, it went no farther.

Because Anna suddenly found herself staring at a man she hadn’t seen since her wedding day.

A silent gasp closed off the passage of air into her lungs, her fingers tightened on the stem of her glass and her chest burned as she was instantly overcome by feelings she’d believed she had purged herself of long ago. The dark hollow ache of uncertainty, the disturbing sensation that she didn’t belong in her own skin. And worst of all, with perfect and beautiful clarity, she immediately relived the crushing weight of betrayal she had felt when she discovered that the prince of her dreams could treat her with the same shabby regard as everyone else.

It wasn’t until she started to feel dizzy that she realized she had stopped breathing. She gulped a deep breath and then forced a few more slow inhalations to dispel the fear that she may lose consciousness. Carefully and deliberately, she forced aside the dark emotions crawling up from her past.

The time for self-pity was long over. She had learned an invaluable lesson when her husband of less than an hour left her to face an unknown future alone. There would be no one to fight her battles for her. She must be her own champion.

The fortuitous passing of the evasive footman allowed her to distract herself with the task of switching out her empty glass for a full one. When she was certain her nerves were once again under some semblance of control, Anna lifted her gaze to find him again.

He hadn’t worn a mask. She wasn’t surprised. And she needn’t have worried about not recognizing him. She had never known another man to enter a room in a manner equal to Jude Montgomery Sinclair, now the Earl of Blackbourne. He had a natural self-possession and a distinct lack of concern for the inevitable attention he drew.

She had once thought him to be more beautiful than most, a young man full of life and charm. A golden prince. He wore his pale, curling hair a bit longer now. The ends looped over the tips of his ears, along the back of his neck and over his brow. His lightly bronzed skin stood out in opposition to his classic aristocratic features. And though he was turned away from her, she didn’t need to see his face to recall his wide forehead, straight nose and strong jaw, or his striking sapphire-blue eyes.

Her heart thumped against her ribs. Just imagining those eyes created a rush through her blood and weakened her knees.

She had been so enamored of him once. The blue of his gaze and the hint of his smile used to send her young heart into quiet, but deep, little raptures. That she seemed to be having a similar reaction now was surely a habitual response. Ancient residue left over in her psyche from when she had so zealously protected her childish infatuation. But that had been before their marriage, before he had proven himself to be unworthy of her tender regard.

Now she knew better.

Eight years had lent her husband a certain refined maturity. At thirty years old, he was as fit as he had ever been. Actually, he looked even stronger and more imposing. No longer a carefree youth, the layers of Jude’s experiences had made him appear harder somehow, and darker.

Anna’s stomach clenched with trepidation. She ignored it and studied him more intently through the slits in her mask. It was more than maturity, she acknowledged. It was something intrinsic in his person, in his entire way of being. His demeanor was stiff, as if he were discomfited by his surroundings.

As if he didn’t want to be here.

The iron bands of foreboding that had cinched around her chest when she had heard news of his return tightened mercilessly. It had taken her years to squirm out from beneath the oppressive and humiliating yoke of her disastrous marriage. But she had done it with a stubborn determination she hadn’t known she possessed before she had been challenged to find her own bliss. And now, she looked upon the one person in the world who had the full power to take away everything she had strived to attain.

Her hands curled into tight fists and she swallowed past the hard lump in her throat.

Why had he decided to come back now? An honorable son would have returned more than a year ago upon the death of his father. Did he ever consider the young bride he had left behind? The scandalous details of his travels that had filtered back to England over the years suggested otherwise.

Anger burned hot in her blood as Anna recalled all the reasons she had to hate him. But stronger than the anger was the compulsion to prove she was not the woeful woman-child he’d left behind. Eight years ago, she had been a shadow of the woman she was now, a wraith trapped by her own insecurities. She had been so easy to bully, to toss aside, to forget.

But no longer. She would not stand idle in the face of Jude’s mysterious return. Before he left England again, and of course he would, he would know the manner of the woman he had abandoned.

The distress and awe that had claimed her upon seeing her husband again was slowly replaced by stern resolve. She had come to the masquerade with a purpose. She would see it through.

Even standing partially in the shadow as she was, it was not long before Jude’s jewel-colored gaze found her. His casual survey of the ballroom came to an abrupt and noticeable halt when his sweeping glance passed over her small corner of the ballroom.

She didn’t worry that he would recognize her. She had changed a great deal in the last eight years even if he had not, and the feathered creation over her face gave her the added confidence of assured anonymity.

She would reveal herself as his wife when she chose.

The air of distraction dropped away from his manner and he focused intently in her direction. He was too far away for her to see the deep blue of his eyes, but she felt it. His gaze was sharp and studied, cutting through the interference of the crowd flowing endlessly between them. In an instant, Anna felt like the most fascinating creature in the room. She had never seen such an intensity in his manner, even years ago, and certainly never directed at her.

A spark of breathless exhilaration mingled with the anxiety in her swiftly pulsing blood. Her stomach fluttered and she had to remind herself of all she had at stake. She hadn’t anticipated that the heavy weight of past emotions would tug so acutely at her awareness and she couldn’t allow them to alter her course.

She had intended for him to see her, had carefully chosen a costume with an uplifting corset that deepened the shadows of her cleavage and accented every curve of her figure. The vivid blue shade of the gown contrasted sharply with her golden skin tone and the bright colors of her feathered mask emphasized the inky black depth of her hair. Anna had never before felt any desire to use her womanly assets to her advantage, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know how. And if ever there was a time to display her more feminine attributes, tonight was it.

Steeling herself against the feelings of anger and betrayal swirling within her, she pulled herself solidly into the role of temptress. She tilted her head to the side, boldly returning his stare, and smiled, knowing that her reddened lips were brightly visible beneath the bottom edge of her emerald green mask.

He lowered his chin and gave a short nod, a brief and subtle acknowledgment. So minimal, yet viscerally effective. Delicate chills chased down the back of her neck and Anna was at a loss on what to do next.

He continued to watch her.

The intense focus of his regard made her jittery and warm. She returned his stare, trying to mimic his self-possessed calm though her breath was shallow and quick as she fought to retain her composure. And still he watched her, making no move to approach, appearing fully content to study her from a distance.

Then the man at his side, Lord Rutherford, called his attention to a pair of gentlemen approaching them. Jude looked away from her, effectively breaking the binds that had been constricting her chest.

She drew in a sharp and audible breath.

With his focus elsewhere, Anna turned and set her glass on the marble table at her side. Her hand lifted to cover the fierce thumping of her heart against her ribs. Such a small thing, a tiny flirting gesture, a too long glance, yet those seconds of silent communication had been the first with her husband in nearly a decade. He didn’t know who she was. She was certain of it. But she knew him, and that moment of connection nearly undid her.

She was considering the idea of slipping out onto the balcony and from there making a complete escape back to Suffolk when she felt a familiar presence at her side.

“Do not say it,” she whispered under her breath without turning her head.

“Dammit.” The fiercely muttered curse came from Leif Riley, sole heir of the impoverished Viscount Neville, devoted lover to numerous wealthy women, and Anna’s dear friend since childhood. “I am seriously concerned about the state of your sanity.”

“I am fine. Perfectly sane.” Anna lifted her chin and met Leif’s anxious gaze with a rueful smile. “Though I will admit it is a bit more difficult than I expected.” She took a deep and steadying breath. “He hasn’t changed much, has he? In appearance, I mean.” Her friend shrugged and she continued, “Although, something about him is very different. I just cannot quite define it...”

“Anna, this is ludicrous,” Leif interrupted as he shoved his mask up off his face. A scowl of displeasure clouded the handsome visage that was typically schooled into an expression of practiced flirtation. “You need to drop this deception and go about dissolving the marriage, something you should have done ages ago.”

Anna lifted her black brows incredulously and curled her lips in amusement. “Don’t tell me you are taking the moral stand on this issue.”

Leif rolled his eyes. “Hardly. I just don’t want to see this ruse you have planned tonight ending in theatric tragedy.”

Anna smiled and lifted her gloved hand to rest it briefly against the side of his face.

“Trust me. You have nothing to worry about. I have had eight long years to get over those tender girlish feelings. All I want now is to bring that whole disastrous part of my life to a satisfying end.”

Leif sighed, giving up for the moment, though his handsome features wrinkled into a foreboding grimace. “I hope there is such a thing.”

Anna shrugged in an attempt at appearing unconcerned. It would not do for Leif to see that she had misgivings of her own. “One way or another, this is something I have to do.”

“Why?” Leif pressed.

Anna didn’t answer at first. She had to think carefully about how much she really wanted to disclose to her dearest friend. They knew almost everything about each other, but some things were simply never discussed.

“Since the day he left, gossip and rumor have swirled about his many and varied exploits. Did you know, for a time I could not go to a dinner party without his name coming up at the top of a list of the latest scandals heard from abroad? I cannot go back to feeling like a pitiable victim of my circumstances. I have become a different person, and I will not allow that man to go about his charmed life as if I don’t even exist. I cannot imagine his reasons for returning, and I have no idea what his intention may be toward me.” She swallowed hard. “But before the end of this night, he will know that I am not going to fade into the shadows while he reclaims his position as golden lord of the ton.” Anna cast a sly sidelong glance toward the gentleman under discussion. He was watching her again. “I believe it is time Jude paid his respects to his wife.”

Leif’s scowl was darkly serious. “Be careful, Anna. He is not a green lad.”

“And I am no longer a sad little girl of sixteen,” she countered as she turned and cast a confident wink over her shoulder, then swept away in a dramatic rustle of satin and silk.

“You may as well be,” Leif muttered vehemently behind her.
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Chapter Two
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Jude wasn’t sure how his old friend had managed to drag him along to the masquerade tonight. But here he was, in the middle of a sparkling ballroom filled with the elite members of England’s aristocracy, and all he could think was that some things simply never changed.

He had arrived in London only a few days ago and had intended to stay in town only long enough to conduct some personal business before departing for the Blackbourne family seat in the country. Although he had sent advance word to his mother of his impending return to England, it had been impossible to be exact on his arrival date, so he was not surprised to find that she was not in London awaiting his return. He’d immediately sent his regards to Silverly, advising he would be in Essex soon.

His mother’s reply arrived the next day and assured him that time had done nothing to soften her firm resolve to always put the needs of the earldom before personal wishes. She did not express delight in his return nor bitterness over his long absence. Instead she sent a list of invitations she had accepted on his behalf and insisted he “honor to the proper hostesses before even considering leaving town for the country.” She urged him to remember his duty to the Blackbourne name and claim his rightful place among society first and foremost.

Jude had promptly tossed the list into the wastebasket. He had been doing things his own way for far too long and had no intention of spending his first weeks back in England going to balls and soirées.

Yet here he was.

He swept a glance over the breadth of the ballroom and felt like an observer of a theater performance. Set out under the glittering lights and elaborate decorations, a dramatic production was in play. Flirtatious costumed ladies giggled breathlessly, liberated by the assumed anonymity of their elaborate masks. Gentlemen, young and old alike, prowled the edges of the ballroom, looking for an easy conquest to enliven their evening. The expansive cast of characters sashayed about in their brightly colored costumes, dressed as gypsies, revolutionaries, Roman gods and goddesses, birds of paradise, and topiary. They spouted the appropriate lines, laughed on cue and seemed perfectly willing to play the parts they had been given.

When it came down to it, the setting didn’t much matter. A London ballroom, a courtyard in Florence, or a palace in palace in Constantinople, the drama remained the same. The roles never changed, only the people who played the parts.

How many of the fortunate souls before him felt trapped by the strict dictates of their wealth, position, and family lineage? How many yearned for a treasure they believed to be out of their reach because the structure of society deemed it so? To put British society on a scale with the caste system in India was a terribly unfair comparison, but Jude couldn’t ignore the marked similarities. Hadn’t his own life taken a drastic turn when the duty and honor that had been passed down through generations of English nobility betrayed him?

As he had numerous times in the last couple years, Jude felt an immense welling of gratitude for finally seeing the truth and power of his own choices. Choices that had ultimately led him back to England. Very soon he would retire to the Blackbourne ancestral estate, and he would take up the reins of responsibility he never should have tossed aside.

In the meantime, surely he could endure one night amongst the ton. At least it was a game to which he knew all the rules.

And just how to break them.

His gaze traveled swiftly over the bright and colorful chaos of the crowd around him. So familiar and strange, yet he did not anticipate any surprises.

Perhaps that is why the woman affected him with such jolting intensity.

She was standing alone, a striking vision, and when Jude saw her, he felt as if the floor had dropped out from under his feet. It was her stillness that first claimed his notice. In the mingling, dancing, laughing crowd around her, her complete and focused stillness stood out. That and the vivid azure dress. The elaborate corseted gown shaped her lovely curves in a way that made his mouth go suddenly dry. Her black hair was twisted high on her head with a few teasing curls falling gently against the upper curve of her creamy breast.

Jude could not look away. After that initial moment of visceral shock, a tight breath of expectation formed and slowly, deliberately expanded into a fully perceived understanding that tonight had been fated to reveal something unusual. The way she stared back at him, even with the bright mask covering most of her face, was fiercely alluring. He could feel her gaze in the warming of his skin and the sudden humming of his blood.

Did he know her?

She smiled and he felt a response deep in his loins.

Surely not. He would never have forgotten a woman with such striking sensual impact. He had known many beautiful women. But he had never before encountered a female who so easily ignited such an instant and elemental physical reaction within him.

“Ah, here we are.”

Jude was reluctant to look away from the woman in blue, but the exclamation of the man beside him swiftly recalled his attention. He glanced at his friend.

Michael Gerard, Marquess of Rutherford, had not changed much over the years. Handsome, resourceful, and charming only when he chose to be, he had come into his title and inheritance as a boy and had been taught from a very young age to expect the privilege and position afforded him by his wealth and title. Rutherford had tracked Jude down at his hotel that very morning with a familiar combination of dry humor and arrogant expectation. He had convinced Jude to accompany him to the costumed ball, if only to stir up a little excitement in the stale town. The marquess had thought it would be supremely amusing to gather up the fellows for a bit of a reunion.

Rutherford gestured lazily toward two men who had just entered the ballroom. “Whitely and Grimm, the old devils. They must have gotten my notes.”

Jude followed his gaze.

Lord Grimm was an average fellow in every way. Medium height, medium brown hair and light brown eyes. And now at nearly thirty, he had grown thicker around the middle and looked like a younger version of his father. Jude hoped the similarity was only in appearance since he remembered the old man to be a terrible puritan who had despaired of the day his son met up with Rutherford’s bunch.

Lord Whitely was the opposite of Grimm. Women swooned over his angular features, black hair, and bright green eyes. The man used to take every advantage of his looks and had been an unrepentant rake, claiming the innocence of countless young women before sweeping them aside in pursuit of the next conquest.

Eight years ago, they had been a careless group of young men, fresh from university, convinced of their own wit, virility and invincibility. Life had been about late nights carousing around town, stopping in at favorite pubs and gambling dens and dance halls. It had been filled with high-society parties overflowing with not-so-innocent debutantes eager to sneak away from their chaperones and trade a little grope and tickle for a few whispered love words.

And Rutherford had been their leader. Likely because he always knew where the best parties were, always had a solid stash of French wine, and always had some wild prank up his sleeve if the usual round of entertainment got too dull.

Jude was intrinsically aware of how far away those days were. Strange how the most inconsequential decision—such as accepting a glass of warm milk before bed—could change the course of one’s life so drastically.

His smile was genuine as he faced the approach of his old friends.

“What the hell brought you back?” Grimm demanded jovially.

Rutherford glanced at the man with droll reproach. “You do recall that Sinclair is now the earl. Did you think he would neglect his duty?”

“Forgive me for pointing it out, but the earl died more than a year ago,” Grimm argued. “I would have expected to see you then, if you had intended to return.”

“I was not in a place where the post could reach, I’m afraid,” Jude explained. “As it was, I had already decided to come back when I learned of my father’s unexpected passing.”

He didn’t add how he would give anything to regain the lost opportunity to reconcile with his father. If he had been home, he might have been with his father on the hunt the day he died. Maybe he could have prevented the accident that killed him.

Jude took a deep and practiced breath to diffuse the tension that crawled up his spine and tightened the muscles of his throat. He had to believe everything happened for reasons he might not be privy to. Every choice led to a new outcome. His father’s decisions eight years ago had contributed to the situation which ultimately led to Jude’s departure from England. Being fully honest with himself, he knew that his choice to return could not have come any sooner than it did. He hadn’t been ready.

Reconciliation with his father would have to come in another way.

“I’m not sure I would’ve come back.” A wily grin accompanied Whitely’s declaration. “From what we used to hear, you’d been living like a traveling sultan with women fighting for your favor wherever you went.”

Jude chuckled as was expected and answered, “An exaggeration, I assure you.” A slow smile spread his lips. “Then again, you probably never even heard the half of it.”

The other men laughed as Jude had intended.

“Oh, don’t hold out, Sinclair,” Whitely insisted with a lecherous grin. “You have to tell us about the orgies in France, or those sisters in Russia. Twins, weren’t they?”

“Right.” Grimm jabbed a fist at Whitely’s shoulder. “Good God, why would you give up such excitement? And why the hell hadn’t we heard anything of your adventures in so long? There was some speculation that you met an unfortunate end.”

“I nearly did,” Jude replied and the corner of his mouth curled ruefully away from his smile.

The last eight years of his life could easily be split in two very different portions. A rebellious fire fueled the early years and had driven Jude into an existence of meaningless hedonism. Nameless women, dangerous escapades along waterfronts and in back alleys, and the steady descent into numbing opium addiction.

His friends were not interested in hearing about those times when he emerged from an alcohol and opium induced fog, not knowing where he had been or what woman’s perfume and sweat scented his skin. Or the day when he found himself on a ship bound for India, mistaken for someone else and suffering the pain of his body releasing its fierce dependence on the sweet drugging smoke.

“I assure you, the stories you heard were likely very selective,” he drawled with a suggestive smile, allowing his companions to assume what they would. The truth of the last few years were only valuable to himself and were not nearly as titillating as what they could conjure with their depraved imaginations.

Whitely shook his head in amazement. “I’m lucky if I can get out to my club once a week, let alone travel the world conquering the hearts and parting the thighs of countless foreign beauties.”

“That’s because you’ve got a chain attached to your hind leg, mate,” Rutherford interjected with the superior attitude of a fox that had not yet been caught and had no intention of getting anywhere near the type of trap that had so effectively snared his friend.

Grimm guffawed. “That’s right, and the other end of the chain is wound around the delicate wrist of your little wife.”

“True,” Whitely admitted readily, clearly accustomed to the ribbing. “But I’ve got to say, mates, I’d rather crawl into bed with my delightful wife than pass out in a pile of hay after drinking all night with you cads. Besides, we all know why Grimm stays away from home as often as he does.”

Rutherford laughed and Grimm’s face turned sullen. Grimm had never been as good as Whitely at taking good-natured criticism.

As the other men went into another round of personal insults, Jude found his attention drawn back across the room. The blue of her dress was a vivid beacon in the myriad chaos of colors, and his gaze found her easily.

She was no longer alone.

A young gentleman stood partially in front of her, as if to block her off from the rest of the room, either as a subtle means of protection or as a show of possession.

Jude guessed it to be the latter.

Their heads were tilted toward each other as they appeared to be discussing something very private and personal, and her slim hand rested against the man’s face in a gesture clearly meant to soothe. These two were very comfortable with each other.

Just as disappointment flared, the masked woman glanced coyly over her shoulder and met his gaze for just a second. He saw the sexy little smile peeking out from beneath the green feathers of her mask. Then she turned and walked away from her companion, disappearing into the crowd.

Jude’s blood raced hot and wild through his body though he kept his reaction carefully contained. He wasn’t sure yet how he wished to proceed. Long gone were the days when he pursued every woman who sent him a coy smile. Not that he was celibate, by any means. Simply much more discerning.

“Sinclair, are you up for it?”

Jude turned back to his companions. “Up for what? I don’t intend to end up sleeping in a tavern barn, I assure you,” he said in a dry tone.

Rutherford laughed and clapped him on the back then started to lead their group from the ballroom. “Let’s start with cards, shall we? Then see where we end up.”

Jude walked with his old friends, though he kept his gaze sharp as he took one last sweeping look over the ballroom, involuntarily searching for a striking azure gown encasing a phenomenal female figure.

Just as they reached the wide landing at the top of the staircase the fine hairs on the back of his neck lifted in acute awareness. He looked back over his shoulder just in time to see the lady in blue stepping through an oversized door to the left side of the landing. The fleeting glance she cast in his direction the moment before she disappeared into the shadows solidified his choice.

Jude changed his course.

His friends might be annoyed that his abandonment left them one man short at the card table, but they would have to get over it.
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Chapter Three
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Reaching the doorway, which had been left slightly ajar, Jude crossed the threshold and passed into a darkened hallway. His pulse raced and he felt a light touch of uncertainty. He chose to ignore it. After only a few steps, he reached another oversized doorway opening into a long, narrow room dimly lit by the eerie glow of medieval wall sconces set about fifty feet apart down the length of the gallery.

Jude stopped to allow his eyes to become accustomed to the near darkness.

The walls were covered in varying sizes of ancient tapestries. The largest extended from the cornice of the twenty-foot ceiling all the way down to the marbled floor and spanned the entire space between two sconces. In areas where no tapestries hung, groupings of ancient weapons were arranged as morbid artwork. Suits of armor representing multiple cultures and time periods stood stoic and silent in the shadows as if waiting patiently for their services to be required.

Jude stepped into the room, feeling as if he had entered a secret and dangerous world far removed from what existed beyond the short stretch of hallway behind him. Everything bright and sparkling and full of gaiety outside became heavy and quiet with the somber metals and deep woven colors.

He continued farther along the length of the gallery and finally saw her standing still and beautiful with her eyes cast upward and her hands clasped casually behind her slim back.

A heady scent hung suspended in quiet space. It was rich and dark and recalled his senses to some elusive memory from his past. The memory would not completely form and he released it to return his focus to the present moment.

He knew she must be aware of his presence. His shoes had not been silent on the marble floor, yet she did not turn toward him. Not even when he came to stand alongside her. He was close enough to hear the subtle rhythm of her breath, but not so close as to threaten the gossamer shield of propriety.

He was well versed in the delicate and shifting boundaries of a well-executed seduction, and as he stood there, he understood that he had been lured to this woman’s side. He studied her unmoving and confident posture, waiting for her to acknowledge his presence.

Excitement and arousal coursed through him.

“Fascinating, isn’t it?” Her voice was low and husky as it flowed into the clandestine atmosphere of the darkened gallery.

“Definitely,” Jude countered.

He noted the deep inward curve of her waist and admired the slim length of her spine. His gaze traced the graceful line of her neck and shoulder, rested momentarily on the lush upper rise of her breasts. She had the body of a courtesan. Strong and graceful and fully female in every dramatic dip and curve.

“I was referring to the tapestry,” she answered with a note of amusement. She spoke in a tone just above a whisper, not out of concern that their conversation might be overheard, he suspected, but out of deference to the solemn tone of the room. He couldn’t help but think the smooth and intimate quality of her voice would be perfectly suited to love words uttered in the plush darkness of a private boudoir.

Realizing she expected some comment from him, Jude followed her gaze to the scene depicted on the tapestry positioned on the wall before them. The woven artwork depicted a fierce and bloody battle. Mounted knights fell to their deaths under the blades and spears of what appeared to be an army of angels. The obvious victors in the battle were those clothed in white robes with sunbursts spread out from behind their heads. The angels performed their task with cold and emotionless faces that were in stark contrast to the pained and dying expressions of the fallen knights.

He took an involuntary step closer, drawn in by the odd imagery. “What was their crime?”

“They used their power to subjugate those they were meant to protect. They became selfish and greedy and started to believe they were owed things they had never earned.”

Jude turned to look down at her. “A rather harsh punishment.”

She tilted her head and he could see the barest lifting at the corners of her mouth.

“I doubt their victims would have thought so.” She turned slowly in place to face him and tipped her head back to meet his eyes. “You are a foreigner, aren’t you? Or you have been away from England for a long time?”

Her change in subject jolted him for a moment, but not nearly as much as her direct and confident nature. Up close, the intensity of her dark masked gaze struck him once again. His pulse beat a staccato rhythm as he realized the mysterious scent that had enchanted him upon entering the room came from the woman herself.

He replied to her question with one of his own. “Why do you say that?”

“You have a slight accent, very subtle, but noticeable in the way you draw out the end of your words. Also, you do not behave like an Englishman.”

Jude arched one eyebrow. “How so?”

“You were far too bold in the ballroom. Staring at me as you did.” Though her tone was one of admonition, her lovely full lips curled upward as if she could not resist the smile that threatened.

Now Jude smiled. “You were staring first.”

“I was,” she admitted freely with a small tilt of her head, “but a gentleman wouldn’t say so.”

“What if I am not a gentleman?”

“Oh, you must be, or you wouldn’t have been allowed in the door tonight. The guest list at these affairs is always top notch.” She leaned in toward him just a touch and whispered conspiratorially. “The hostess would not suffer to entertain riff-raff.” When she straightened, he saw that her smile had twisted into a gentle sneer and she added pertly, “It’s a wonder I managed to get past the guards.”

Her implication was clear. She did not belong here. In that fact, they were more alike than she could have realized.

“Do you object to my forward behavior?” Jude took a step closer to her as he spoke.

“Truly, I should have expected such boldness the moment I saw you,” she confessed quietly. Her voice had become breathless. The soft sound stroked his heightened senses. “Only two types of men would arrive at a masquerade without a mask.” When he lifted his brows in subtle question, she tilted her head and looked as if she were considering him carefully. “Either you are a vain sort who is loath to hide his handsome face behind the equalizing properties of a domino, or you choose to face the world with your intentions clear for all to see.”

Jude didn’t try to hide his amusement at her clever deduction. “And which do you believe me to be?”

She laughed then, lightly, and it was a sound that tickled the fine hairs on the back of his neck. Everything about this woman triggered a visceral reaction in him.

“Since I already have a pretty good idea of what you want from me, I would be stupid to assume you are anything other than the latter.”

“In the places I have been, a man cannot afford to be coy,” Jude offered by way of explanation. “He must make his choice and act decisively, or what he desires may become the possession of someone stronger, faster, or more determined.”

The woman lifted her chin, lengthening the line of her bare throat. Her voice lowered. “Is that why you followed me?”

Jude looked down at her. Her invitation was clear in the glitter of her dark eyes and in the parted curve of her lips. But his instinct told him to tread carefully with this one. He lifted his hand and brushed the back of his knuckles down the length of her throat, from the corner of her jaw down to the gentle ridge of her collarbone. She stiffened slightly at the delicate touch, and one corner of his mouth lifted in a half-smile.

She was not as self-possessed as she would have him believe.

“The man you were talking with in the ballroom,” he said in a softened tone as his fingertips traced the shape of her collarbone, “do you know him well?”

“I do,” she answered on a sigh.

His fingers swept lightly over her shoulder to tease the sensitive skin at her nape. Goosebumps rose up on the surface of her delicate flesh. Noting that spot in his memory for future attention, Jude drew his fingers across her back, tracing the upper edge of her gown. At the same time, he took a deliberate step to her side.

“Do you have a husband or protector who would object to our being here alone together?” His breath teased the wispy curls at her nape as he stepped around behind her. He inhaled slowly and the lovely, mysterious, intoxicating scent of her heightened his arousal like a lusty drug.

Anna held back a gasp as his fingers continued to follow along the top edge of her gown. He stood close enough that she could feel the heat of his body, yet he only touched her with a light brushing of his fingertips. He wore no gloves, another thing a gentleman would never do. She had noticed with the very first stroke of his fingers that they were not soft and smooth, as they should have been. His touch was slightly callused.

She discovered she liked the feel of a man’s roughened hands on her skin.

He moved to stand behind her as he reached around her to brush his fingers across the swollen rise of her breasts where they pushed over the top of her bodice. Her skin tingled with masterfully awakened sensitivity in the wake of his caress. He stalked her with his movements and his gentle touch soothed her at the same time. Her breath caught in her throat and she willed herself to remain in control.

This game wasn’t played through yet. Recalling that he had asked her a question, she sorted through the hazy corners of her mind for the appropriate answer.

“Would it matter if I had a husband?” Her reply was breathless.

“No,” he murmured just before he pressed his warm mouth to the curve where her neck met her shoulder.

Anna had to fist her hands to keep from jumping out of her skin at the sudden sensations flying through her. Her nerves hummed and vibrated like the strings of a violin. Her muscles grew heavy and weak as if they had been filled with sand. He pressed another hot kiss to the side of her throat and his palm covered the upper rise of her breast, pressing over the spot where her heart beat fiercely. At the same time, his other hand slid around her waist to pull her back against his chest.

Impressions of sparkling licks of flame erupted throughout her body as she tried to accustom herself to the feel of his mouth on her bare skin and his arm encircling her middle to hold her so intimately against him. His strength was unexpected, as was his unhurried and practiced mode of seduction. She could never have anticipated the way her body reacted to the warmth of his hand covering her breast. She tried to remind herself what this elaborate masquerade was all about. But when he trailed a path of kisses across the sensitive skin at her nape, it was all she could do to keep her knees from giving way.

There was too much sensation, too much heat, too much fluttering reaction in her belly. She was grateful for the stiff binding corset, for surely he would have felt the wild quivering of her body beneath the steadying band of his arm.

“Relax,” he whispered behind her. “Your heart beats like a trapped bird beneath my hand. Do I frighten you?”

“I do not frighten easily,” Anna replied, though she doubted her words were very convincing.

“Then I excite you?” he pressed in a low voice.

“A lady wouldn’t answer such a query,” she replied. The pertness of her words softened with a long audible sigh as he lowered his mouth to kiss the spot below her ear where her pulse beat most fiercely.

“That’s all right,” Jude murmured, sliding his hand from her breast up the length of her throat to press under her jaw. His gentle urging eased her head back and to the side. Anna’s eyes drifted closed just as his warm breath chased across her lips. “You already did,” he whispered.

Then his mouth lowered to claim hers in a burning kiss.

Oddly, Anna’s first thought was of Leif, and the one time he had stolen a kiss from her. He had been drunk and in a playful mood and had pulled her down into his lap and planted a kiss on her lips before she had even known it was coming. Although he’d apologized afterward, she hadn’t regretted it. It had been short and swift, and Anna remembered being grateful he hadn’t been in a state of mind to use his full arsenal of skills in that kiss. As it was, the experience had been more than pleasant and had left Anna just a bit shaken afterward.

But even that experience with one of the most practiced and celebrated lovers in England was nothing in comparison to what she felt the instant Jude’s lips touched hers.

The bright and flashing passion took her by surprise.

After no more than a second, Jude turned her in his arms and hauled her up against him in a full embrace. He growled quietly as she wrapped her arms around his neck and gave herself to the kiss. She had no choice in the matter. Every bit of common sense had fled from her consciousness. She wanted to be closer. She wanted to feel more of his heat, more of the delicious desire pouring from his kiss.

Her fervent wish was granted as his hand slid into her carefully constructed coiffure to cup the back of her head. He positioned her so the kiss could go deeper. She drew a sharp breath, expanding her lungs and crushing her breasts against his solid chest. His tongue forced entrance and she gasped at the wicked sense of possession. Their tongues mated in a furious dance and she felt as though she may never get enough. The taste of his mouth was an intoxicating combination of fire and need, and the encompassing warmth of his arms secured her to him like a vice from which she had no wish to escape.

She was drowning, sinking deeply into the overwhelming desire that pulsed through her.

Wait! This is all wrong, a voice shouted in her head. Alarm speared icily through her body. She’d never intended the deception to go so far. She had underestimated the situation by drastic degrees.

Unwrapping her arms from around his neck, she pressed her palms against his shoulders and arched away from his kiss.

“Enough,” she muttered on a ragged gasp.

“Not nearly,” Jude replied as his mouth fell to the lengthened curve of her throat.

Chills chased over her skin and she closed her eyes again as she fought the burning temptation to sink back down into the whirlwind of passion. She managed to grasp onto one delicate detail in her mind that reinforced her need to escape.

He still had no idea who she was.

“I said enough,” she repeated more forcefully as she shoved free from his hold. She took two stumbling steps back, though it didn’t appear to be necessary as he did not reach for her. His arms dropped to his sides and he eyed her with lust and tension.

Anna fought to regain her composure. She met his gaze and his eyes burned bright with the flames of unspent passion. Need pierced her core.

She was surprised to feel the tears pricking behind her eyes as reality set in.

She hadn't expected this to be so painful. She thought herself to be well past the feelings of betrayal and disillusionment that had consumed her when she had been young and first married. Her daring little escapade tonight had succeeded beyond her expectations. In case she had harbored any doubt, she now had undeniable proof her husband was as wickedly adulterous as the stories had always claimed. She’d also learned she was not nearly as strong as she thought.

“I didn't think I could still be so foolish and naïve,” she whispered with a shaky little laugh as she lifted her hands to untie the ribbons of her mask.

“What the hell are you...?” Jude started, but as she lowered the mask from her face, his question trailed off and his glowering expression deepened.

She wondered what he was thinking as he stared at her then. Mostly, he looked annoyed and frustrated and still passionately aroused. Anna returned his stare, her chin lifted high, her eyes direct and challenging. She blinked away her threatening tears and recalled all the reasons she had to hate him.

“What's the matter, Jude?” she asked finally, pleased to find her voice steady and confident. “Nothing to say?”

“You know me?” he asked stiffly.

“That depends upon your definition of knowing, my lord,” Anna replied with a harsh twist of her lips.

Jude narrowed his gaze and his voice took on an almost menacing tone. “I am not a man to find enjoyment in dark pranks or willful subterfuge. Disclose your identity and your purpose.”

“You really haven’t figured it out yet?” Anna asked then, surprised he hadn’t put it all together. “You said earlier that it wouldn’t matter if I were married.” She paused, but he remained silent and waited for her to continue. “What about your wife, my lord? Does she matter?”

Jude’s expression blackened. “I have no wife.”

Anna laughed then, a rough and raw sound. “I beg to differ, my lord husband.”

Jude was stunned as her words filtered through the lust still gripping his senses to reach the fine receptors of his consciousness.

She had called him husband.

Impossible.

He took an involuntary step back. His lust-drugged mind struggled to correlate the sensual, voluptuous vixen before him with the young woman he had stood beside all those years ago when he had recited those blasphemous marriage vows. That girl had been an awkward, skinny woman-child with dark eyes too furtive and unfathomable for one her age. It simply wasn't possible such an awkward little thing could turn out to possess the luscious heat of the woman whose amorous fire had almost consumed him just moments ago.

When he finally found mental purchase in the flood of uncomfortable memories loosed within him, he realized that the woman claiming to be his wife had slipped from the room. She left behind only her feathered mask on the floor at his feet and the faint essence of her dark and tantalizing scent.

Jude remained frozen in place for several more minutes, shocked, angry, confused, and still highly aroused.

“Bloody everlasting hell,” he muttered viciously.
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Chapter Four
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Helena Sinclair, Dowager Countess of Blackbourne, was used to getting her way, either by charming female persuasion or subtle, and sometimes not so subtle, manipulation.

She had been the daughter of a poor baronet when she first met Jude’s father, the Earl of Blackbourne. The young and ambitious Helena had decided within five minutes she would be his countess and even his family’s strong disapproval of the match did not keep the marriage from taking place.

Jude knew that his mother’s humble and struggling origins had a lot to do with her current social attitudes. She was a complete and terrible snob. For that reason, she had also been extremely vocal against and at times even violently opposed to Jude’s marriage to the young Miss Anna Locke, a second daughter with no title, no wealth, not even beauty to recommend her. But Jude’s father had insisted on the marriage, and there had been no moving the old earl when honor and duty were at stake.

Jude rode over the ancient stone bridge that signaled his crossing onto the expansive Blackbourne property in Essex. The countryside around him had changed, trees had grown taller, new farmland had been created and freshly built homes could be seen in the distance. But it was all still familiar to him in a way that reinforced his decision to return. This was home no matter how long he had been away. He only wished he could better enjoy the moment, but his thoughts were darkened by the constant shadow of unresolved business.

The second he stepped foot in England, he had begun the process of dissolving his marriage, which involved locating the deceitful woman he had been forced to marry. The task had proven to be frustratingly difficult. His many discreet inquiries for information on the Countess of Blackbourne had been met with dubious responses. Some people seemed to assume he meant his mother and would give the address of his father’s old townhouse, but since he had gone there first, he knew for a fact the place was vacant. Some of his queries were met with a blank look as if the question wasn’t quite comprehended.

It had baffled him before and now it infuriated him. Because it had allowed her to approach him unawares. She had claimed the upper hand, and for a woman like that to have any advantage was dangerous and unsettling. In recent years he had begun to hope her wicked actions had been the product of childish selfishness. But their encounter at the ball forced him to acknowledge that he had been foolish to expect anything less than deception and trickery.

The depth of fury that had burgeoned inside him the moment she announced her identity shocked him. He had thought himself well beyond such intense emotions over something that had happened so long ago. Yet his bright anger did not dissipate by the next morning. More than anything now, he wanted to bring a final end to the nasty business of his unwanted marriage. But there was a certain wisdom in allowing himself some time to cool the righteous temper that had been roused by his perfidious wife.

She would have to be dealt with, but he was in no rush to see her again now. Not until he could be assured he had control over his anger.

His mother, on the other hand, had become a more pressing matter. She must have learned that aside from Lady Marquart’s costumed ball, he hadn’t attended a single one of the events from her list. She had fired off several furious letters, demanding to know if he intended to shame their family any further with his disrespectful and scandalous behavior.

Her fit of temper would escalate if he didn’t deal with it head on.

So it was that two days after the masquerade, Jude arrived at Silverly. He entered the large Jacobean house by way of the garden that separated the house from the stables. Memories abounded as he walked through the home where he had grown up. He couldn’t escape how different his life would be had he been allowed to marry the girl of his choice, and he had to remind himself that dwelling on things said and done did not get you where you wanted to be.

“Judy!”

Jude involuntarily cringed at the nickname his mother had given him when he had still been a baby. She stood in the doorway of the morning room, her hands planted on her narrow hips as she pinned him with a look of supreme dissatisfaction.

“What are you doing here?” she questioned abruptly. “You need to be in London.”

“Hello, Mother,” Jude replied with a calm and unconcerned smile. Though it felt like a lifetime since he had been subjected to one of his mother’s critical tirades, he knew that arguing against her only fueled her fire. He walked toward her and planted a brief kiss on her thin cheek. “You are in fine form.”

And she was. He was a little surprised to see she barely appeared to have aged at all. A few more wrinkles by her eyes maybe, and her lips were a bit thinner, but otherwise, she looked much like she had when he left.

The Dowager Countess of Blackbourne narrowed her sharp gaze and gave him a sweeping perusal. Then she smiled and lifted a hand to pat her coiffure.

“Why, thank you, Judy. I do try to keep up my appearance.” She turned in the doorway and walked into the small sitting room, wriggling her fingers over her shoulder in a gesture indicating she wanted him to follow her. “It is terribly important, you know, to reflect the status of your position properly.” She waved her hand toward the dainty sofa and then took a seat herself in a large padded chair. “You, on the other hand,” she said in a sharply barbed tone, “seem determined to disgrace your role as head of this family.”

Jude relaxed against the back of the sofa and crossed one ankle over his opposite knee, causing his mother’s eyes to widen at the casual posture. He shook his head and sighed. This wasn’t going to be easy for her. He waited while she poured them both some tea, leaving his without cream and adding just a little sugar as he preferred. He took the delicate teacup and saucer when she handed them over to him. After taking a sip, he replaced the cup in the saucer and rested both on the top surface of his thigh.

“Mother,” he started in a tone he hoped would help to sooth her temper even if his words would not. “While I appreciate your perspective on a peer’s role in society, I am afraid I will have to disappoint you in that regard. I did not return to England to spend all of my time pandering to the self-important peacocks that strut around the ballrooms of London.”
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